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Abstract 
 

This study explored the organisational factors within the Irish primary education 

system which conflate to support or thwart the psychosocial well-being of primary 

principals (n = 488). In Ireland, 90% of primary schools, while state funded, are 

under the patronage of the Catholic Church and are managed by untrained, 

voluntary Catholic Boards of Management to whom Irish primary principals, 

themselves devoid of any formal leadership training, are accountable in all their 

professional decision-making. The impact of this globally unique Church-State 

school model on principals’ psychosocial well-being and their professional capacity 

to effectively lead teaching and learning is explored in this study. With principal 

well-being considered imperative to principal performance a conceptual framework 

of occupational well-being (CFOW-B) was developed to measure identified 

indicators of occupational well-being. The resulting survey consisted of pre-

validated scales which were adjusted for an Irish context and extended to 

incorporate the collection of qualitative data. Subsequent interviews with 20 Irish 

primary principals provided a supplementary qualitative aspect to the study. This 

research represents the first Irish-based application of Self-Determination Theory 

and the first known application of the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory in an 

educational context. Within the framework of relevant EU and Irish occupational 

health and safety legislation the application of the CFOW-B facilitated a holistic 

assessment of the psychosocial health of Irish primary principals which revealed 

that this cohort exhibit the highest global mean levels of burnout in any identified 



 

xv  

published studies. Their levels of depression and anxiety rank above both EU and 

national averages. High levels of autonomy frustration were also detected along 

with lower than average dispositional mindfulness which is considered a protective 

factor against occupational stressors. Evidence of significant negative impact on 

psychosocial well-being is uncovered in this cross-sectional study of Irish primary 

principals. Findings highlight the shortcomings of both EU  and national 

occupational health legislation along with the shortcomings of primary school 

Boards of Management in the protection of their employees’ psychosocial well-

being. Findings also suggest that immediate intervention is required to tackle the 

alarming levels of work-related burnout being experienced by Irish primary 

principals. Formal training for prospective principals is advised along with several 

autonomy-enhancing measures. It is recommended that the various education 

stakeholders now adopt a collaborative approach to addressing principals’ 

workplace stressors which are identified in this research. It is envisaged that the 

CFOW-B is applicable beyond the education sector and therefore represents a 

useful tool in establishing the psychosocial well-being of other white-collar 

professionals.



 

1  

Chapter One: Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 
 

                                       We shall not cease from exploration…                           

                                                                                        -  T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding, Four Quartets. 

 

According to Swedberg (2020) all good science is the result of exploratory research 

for without the curiosity to explore and the ambition to say something new, 

research would come to a standstill. Swedberg therein proposes that the goal of a 

standard exploratory study is to explore a topic about which relatively little is 

known, and he recommends the adoption of a multi-method approach to that end. 

Regarding the study in hand, and relative to my perspective as a former primary 

principal (headteacher), the topic of interest is the current state of occupational 

well-being of Irish primary principals (IPPs), and in particular, their psychosocial 

well-being. Within the realms of academic literature there is a paucity of Irish-based 

research on principal well-being. However, in recent decades some research has 

been commissioned by various teacher representative bodies such as the Irish 

National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) and the Irish Primary Principals’ Network 

(IPPN). Their research includes Workload, Stress and Resilience of Primary Teachers 

(INTO, 2015), New Horizons for Smaller Schools and Teaching Principalship in Ireland 

(IPPN, 2005) and the Hay Report (Drea & O’Brien, 2002) which was commissioned 

by IPPN. And while these and other reports have succeeded in highlighting some of 

the work-related challenges facing principals such as role ambiguity, excessive 

workload and challenges regarding both time management and human resources 
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(HR) management, yet no comprehensive or definitive psychometric measurement 

of IPP occupational well-being has ever occurred constituting a knowledge gap. 

Arguably, this endeavour has not been aided by the non-existence of a suitable 

measure and the lack of a consensus definition of psychosocial well-being on both 

national and international levels. 

 Having spent almost two decades as a school principal during which time I sat on 

various teacher and principal representative committees I was acutely aware of the 

multiple challenges attached to the role. I sensed the need for concrete 

psychometric evidence of the impacts from psychosocial work hazards endured by 

principals in a bid to move beyond simply highlighting work stressors to the next 

stage of entreating Church-State representatives, as governors of Irish primary 

education provision, to actively address either the control or elimination of these 

hazards, as appropriate. I felt this could only occur through providing concrete 

evidence of employee work-related illness for which school Boards of Management 

(BOMs), as employers, are responsible under both EU and national legislation.  

Therein lay the research challenges which sparked my concern, my curiosity and my 

desire to explore if and how I could possibly address these shortfalls. I envisioned 

that success in this endeavour, aside from addressing the identified knowledge 

gaps, could lead to productive dialogue, collaboration and remediating action 

amongst primary education stakeholders relative to the current state of IPPs’ 

psychosocial well-being and the steps required to support them as employees. 

Secondly, should I succeed in creating a reliable psychometric tool appropriate to 

the measurement of psychosocial well-being this would constitute an addition to 
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the knowledge base on levels of occupational well-being of school leaders as well as 

contributing to the field of psychometric methods and Occupational Safety and 

Health (OSH) practice. And thus my research journey began. 

 

1.2 Genesis of the Journey – what constitutes IPP occupational well-being? 
 

Work plays a pivotal role in life as it absorbs much of employees’ time, energy and 

commitment during their lifespan. Accordingly, the role of work in contributing to 

employees’ well-being and quality of life is gaining increased attention in research 

(Nie, Chua, Yeung, Ryan & Chan, 2015). Some findings which have come to light 

over the past two decades include Burke Johnson (2014) who found decreased 

levels of job satisfaction and job security amongst public sector employees as 

governments introduce measures to reduce budget deficits. Kusy and Holloway 

(2009) warned that toxic organisational environments diminish employee well-

being and diminish productivity. Drago (2007) found that increasing numbers of 

professionals and managers struggle to find a healthy balance between work and 

family life. Cooper, Quick and Schabracq (2009) inform that levels of workplace 

stress have increased resulting in the rise of psychological distress and reduced 

physical health amongst employees. A recent survey measuring amount of time 

spent by Europeans dealing with work conflicts revealed that in the Netherlands 0.9 

hours a week, on average, are consumed by interpersonal issues. This figure rose to 

1.8 hours per week in Denmark, France and Britain, while in Ireland and Germany 

3.3 hours per week are spent in conflict resolution (Buchanan & Huczynski, 2017).  
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These findings serve to contextualise the present study of IPP well-being in that 

they point to a wider prevalence of some of the same issues raised within the 

context of previous Irish education research such as heightened incidence of 

employee stress amongst teachers (INTO, 2015) and HR challenges amongst IPPs 

(Drea & O’Brien, 2002; IPPN, 2005).  

From a sociological perspective, the recent Irish economic crisis caused a drop in 

both public and private sector earnings as the government introduced multiple cost-

saving strategies. This measure has been a source of friction between trade unions 

and government over the past decade as employees call for promised pay 

restorations following economic improvements. Buchanan and Huczynski (2017) 

describe ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ HR practices with hard HR aiming to control costs and soft 

HR concerned with maintaining employee work motivation and commitment. Apart 

from pay reductions the government’s hard HR approach during the economic 

downturn also impacted teachers through the introduction of Croke Park Hours 

(CPHs) which imposed an additional 36 hours per annum of unpaid work on all 

teachers and principals. From my perspective as an IPP at this time, I became aware 

of widespread disillusionment with the government amongst colleagues which I 

suspected could impact worker engagement resulting from the loss of goodwill as 

teachers (and principals) are routinely tasked with donating copious amounts of 

free time in work-related planning on an unpaid basis. This is something which 

educators view as simply going with the territory of their chosen profession and, 

from my observations, the lack of acknowledgement from government regarding 

this phenomenon was at the root of teachers’ disenchantment with the imposition 

of CPHs. Accordingly, as I instinctively believed that a perception of fairness with 
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one’s conditions of employment and one’s workload are critical to employee 

engagement, work motivation and work-related stress (W-RS), I became curious 

regarding the repercussions at ground level. This phenomenon had not been 

researched amongst Irish education sector employees to my knowledge, hence I 

decided my study would include an investigation of whether levels of work 

engagement had eroded since the introduction of governmental hard HR practices.  

According to the Chartered Institute for Personnel Development (CIPD) employee 

engagement is often described in terms of ‘discretionary effort’, ‘going the extra 

mile’, feeling valued’ and ‘passion for work’ (CIPD, 2021). MacLeod and Clarke (as 

cited in Buchanan & Huczynski, 2017) described engagement as going to the heart 

of the relationship between employer and employee and being key to unlocking 

productivity and employee well-being. This is supported within the research field of 

Basic Psychological Need Theory (BPNT) which posits that pay has a functional 

significance that affects need satisfaction in ways that impact motivation, work 

engagement and work quality (Ryan & Deci, 2017). BPNT proposes that 

autonomous action is characterised by willing engagement and lack of inner 

conflict. Developed by American psychologists Ryan and Deci in the 1980s, Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) is an empirically based theory of human behaviour and 

personality development. SDT comprises six mini-theories, of which BPNT is one, 

and it holds that it is people’s perceptions of their social and work environments 

that guide their subsequent behaviours. Gagné (2015) informs that SDT has been 

widely applied to real-life domains including education, work, psychotherapy, sport 

and virtual worlds exploring factors that influence motivations and basic 

psychological needs (BPNs) and to this end I was interested in how its application 
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could serve to enhance my understanding of IPPs’ psychological health and 

functioning from an occupational perspective. 

As a psychological theory, SDT is concerned with human behaviour as a function of 

the conscious or nonconscious motives that organise it. BPNT postulates that all 

humans have three BPNs, the satisfaction of which is essential to optimal 

development, integrity and well-being. These needs exist regardless of cultural 

setting or developmental stage and their deprivation has clear and measurable 

functional effects. The identified BPNs comprise autonomy, competence and 

relatedness and satisfaction of all three needs is necessary for optimum human 

functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In brief, the need for autonomy refers to the need 

to self-regulate one’s experiences and actions. When acting autonomously, humans 

engage wholeheartedly as opposed to acting from external pressures or influences. 

The need for competence refers to the basic human need to feel effectance and 

mastery of one’s environment. It manifests in curiosity, striving, manipulation and a 

wide range of epistemic motives (Deci & Moller, 2005). This need is easily thwarted, 

however and it wanes in contexts in which challenges are too difficult, where 

person-focused criticism and social comparisons undermine feelings of 

effectiveness or where negative feedback is pervasive. The need for relatedness 

within the work environment refers to one’s need to feel socially connected and of 

value within one’s organisation. This need is also nurtured from contributing to the 

group and by showing benevolence (Ryan & Deci,  2017).  

As SDT is a relatively recent theory there are few Irish applications of the theory in 

any research fields and on investigation I discovered that it had never been applied 
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to IPPs which constituted a further knowledge gap. Hence, I believed that 

measurement of IPPs’ satisfaction and frustration of BPNs, through usage of SDT’s 

pre-validated scales, would strongly inform my study of IPPs relative to their 

occupational well-being. Along with BPN satisfaction Gagné and Panaccio (2015), 

attest that motivation is a major explanatory mechanism in the effect of job design 

on employees. However, they inform that motivation is rarely assessed in job design 

research and consequently argue that assessing autonomous motivation and the 

satisfaction of BPNs would be useful to advance job design and employee welfare. 

Hence, levels of work motivation of IPPs became of interest to me in this research 

as an indicator of workplace well-being and towards advancing the field of job 

design research and its impact on employee psychosocial well-being. However, my 

journey towards the development of a suitable scale which could capture an all-

encompassing view of IPPs’ psychosocial well-being within their work domain 

required, firstly, an understanding of the accepted definition(s) of psychosocial well-

being within Health and Safety (H&S) parameters. It further required some 

familiarity with Irish OSH legislation which prescribes the measures that employers 

need to put in place and upon which Irish employees depend for health protection 

within their workplaces throughout their working lives. 

  

1.2.1 Occupational Health & Safety Policy and Legislation 

 

The World Health Organisation’s (WHO) Global Plan of Action on Workers’ Health 

(2013)  provides a framework for the development of policies, infrastructure, 

technologies and partnerships to achieve a basic level of health protection for all 
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employees in their workplaces. The prime principle underpinning this policy 

instrument is that employees should be able to enjoy the highest attainable 

standard of physical and mental health, including favourable working conditions, to 

ensure their well-being and maintenance of their livelihoods (Kortum, 2014). WHO 

member states are requested to develop national OSH plans to implement the 

Global Plan of Action in an effort to protect employees from workplace accidents 

and the onset of occupational diseases. The WHO Healthy Workplace Initiative 

(2010) is one such avenue of compliance with this request. The model was 

welcomed by the international scientific and business communities, not least for 

the inclusion of strategies to deal with well-being and psychosocial risks which 

augment the former, traditional occupational H&S approach which predominantly 

focused on workers’ physical safety (Burton, 2010). The WHO Healthy Workplace 

Initiative provides flexible guidance which can be adapted to any workplace as there 

exists no template of healthy workplace practices which applies to all occupational 

contexts. WHO (2010) recommends that a workplace strategy is “…designed to fit 

the unique history, culture, market conditions and employee characteristics of 

individual organisations” (Burton, 2010, p. 9), supporting the impetus for this 

research which aimed to both define and measure occupational well-being amongst 

IPPs.  

The definition of a healthy workplace is strongly influenced by the standard WHO 

definition (2010) which reflects an integrated, holistic approach to occupational 

health: ‘’A state of complete physical, mental and social well-being, and not merely 

the absence of disease’’(Burton, 2010, p. 15). This definition encompasses four 
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overlapping areas for consideration by management, based on identified needs of 

employees which equates employee psychosocial welfare with their physical safety: 

1. Health and safety concerns in the physical environment, 

2. Health, safety and well-being concerns in the psychosocial work 

environment including organisation of work and workplace culture, 

3. Personal health resources in the workplace provided by the employer, 

4. Extension of positive impacts to the local and surrounding community and 

environment in an effort to improve the health of workers, their families and 

other members of the community (Burton, 2010). 

In 2013 the International Labour Organisation (ILO) reported an estimated 160 

million annual incidences of work-related non-fatal disease compared to 2.02 

million deaths occurring due to disease and / or workplace accidents. The ILO (2013) 

warned that it is failures in prevention of work-related illnesses which result in this 

level of occupational disease such as mental disorders. In 2017 the United Nations 

(UN) added that poor management practices, lack of role clarity, inflexible working 

hours and low control over one’s area of work pose serious risks to workers’ mental 

health (UN, 2017). Ireland’s Health and Safety Authority (HSA) reported 47 fatal 

work-related accidents for 2019. Regarding non-fatal work-related illness the HSA 

reported that the most common types of illnesses amongst Irish employees were 

musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs)  representing 12.1 per 1000 workers, and stress, 

anxiety and depression (SAD) at 5.5 per 1000 workers. More women experienced 

SAD than men (7.2 versus 4.1 per 1000 workers, respectively) (HSA, 2019). This 

finding is of relevance to the fact that Irish female teachers greatly outnumber male 

teachers at primary level at a ratio of almost 6:1, according to recent Department of 

Education and Skills (DES) figures (DES, 2019a). 
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At European level the most significant legal act is the European Framework 

Directive (1989/391/EEC) which establishes general principles for managing H&S 

such as the responsibilities of the employer, rights and duties of workers, risk 

assessment procedures and workplace H&S representation (Brueck, 2020). This Act 

overshadows all member states’ OSH legislation, including Ireland’s Safety, Health 

and Welfare at Work (SHWW) Act 2005. However, Brueck (2020) explains that while 

EU OSH legislation is built around the terms ‘working environment’ and ‘health’ 

neither term is clearly defined and Kortum (2014) laments that despite employees’ 

psychosocial well-being considered of equal importance to their physical safety in 

WHO’s Healthy Workplace Initiative (Burton, 2010), yet it is largely ignored through 

not being clearly defined as evidenced in both EU and Irish OSH legislation. The 

SHWW Act 2005 obliges employers to identify workplace hazards and inform 

employees of any potential or specific risks to their welfare which the work may 

involve. Employers must also put in place preventative and protective measures to 

eliminate or curtail potential health hazards. While the Act does not include a 

definition of psychosocial well-being it does advise employers that in the case of 

human factor health hazards such as stress and bullying they must do all that is 

reasonably practicable to protect their employees (HSA & Kilkenny Education 

Centre [KEC], 2013). The definition of ‘reasonably practicable’ from SHWW 2005 

provided in the Guidelines on Managing Safety, Health and Welfare in Primary 

Schools (2013) denotes that an employer has exercised all due care by putting in 

place the necessary protective and preventative measures, having identified the 

hazards and assessed the risks to safety and health likely to result in accidents or 
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injury to health at the place of work concerned and where the putting in place of 

any further measures is grossly disproportionate. (HSA & KEC, 2013). 

These guidelines state that under the terms of SHWW (2005) BOMs may delegate 

duties to employees to act on its behalf. Principals and teachers may assume 

general and specific roles for managing day-to-day safety matters in the school as 

the BOM sees fit. However, ultimate responsibility for safety, health and welfare 

within the school rests with the BOM. Regarding employer adherence to SHWW 

(2005) a basic common law principle has been developed by the Irish courts over 

the years that all employers in the State, whether in the public or private sector, 

have a legal duty to provide a safe working environment for employees. The duty is 

to ensure in so far as is reasonably practicable the safety at work of all employees. It 

is not an absolute duty to prevent accidents and if it can be shown that all 

reasonable care has been taken, then the liability will be avoided. This is known as 

the employer’s duty of care or employer’s liability. The employer’s duty of care has, 

usually, been broken down into four components:  

• to ensure a reasonably safe place of work, 

• to ensure reasonably safe plant and equipment, 

• to ensure reasonably safe systems of work, 

• To ensure reasonably safety-conscious staff. 

 In addition to requiring employers to take reasonable care for employees, the 

courts developed a similar principle to protect persons other than employees, 

whether they are visiting members of the public, contractors, students or 

parents/guardians. This area of law is known as public liability. The employer, in 
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fulfilling this duty of care, must have regard to Section 12 of the 2005 Act (HSA & 

KEC, 2013). 

1.3 The Work Life of Irish Primary Principals 
 

 In recent years, Russell, Maitre and Watson (2016) conducted a survey amongst 

Irish employees on behalf of the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI). It 

measured the incidence of work-related SAD amongst participants and its findings 

showed that education sector employees represented the highest risk group for 

SAD-related illness and absences. Data specific to IPPs was not available in this 

report. Previously, the 2002 Hay Report which analysed the role of the IPP, reported 

multiple anomalies in the relationship between individual principals and their 

BOMs. Along with the personal relationship between the principal and the 

Chairperson of the BOM, the composition and skill set possessed by its members 

was found to have a significant impact on the job satisfaction of the principal 

creating many grey areas around the principal’s responsibilities and degree of 

professional autonomy (Drea & O’Brien, 2002).  

Recent government statistics inform that there are 3,106 mainstream primary 

schools and 134 special primary schools in Ireland while there are 730 post primary 

schools (DES, 2020a). Irish primary schools are managed by a variety of patronage 

bodies, most notably the Catholic Church (CC) which governs 90% of Irish primary 

schools (DES, 2019b). Accordingly, the vast majority of IPPs, although paid by the 

DES, are employed by Catholic BOMs. Alternative patronage bodies include the 

Church of Ireland (COI), Educate Together (EdT) and An Foras Patrúnachta (patron 

body for most Irish-language Gaelscoileanna) (See Table 1). Patrons control the 



 

13  

ethos and philosophy of a school and are responsible for the selection and 

appointment of the BOM chairperson as well as approving of all subsequently 

elected BOM members. This gives considerable power to the patron regarding the 

religious and philosophical approach of the school as well as what is taught in 

Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE) and how classes are structured 

(McGuire, 2019). In faith schools the patron is the local bishop. BOMs comprise a 

chairperson along with the school principal, an elected teachers’ representative, 

two elected parents, another bishop’s representative and two community 

representatives. The Catholic Primary School Management Association (CPSMA) 

presents newly elected BOM members with a handbook and hold an information 

seminar on BOM procedures, but this ‘training’ is non-obligatory. BOMs serve a 

four-year term and must manage the school on behalf of the patron including the 

upholding of the religious ethos of the school, setting the school vision and goals, 

overseeing school finances and setting school policies. They are also responsible for 

the H&S of all employees and pupils which involves adhering to the guidelines set 

by SHWW Act 2005. IPPs and teachers are answerable to the BOM for delivery of 

the curriculum and the educational standard of pupils. BOMs, in turn, are 

answerable to both the patron and the DES for their effective running of the school 

including management of teaching staff and educational attainment of pupils. 

 Traditionally, the role of chairperson was reserved for the local parish priest, and 

many Irish primary schools still have religious chairpersons, but increasingly BOMs 

now have lay chairpersons. IPPs are answerable to BOMs in all their professional 

decision-making. The Hay Report (2002) highlighted the individuality of BOMs and 

the variances in skillset between BOMs, posing a problem for many IPPs as much of 
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the workload of the BOM is delegated to them, as it can be especially difficult to 

source individuals who can effectively support the principal with this workload and 

effectively contribute to the functioning of the BOM. This is a particular problem in 

small, rural schools where populations within school catchment areas remain low. 

O’Rourke (2018) informs that approximately two thirds of IPPs are teaching 

principals (TPs) who hold full teaching duties along with responsibility for the 

administration of the school. Additionally, the Hay Report (2002) highlighted the 

criticality of a good working relationship between the principal and the BOM 

chairperson towards the smooth functioning of the Board and the running of the 

school.  

Some insight into the work domain of IPPs has been highlighted in past research. 

Workplace stressors previously identified by IPPs include lack of training in their 

leadership position and in HR management (Drea & O’Brien, 2002), bullying and 

stress (INTO, 2000) and workload (IPPN, 2005). W-RS arising from lack of training in 

conflict resolution and principals’ workload was also highlighted in the Hay Report 

(Drea & O’Brien, 2002). In Ireland, no formal training course exists for principalship 

and IPPs are appointed on the basis of an interview after which they typically attend 

a leadership development course such as the DES-funded Misneach (see 2.3.1). 

More recently, IPPs reported that work has become more challenging (INTO, 2015, 

p. 41) with “demands for documentation and insufficient administrative support” 

cited as the key factors. This movement towards increased bureaucracy and 

accountability associated within the Church-State school government model is 

perceived as a diminution of professional trust which has negatively impacted 

morale within the teaching profession. This in turn has increased stress levels 
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amongst educators (INTO, 2015). Thus, it could be said that IPPs’ increasing 

accountability to multiple parties (BOM, DES, the Inspectorate) is akin to Foucault’s 

(1979) metaphorical panopticon with an impression of constant, unavoidable and 

stress-inducing surveillance.  

While the Hay Report (2002) drew attention to several operational shortcomings of 

BOMs some 20 years ago and devised numerous useful recommendations towards 

improving the lot of the IPP, no recent appraisal of the strengths and weaknesses of 

this Church-State education model, from the perspective of IPPs, exists, hence, this 

research will serve to update and extend some of the Hay Report findings as well as 

adding IPP data to the ESRI (Russell et al., 2016) findings relative to education sector 

workers experiencing the highest incidence of SAD in the Irish workforce. 

1.4 Aims & Objectives 
 

Based on my interest in determining the state of occupational well-being of IPPs, 

and in particular their psychosocial well-being, the following research aims and 

objectives were established. They were founded on my intention to address the 

identified knowledge gaps regarding aspects of IPP welfare and work life which had 

previously not been researched. 

 

1.4.1 Research Aims 

 
1. This research aims to determine through the psychometric measurement of 

IPPs’ psychosocial well-being whether their work environment is adequately 

supportive of them or conversely if there is evidence of work-related illness. 

2. It further aims to evaluate the efficacy of primary school Boards of 

Management in the protection of Irish primary principals’ psychosocial 
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health and well-being. 

3. This research aims to create amongst the various education stakeholders a 

greater understanding of the challenges attached to role of primary principal 

with a view to promoting a collaborative approach to supporting principals 

in their leadership roles. 

 
 

1.4.2 Research Objectives 

 
1. To assess the current level of psychosocial well-being of Irish primary 

principals,  

2. To identify the supporting and thwarting factors impacting the psychosocial 

well-being of Irish primary principals, 

3. To identify the strengths and weaknesses of the current system of Church-

State management of Catholic primary schools relative to the occupational 

well-being of school principals. 

 

1.5 Research Questions 
 

The following two research questions evolved from the study’s aims and objectives. 

These questions overarched the study and served to guide the research through its 

various stages to its conclusion: 

1. Is the work environment of Irish primary principals adequately supportive of 

their psychosocial well-being? 

2. What is the current day-to-day occupational experience of being a primary 

principal in Ireland? 

 

Regarding the mixed methods (MM) design of this study, as the resolving of 

Question 1 necessitated the psychometric measurement of factors associated with 

employee occupational well-being through a survey, it may be said that Question 1 

predominantly aligns with a quantitative research approach. Conversely, Question 2 
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subsequently introduced a qualitative aspect to the study which was achieved 

through interviewing participants. 

 

1.6 Outline of Thesis Structure 
 

This thesis comprises six chapters. The present introductory chapter described the 

background to the study and provided an overview of the social and occupational 

context within which this research was situated. It further provided a rationale for 

the research aims and objectives giving rise to two questions which guided the 

research through to its conclusion.  

Chapter Two opens with a historical account of the patronage and management of 

Irish primary schools leading to an account of contemporary practices. It then 

provides an examination of pertinent literature incorporating OSH legislation, 

psychological theory and practice-related documents outlining current knowledge 

and knowledge gaps relevant to psychosocial well-being in general, and relative to 

IPPs, specifically.  

Chapter Three explores the research problem in more detail and provides a 

justification for the selected MM approach which is overarched by Dewey’s 

pragmatic five-step approach to problem-solving. Paradigmatic and epistemological 

perspectives are outlined leading to a description of the research design. 

 Chapter Four presents the results from the survey and subsequent interviews 

followed by Chapter Five which discusses these findings in light of pertinent 
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literature on OSH in general, psychological theory and the occupational well-being 

of IPPs.  

Chapter Six outlines the original contributions to knowledge, theory, practice and 

policy derived from this research. It provides a summary of the study’s main 

findings, its potential impact, its significance to the discipline and its limitations 

before drawing the thesis to its conclusion. 

 

1.7 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has served to clarify the background and context of this research which 

is grounded in OSH concerns for IPPs relative to protection of their psychosocial 

well-being within their work context. In the absence of an exact definition of 

psychosocial well-being the EU relies on member states to monitor OSH compliance 

within their own domains as per Article 14 of 1989/391/EEC which obliges all 

employers to ensure health surveillance for employees appropriate to the H&S risks 

they incur at work (EU, 2020a). In Ireland, under the provision of the SHWW Act 

2005, employers must do all that is reasonably practicable to control workplace 

hazards, including  psychosocial threats to well-being. However, based on ESRI 

(2016) and previous Hay Report (2002) findings, there are genuine concerns for IPPs 

being amongst the category of Irish employees scoring highest for the incidence of 

work-related SAD. As the psychosocial welfare of IPPs has never been 

psychometrically measured this constituted a knowledge gap which this research 

aimed to address. To this end, I set out, firstly, to gain an understanding of what 

psychosocial well-being entails for IPPs within their unique occupational 
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environment and, secondly, to either source or create a psychometric measure 

which could facilitate the first measurement of IPPs’ psychosocial well-being. In 

summary, this introductory chapter has delineated the background, context and 

focus of this research along with outlining my impetus for conducting the study. 

Chapter Two now proceeds to present a broader historical and sociological 

contextualisation of the role of the IPP. It will additionally explore the wider sphere 

of literature and legislative text relevant to gaining a deeper understanding of the 

various psychosocial challenges facing IPPs towards the creation of a psychometric 

measure which can record their levels of psychosocial well-being.   
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter comprises a further six sections with Section Two including a historical 

overview of the patronage and management of Irish primary schools which 

encompasses an outline of the longstanding monopoly jointly held by the CC and 

the State in the provision of primary education in Ireland, elements of which 

endure to the current day. The gradual emergence of alternative patronage 

models will be overviewed alongside a presentation of the current primary school 

demographic.  

Section Three details the appointment procedures and employment conditions for 

school principals and provides an outline of the various roles and responsibilities 

attached to the job. Section Four presents a review of relevant international and 

national legislation and policy on workplace well-being, followed by Section Five 

which overviews relevant publications regarding the well-being of the IPP.  

Section Six explores supporting and thwarting factors associated with occupational 

well-being and provides an overview of six identified indicators of psychosocial 

workplace well-being which comprise the conceptual framework for the study: (a) 

BPN satisfaction, (b) work motivation, (c) mindful engagement with and within the 

work environment, (d) job satisfaction (e) perception of fairness in employment 

conditions, and (f) control of occupational stressors towards burnout prevention. 

It is proposed by this thesis that these are the requisite components which support 

occupational well-being which in turn enhances human flourishing and 

productivity in the workplace. A concluding section provides a contextualised 
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summary of the findings from relevant literature in light of the study’s research 

questions and aims. 

 

2.2 Patronage and Management of Irish Primary Schools 
 

2.2.1 Historical Overview of Primary School Patronage & Management in Ireland 
 

To understand the current system of patronage and management of Irish primary 

schools, one must first appreciate the origins of the primary education system in the 

context of societal changes over the past three centuries during which time the vast 

majority of the population have been Roman Catholic. Its roots can be traced at 

least to 18th century Ireland then entrenched in endurance of the Penal Laws 

(1690s – 1829) which discriminated against Catholics effectively banning them from 

owning land, from voting and from setting up their own schools (Trinity College 

Dublin [TCD], 2020). Hedge Schools emerged as a direct response to legislation 

which barred Catholics from teaching, attending school or travelling abroad for an 

education (Lyons, 2012). Hedge schools - so named because some were situated 

along hedgerows - operated in secret and served between 200,000 and 300,000 

children (Puirséil, 2017). Schoolmasters offered instruction in a range of subjects 

including Latin and Greek (TCD, 2020). Not all were in outdoor locations; barns and 

remote buildings were also used. By the 1820s almost 9,000 hedge schools were in 

operation nationally, accommodating an approximate 400,000 pupils (Lyons, 2016) 

and having full community support, at times including the use of the local (Catholic) 

chapel for lessons from the 1870s onwards. This initiated collaboration between the 

schoolmaster and the parish priest who offered usage of the church building, in 
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exchange for catechism being taught (Lyons, 2012). 

Early 19th century Ireland saw intense denominational animosity and political 

division leading to education becoming a political football. The established 

churches of England and Ireland had undergone upheaval in support resulting in 

the emergence of ‘a galaxy of proselytising societies which...were sparing no effort 

in their attempts to wean Ireland from Roman Catholicism by controlling the 

education of the country’s children’ (Lyons, 2012, p. 76). By 1824, Lyons informs 

that these societies controlled 2,119 schools catering for 131,105 pupils as 

opposed to 422 Catholic schools catering to 46,719 pupils. The Catholic hierarchy 

looked to the State to counteract the potential spread of Protestantism through 

the education system. In 1831 the Government founded the National System of 

Education aiming to ‘provide a combined moral and literary and separate religious 

education’ and from which, though denominationally mixed ‘should be banished 

even the suspicion of Proselytism’ (Lyons, 2012, p. 76). This interdenominational 

arrangement proved inharmonious as the main churches of the time, namely the 

CC and COI, were opposed to the multi-denominational mode and began to 

establish their own schools (Lodge, Devine & Deegan, 2005). By the end of the 

century further segregation of children from different faiths occurred when state 

funding was provided to set up alternate faith religious teacher training colleges. 

Catholic primary schools were managed by the local parish priest, while convent 

and monastery schools were managed by religious orders (Coolahan, 2005). In 

October 1902 the Catholic Clerical School Managers’ Association, later the CPSMA 

was founded “to preserve the system and look after the interests of the managers 

within it” (Puircéil, 2017, p. 32). 
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The McPherson Bill in 1919 addressed issues around teachers’ salaries, working 

conditions and primary school management, proposing that local lay committees 

should manage school maintenance (Lyons, 2012). This represented the first 

suggestion of the primary school BOM model. The Bill, however, was perceived as 

problematic by the CC who neither wished to relinquish control nor involve lay 

people in the management of the schools. A Church-State battle ensued and 

‘under episcopal pressure, culminating in a national novena and petition to be 

signed by the fathers of Catholic families, the Bill was removed in December 1920’ 

(Lyons, 2012, p. 86). The CC thus succeeded in preventing its position of control 

from being undermined and, setting the tone for decades to come, issued a 

statement through the Association of Catholic Managers declaring that “…the only 

satisfactory system of education for Catholics is one wherein Catholic children are 

taught in Catholic schools by Catholic teachers, under Catholic control” (Wall, 

1980, p. 8). 

Kelly (1996) informs that both in Northern Ireland and the Republic schools were 

used by political and church powers to cultivate a particular one-dimensional type 

of nationality, culture and religion with the needs of nationalism and Catholicism 

in the South and of unionism and Protestantism in the North being more 

important in shaping what children learned than any intellectual considerations.

Kelly (1996) further informs that in 1954 the Council of Education’s report on 

primary education in Ireland (South) cited the cultivation of faithfulness and the 

revival of the Irish language as the twin aims of the primary school. Such was the 

influence of the CC  at this time that, as well as influencing the school curriculum, it 

was unwilling to change the managerial system of national schools in the 1940s to 
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the point of frustrating departmental efforts at improving school buildings, many of 

which were in dire need of restoration (Kelly, 1996). 

The 1960s saw an overhaul of the primary school programme by the DES and in 

1971 the new Primary School Curriculum was published. Following the 

Department of Education sanctioned Rules for National Schools (1965) statement 

that primary education gives explicit recognition to the denominational character 

of these schools, parents began to fight for a say in the education of their children 

and in 1969, with Vatican II approval, the Catholic hierarchy endorsed parent-

teacher meetings. This was followed in 1975 by the establishment of BOMs, while 

school patronage remained with the local bishop. This represented the first 

occurrence of parents and teachers being directly involved, albeit it in a minority 

position, with the bishop’s nominees in the management of schools (Coolahan, 

Hussey & Kilfeather, 2012). However, Deegan, Devine and Lodge (2004) suggest 

that the form of democracy employed in the election of new BOM members was 

biased towards the ethos of the school which gave no voice to minority group 

parents. 

In describing the pedagogical relationship at the core of the educational process 

at that time, O Sullivan (2005, p. 118) alludes to the theocentric paradigm 

conceiving of principals and teachers “not just in loco parentis (of pupils), but 

also as church-state agents concerned with the ultimate salvation of the pupil 

and empowered to act as they will know best to further assist that salvation”. 

Clancy’s (1983, p. 15) research on Irish primary school principals in the 1970s 

helps to explain the paternalistic nature of the pedagogical relationship in the 
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theocentric paradigm. He informs that when the theocentric paradigm was 

prominent in Ireland, not alone was there a dominance of religious personnel in 

Irish schools, but lay principals and teachers were accorded something of a quasi-

religious standing such that they were considered to be “part of a sacred 

order…linked to the core values of society…which the advent of secularisation 

does not seem to have emptied…of its special moral qualities”. 

O ‘Sullivan (2005) juxtaposes the theocentric paradigm, which he describes as 

having a “dogmatic prescriptiveness about the purposes of education”, with the 

mercantile paradigm which assumes a populist approach holding that what 

education is about is a matter for consumers of the system to decide, e.g. pupils, 

parents, civic leaders and business interests. He explains that those having a 

theocentric paradigmatic view of education (the church and religious personnel) 

claimed privilege regarding the ownership and management of Irish primary 

schools believing that “the purpose of education is to lead people to God and to 

facilitate them in reaching their eternal salvation”. In contrast, if consumers are 

entitled to decide the purpose of education, they must also be facilitated in 

establishing schools “through individual or collective initiative according to their 

philosophy of life, if the existing school system is unresponsive to their demands” 

(O ‘Sullivan, 2005, p. 113). Accordingly, following parental demand, Ireland’s first 

multidenominational primary school was established in Dublin by a parent group 

in 1978. Curry (2003) explains that just as the CC provided the site and building for 

their schools, any new multidenominational school needed to do likewise. To 

satisfy growing national parental demand for alternatives to the predominant 

denominational school model, there followed the foundation of Educate Together 
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Ltd. in 1984.This coordinating group provided support and information for other 

parents interested in setting up multidenominational schools of their own 

(Educate Together, 2020). The steady growth in numbers of Gaelscoileanna also 

added to the diversity in choice of school for parents. 

A Government Green Paper was published in 1992. It envisaged a more 

democratic composition for BOMs with additional responsibilities for ordinary 

members (the principal and parents) and minority roles for those appointed by 

the patron (bishop). It proposed that the chairperson should be elected from 

among the members of the Board, and not by the bishop, with rotation of the 

position recommended. Coolahan et al., (2012, p. 17) state that during 

discussions of the Green Paper ‘church bodies took a very hard line on the school 

management proposals, warning of strong resistance to any attempt by the State 

to interfere with either the composition or the functions of BOMs’. 

The 1999 Revised National Curriculum placed the responsibility on schools to 

make alternative arrangements for pupils not wishing to avail of religious 

instruction. It stressed the importance of respecting ‘the beliefs and sensibilities 

of every child’ (DES, 1999, p. 58). Coolahan et al., (2012, p. 21) inform that by this 

time, Ireland had seen significant ‘decline in the proportion of the population 

indicating a formal religious affiliation and a marked decline in regular religious 

practice’. They attribute this to public dissatisfaction with the way clerical and 

institutional abuse cases were mishandled by the CC and the arrival of large 

numbers of non-Christian immigrants from other EU countries, the USA, China, 

Africa, India and the Philippines, many of whom had strong religious beliefs. A 
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growing public demand for diversity of patronage in educational provision was 

gaining strength in tandem with a loss of status and influence for the CC. In an 

interview with The Irish Independent newspaper, renowned Irish poet Séamas 

Heaney captured the simmering unrest thus: 

I think the dwindling of faith and, secondly, the clerical scandals, have 

bewildered things…we are still running on an unconscious that is informed 

by religious values, but I think our youngsters’ youngsters won’t have that. 

I think the needles are wobbling. (Heaney, as cited in Duffy, 2012, p. 39) 

 

From a societal perspective Ireland was becoming more outwardly diverse in the 

period from 1996 – 2009 with mass emigration replaced by steady inward 

migration during the ‘Celtic Tiger’ years of rapid economic growth (Puirséil, 2017). 

The country became increasingly secular. Moral legislation was slowly liberalised 

with homosexuality being decriminalised in 1992 and divorce legalised in 1995. 

Puirséil (2017) informs that numbers of religious vocations had radically fallen 

since the 1960s from 412 in 1965 to just 44 in 1998. This impacted the proportion 

of religious teaching staff in schools and at the 1997 Conference of Religious in 

Ireland it was predicted that within 25 years there would be no religious 

personnel left in Irish schools. Puirséil (2017, p. 181) adds that the CC nonetheless 

remained a powerful force in the management of Irish primary schools “even if 

demand for non-denominational or multi-denominational education increased, 

while teachers increasingly began to question their role in the teaching of 

religion”. 

Alternative faith schools slowly emerged in mostly urban areas of the country. 
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By 2011, Catholic schools accounted for 90% of all primary schools (Coolahan et 

al., 2012, p. 29) a position it still holds today. The Central Statistics Office (CSO) 

informs that both the proportion and total number of Catholics have fallen since 

2011, comprising 78.3% of the population in 2016, (84.2% in 2011), while the 

number of atheists and agnostics increased by 73.6% to stand at 481,388 (CSO, 

2020). Lane (2012, p. 36) describes a wide spectrum of religious sensibilities in 

Ireland today ranging “from religious fundamentalism to secular relativism, 

accompanied by varying degrees of apathy and commitment”. 

 

2.2.2 The Current Management Structure of Catholic Primary Schools 
 

Since 1996, following pressure from Government along with teacher and 

parent groups for a more democratic structure of school management, BOMs 

are composed of eight members as follows: 

1. Two direct nominees of the Patron (Bishop) including the Chairperson 

(a role traditionally reserved for the local parish priest), 

2.   Two parents elected from parents of children who are enrolled and 

have commenced attendance at the school (one being a mother, the 

other a father, elected by the general body of parents), 

3. The Principal, 

4.  One other teacher on the staff of the school, elected by vote of the 

teaching staff including the principal, 

5. Two extra members proposed by those nominees, described at (i) - (iv) 

above, acting in accordance with the process set out at Appendix A for 

all alternative faith schools, Gaelscoileanna and Educate Together 

schools (DES, 2015). 



 

29  

There were just 24 one-teacher schools in Ireland in academic year 2019-20 

(O’Brien, 2019). These schools are concentrated in the west of Ireland, with 

County Mayo, at nine, having the highest number (Siggins, 2019). These schools 

have an average of 10 pupils per school with an enrolment of 18 pupils required 

to appoint a second mainstream teacher (Murray, 2019). In such schools, there 

are four BOM members (chairperson, principal, one parent and one community 

representative). Accordingly, the ratio of patron/teacher/parent/community 

remains the same as all other eight-member BOMs with the chairperson 

retaining a second and casting vote in all cases. BOMs serve a four-year term and, 

while the position of principal is a constant on the BOM, all other seven members 

are instated in a voluntary capacity and are eligible for re-election. All BOM 

appointments are subject to the approval of the patron/bishop (DES, 2015). The 

Chairperson retains a second and casting vote in all BOM decisions (CPSMA, 

2016).  

The CPSMA - formerly the Catholic Primary School Managers’ Association - is 

based at St. Patrick’s College Maynooth, site of Ireland’s national seminary. BOM 

chairpersons and principals can avail of CPSMA’s advice on a range of school 

management issues and, while there is no mandatory training for BOMs, CPSMA 

produces a Governance Manual for BOM members and holds an information 

evening for new BOM members providing information on finance, data protection, 

child protection and anti-bullying procedures and the Board as a corporate entity 

(CPSMA, 2015). However, attendance at this meeting is non-obligatory. The 

annual mandatory membership fee for schools varies according to school size 

(CPSMA, 2020). 
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BOMs meet at least five times per academic year with the Chairperson reserving 

the right to call a meeting as s/he deems necessary. IPPN (2011) report that larger 

schools, newer schools, Gaelscoileanna and EdT schools meet eight to ten times 

per school year. The school principal must deliver a Principal’s Report at each 

meeting which updates the BOM on matters pertaining to child protection, Special 

Education Needs (SEN) provision, any incidents of bullying, any adjustments to 

enrolment figures, staffing matters, curriculum delivery and extra-curricular 

activities, parental involvement, buildings / repairs needed, H&S, resources 

required and any other matters arising such as planned tours / invited visitors & 

speakers / upcoming sacramental celebrations, etc. Under the terms of the 

Education Act 1998 (Sections 22 & 23) the principal is answerable to the BOM on 

all such matters. The DES offers training and development to school BOMs in a 

scheme developed in recognition of the increasingly complex environment in 

which they operate. Modules cover the BOM as a corporate entity, employment 

law, financial management, legal issues and child protection guidelines (DES, 

2021). Accordingly, BOMs have responsibility for school planning, school self-

evaluation, teaching and learning, management of finance and resources, school 

policies, staff appointments, health & safety, child protection and the school’s code 

of behaviour (DES, 2011a). As a corporate body, BOMs are considered to have 

their own legal rights and responsibilities and have a considerable degree of self-

regulation. 

Many schools have found it difficult to attract suitable people onto their BOMs, 

particularly those with financial, construction, legal and engineering expertise 

(IPPN, 2014). Additionally, there is a lack of clarity about the role responsibilities 
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for the various BOM members. This can curtail the even distribution of the BOM 

workload with the principal struggling to delegate or share BOM responsibilities 

(IPPN, 2014).  

Currently, Catholic bishops are patrons of over 90% of Irish primary schools 

including all Catholic schools and some Gaelscoileanna (DES, 2019b). COI schools 

follow the same management model with COI bishops as patrons, as do other 

faith schools. Accordingly, this management model is the working reality for the 

vast majority of IPPs.

 

2.2.3 The Current Primary School Demographic Profile 

 

According to recent government statistics on first level education, there are 3,106 

mainstream primary schools in Ireland and 134 special schools serving a total of 

576,716 children of which 6,822 attend special schools (DES, 2020a). 

Denominational schools have a long history in Europe and elsewhere and they 

continue to play a strong role in the educational landscape of many countries 

(Avram & Dronkers, 2010), not least Ireland. Cohen-Zada (2006) believes that 

religious identity of the family is a factor in choice of school for some parents. 

Cohen-Zada and Sander (as cited in Darmody, Smyth & McCoy, 2012) inform that 

in the US, studies have shown that both religion and religiosity drive the demand 

for private, Catholic, Protestant and non-sectarian schools. In Ireland, primary 

schools are predominantly denominational, chiefly Catholic, in both ownership and 

management, although there is a slow growth of alternative school models in 
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recent years. Between 2011 and 2019, 115 Catholic schools and eight COI schools 

closed, while the number of multidenominational (including interdenominational 

schools) increased by 68 in the same period. Factors to be considered are declining 

enrolments resulting in some closures and some amalgamations of small schools, 

as well as the opening of new multidenominational schools in response to parental 

preferences. Figure 1 presents total enrolments in mainstream primary schools by 

school ethos (DES, 2019b). 

 

 

                 Figure 1: Enrolments in Mainstream Primary Schools by Ethos for September 2019. 
 

 

 

 

Total enrolments in Catholic schools stood at 503,223 in September 2019, 

representing 90% of all pupils, down from 90.3% in 2018. Enrolments in 

multidenominational schools stood at 38,082, accounting for 6.8% (up from 6.5% 

in 2018). COI schools had enrolments of 16,312 representing 2.9% of pupils and 

other faith schools accounted for 1,716 pupils, or 0.3% (DES, 2019b).The Primary 
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Pupil Online Database (POD) informs that state-funded faith schools represented 

in the ‘Other’ category include Jewish (one school), Methodist (one school), 

Muslim (two schools), Presbyterian (15 schools) and Quaker (one school).  

 

As of September 2019, there were 259 primary schools teaching through the 

medium of Irish (Gaelscoileanna), with 150 outside the Irish-speaking Gaeltacht 

area (serving 37, 838 pupils) and 109 within Gaeltacht limits (serving 7,633 pupils) 

(Gaeloideachas, 2020). The patron body for Gaelscoileanna, An Foras 

Patrúnachta, claims to be the only patron body offering a choice of three possible 

ethoses to parents: Catholic, Multidenominational and Interdenominational (An 

Foras, 2020). There are currently 95 primary level EdT schools in Ireland (Educate 

Together, 2020) and 11 community national schools (Education & Training Boards 

Ireland, 2020). In September 2019 two of five Steiner national schools transferred 

patronage to the Education & Training Boards (ETB) Community National School 

model (Limerick & Clare ETB, 2019). All 21 new mainstream primary schools 

opened in the last five years have been multidenominational in ethos, spread over 

various patrons (DES, 2020a). Table 1 illustrates the current demographic profile 

of Irish primary schools illustrating the prevalence of Catholic-faith schools 

estimated at 90% (including some Gaelscoileanna and Special Schools), while COI 

schools represent 5.6% and EdT schools represent just 3%. In total 8.3% of 

primary schools are Gaelscoileanna including some which are under Catholic 

patronage (see Table note). 
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Table 1 
 

 The Current Irish Primary School Demographic Profile (2020) 
 

School profile n Patronage body (patron) 

Catholic                 2,760 Catholic Church (local bishop) 

Church of Ireland 174 Church of Ireland (local 

bishop) 

Educate Together 

(multidenominational) 

95 Educate Together Ltd. 

Gaelscoileanna                  259* An Foras Patrúnachta 

Presbyterian 15 Presbyterian Church in Ireland 

Community National Schools 

(multidenominational) 

11 Education Training Boards 

Model Schools 9 Minister for Education 

Islamic 2 The Islamic Foundation of 

Ireland 

Jewish 1 Dublin Talmud Torah 

Methodist 1 Conference of Methodist 

Church in Ireland 

Quaker 1 The Religious Society of 

Friends in Ireland 

Montessori 2 St. Nicholas Montessori 

Society 

Steiner Schools 3 Lifeways Ireland Ltd. 

John Scottus Primary School 1 John Scottus Educational 

Trust Ltd. 

Scoil Sinéad schools 2 Scoil Sinéad Ltd. 

Special Schools 134 various** 

Note. *Patronage of Gaelscoileanna ranges between Catholic, multidenominational and 
interdenominational resulting in an overlap with figure quoted for Catholic schools (2,760). ** Special 
Schools are under the patronage of DES / HSE /religious orders / Saplings Schools / Enable Ireland 
/COPE Foundation/ Ability West / CRC / Irish Autism Action/ St. Michael’s House. 
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2.3 The Professional Life of the Irish Primary Principal 

 
2.3.1 Training and Appointment Procedures for Principalship  

 
While there is no mandatory training requirement for principalship there are a 

number of recommended courses available to newly appointed IPPs. The DES-

funded Misneach Programme for newly appointed principals provides professional 

development and support through the Professional Development Service for 

Teachers (PDST). Participants may attend five two-day workshops over a two-year 

period covering modules on Leadership & Management, Leading Learning & 

Teaching, Developing Leadership Capacity, Leading School Development and 

Whole School Approaches. Attendance is free for participants. (PDST, 2020).  

The INTO also run leadership-themed seminars and events throughout the 

academic year for principals and aspiring principals (INTO, 2020a).  

 

Established in 2015 DES-funded Centre for School Leadership (CSL), managed by 

Clare Education Centre, organises school leadership courses and provides a 

coaching service for principals along with the possibility of attaining a Post 

Graduate Diploma in School Leadership (PDSL). The PDSL programme features 

blended delivery and for a fee of €2,000 is open to all currently employed 

teachers with five years’ teaching experience who are registered with the 

Teaching Council (TC). Attendees may attend one of nine centres nationally for 

the on-site sessions. Course content is based on the 2016 publication Looking at 

our Schools (DES, 2016a) and includes leadership visits to other schools and 

settings outside the education field. The CSL Formal Mentoring initiative is aimed 
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at newly appointed principals. Statistics for 2020 reveal that 177 primary 

principals are currently being supported by CSL mentors (IPPN, 2020). The CSL 

was established from the joint partnership of IPPN, the National Association for 

Principals and Deputies (NAPD) and the DES with a shared vision of becoming a 

centre of excellence for school leadership (CSL, 2020). 

 

Hibernia College of Education (HCE) is a primary and post-primary teacher 

training college which provides professional development training in Leadership 

and School Management (currently costing €70 per course) for principals and 

aspiring principals at both primary and post-primary level. These online modules 

focus on models of best practice in school leadership, reflective practice, 

behavioural and relationship challenges in schools, constructing a whole-school 

climate and conflict resolution. Participants complete the module content at 

their own pace and are obliged to complete a final written assignment (HCE, 

2020). 

 

The DES also run week-long courses each summer for teachers / principals on the 

theme of School Leadership. Additionally, any teacher interested in becoming a 

school principal may choose to complete a Post Graduate Diploma in Education or 

a Master’s degree in a relevant field, e.g., Education, which may enhance an 

applicant’s chances of securing a principalship. Appendix B provides a table which 

details other post graduate Masters’ and Diploma courses in Leadership and 

Management which are currently available throughout the country at various 

university sites, including University College Dublin (Professional Diploma in 
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Educational Leadership and Management), University College Cork (Post Graduate 

Diploma in Educational Leadership), Trinity College Dublin (Master’s degree in 

Educational Leadership and Management), National University of Ireland 

Maynooth (Master’s degree in Educational Leadership and a Post graduate 

Diploma in Educational Leadership and Management) and Mary Immaculate 

College Limerick (Master’s degree in Educational Leadership and Management). 

Courses which award higher or advanced certificates, diplomas or degrees in 

leadership are QQI approved (Quality and Qualifications Ireland) in line with the 

Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012 (Law 

Reform Commission, 2020). 

 
Appointment of Primary Principals 
 

In accordance with Section 15 of the Education Act 1998 the BOM / ETB manages 

the appointment of teaching staff on behalf of the patron in accordance with 

relevant legislation, Rules for National Schools and current DES Circulars (written 

statements issued to all schools which provide information and guidelines on law 

and legal procedures) with all appointments being subject to the approval of the 

patron. Appointments are by open competition. Applicants for the position of 

primary principal in the Republic of Ireland must meet the eligibility criteria set 

out in Table 2 which highlights the importance of TC registration for all teaching 

appointments in Ireland. Appendix C expands on the role of the TC. There is no 

appeal mechanism in place for unsuccessful applicants to principal posts (INTO, 

2020b). 
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Table 2 
 

Eligibility criteria for appointment to position of primary principal in Ireland 
 

Setting Teaching Council (Registration) Regulations 2016 and Service 

Requirements 

Primary school 

with < 80 pupils 

Fully registered under Route 1 (Primary) with the Teaching Council. 

Primary school 

with 80 pupils 

or more 

Fully registered under Route 1 (Primary) with the Teaching 

Council and have 5 years recognised teaching service, two of 

which must be in a recognised primary school in the Republic 

of Ireland. 

Special Schools Fully registered under Route 1 (Primary) or Route 4 (Other) 

with the Teaching Council and have 5 years recognised 

teaching service, two of which must be in a recognised primary 

school in the Republic of Ireland. 

Special Schools 

where pupils 

are enrolled up 

to 18 yrs. of age 

Fully registered under Route 1 (Primary) or Route 4 (Other) or 

Route 2 (Post Primary) with the Teaching Council and have 5 

years recognised teaching service, two of which must be in a 

recognised primary school in the Republic of Ireland. 

Note. Source - CPSMA (2015). 

 
 
 

Vacancies are advertised online at www.educationposts.ie and at 

www.publicjobs.ie and applications are submitted electronically or by post to the 

BOM chairperson. In line with Section 6(2) of the Employment Equality Acts 1998 

– 2008, advertisements must not discriminate against applicants on grounds of 

gender, civil status, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, race or 

membership of the Travelling Community. The Interview Board is composed of 

the BOM chairperson and at least two assessors independent of the BOM to be 

appointed by the patron after consultation with the BOM chairperson. Following 

http://www.educationposts.ie/
http://www.publicjobs.ie/
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the interview process, one applicant is selected pending the approval of the 

patron. 

While female teachers greatly outnumber male teachers in Ireland at almost 6:1, 

males are over-represented, proportionately, at principal level. For example, in 

school year 2017/18 one of every six male teachers were principals while only one 

in 16 female teachers were principals (DES, 2019c). 

Primary principals are employed as either Administrative Principals (AdPs) with no 

teaching duties, TPs with full teaching duties as well as administrative duties or 

Acting Principals who temporarily assume the role of principal on short term 

(under one year) or long term basis (for a minimum of one school year) while the 

principal is on leave (DES, 2019d). A mainstream primary school may appoint an 

AdP once the enrolment is 176 pupils. Primary schools having fewer than 176 

pupils have TPs (DES, 2018a). 

 

2.3.2 The Role and Responsibilities of Principalship 

 

In 2016 the DES Inspectorate published a Quality Framework for Primary Schools 

which provides a common understanding and language around the organisation 

and practice of leadership and management roles in Irish schools. It identifies the 

key leadership and management areas in a school (domains), which are further 

divided into various content standards for each domain. It also identifies 

statements of practice for each standard. A summarisation of the responsibilities 

attached to the role of principal, according to the Quality Framework for Primary 

Schools, is set out as follows:  
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Domain One: Leading Teaching and Learning 

School leaders: 

 

• promote a culture of improvement, collaboration, innovation and 

creativity in learning, teaching and assessment, 

• foster a commitment to inclusion, equality of opportunity and the 

holistic development of each pupil, 

• manage the planning and implementation of the school curriculum, 

• foster teacher professional development that enriches teachers’ and pupils’ 

• learning. 

 

  Domain Two: Managing the organisation 

School leaders: 

• establish an orderly, secure and healthy learning environment, and  

maintain it through effective communication, 

• manage the school’s human, physical and financial resources so as to create  

and maintain a learning organisation, 

• manage challenging and complex situations in a manner that 

demonstrates equality, fairness and justice, 

• develop and implement a system to promote professional 

responsibility and accountability. 

 

Domain Three: Leading school development 

School leaders: 

• communicate the guiding vision for the school and lead its realisation in the 

context of the school’s characteristic spirit 

• lead the school’s engagement in a continuous process of self-evaluation 

• build and maintain relationships with parents, with other schools, and 

with the wider community 
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• manage, lead and mediate change to respond to the evolving needs of 

the school and to changes in education 

 

Domain Four: Developing leadership capacity 

School leaders: 

• critique their practice as leaders and develop their understanding of 

effective and sustainable leadership 

• empower staff to take on and carry out leadership roles 

• promote and facilitate the development of pupil voice, pupil 

participation, and pupil leadership 

• build professional networks with other school leaders (DES, 2016a). 

 

The principal is the school representative responsible for liaising with outside 

bodies such as the BOM, the DES, the Inspectorate, the CPSMA, the National 

Educational Psychological Service (NEPS), H&S professionals (Occupational 

Therapists, Speech Therapists, School Nurse, School Dentist) the Parents 

Association (PA), community representatives (local businesses, the Gaelic 

Athletic Association [GAA], the media, charities) as well as architects, 

engineers and tradesmen as the need arises.

 
In the school year 2018/2019 there were 1,765 TPs in the Irish primary system 

holding full-time teaching duties as well as responsibility for school 

administration (O’Rourke, 2018). This figure represents approximately two thirds 

of all primary principals. One can appreciate the challenge of single-handedly 

satisfying all the responsibilities set forth in the above four domains as prescribed 

by the Inspectorate while having full-time teaching duties in a multi-grade 

setting. For the TP, attention to administrative duties occurs before / after work 
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and during lunch breaks. O’Rourke (2018) reports that a majority of Irish teachers 

do not aspire to becoming a principal and say that the extra allowance (after tax) 

simply isn’t worth it considering the pressure that goes hand-in-hand with the 

role of the modern principal. 

TPs are granted a limited amount of substitute cover (pending the availability of a 

substitute) for ‘release days’ from the classroom in order to address school 

administration duties as outlined in (DES, 2020b) in Table 3: 

 

Table 3 
 
Release days for teaching principals of primary schools 
 

Size of School Number of days (annually) 

Principal + 0 / 1 / 2 teachers 18 

Principal + 3 / 4 teachers 24 

Principal + 5 / 6 teachers 30 

Note. Release days are granted to Teaching Principals only as Administrative Principals have no teaching duties. 

 

In their Report Workload, Stress and Resilience of Primary Teachers the INTO 

(2015) recommended one day’s release time per week for TPs. This would 

constitute 36 release days per annum. A school secretary can help in easing some 

of the principals’ workload regarding the management of account keeping, 

attendance records, school admissions and transfers, cash collections from pupils 

and typing amongst other duties. A BOM may employ a school secretary on a part-

time or full-time basis. The wages of school secretaries and caretakers are paid 

from the Ancillary Services grant made available to schools by the DES. However, 

the amount of the grant varies dependent on the enrolment of the school 

(currently €169 per student per annum) with larger schools able to employ a 
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secretary on a full-time basis while smaller schools can only afford to employ part-

time secretaries. This adds to the workload of the TP who has full-time teaching 

duties and a lack, or absence, of middle management to whom some tasks are 

delegated in larger schools. The standard full rate Ancillary grant paid to a school 

of less than 60 pupils is based on a minimum enrolment of 60 pupils (€10, 140 per 

annum for all ancillary staff wages) up to a maximum grant of €84,500 based on an 

enrolment of 500 pupils (DES, 2018b). 

 

In Ireland, teachers are paid per hour with the rate dependent on number of years 

of service, qualification and position of responsibility, e.g. classroom teacher, 

special duties teacher, deputy principal (DP), principal. Any hours worked over-

time, e.g. preparatory paperwork, report writing, extra-curricular activities, yard 

supervision, staff meetings, parent meetings etc. are not remunerable. Since 

2011, successive Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael governments reduced teachers’ wages 

by 10% and discontinued qualification allowances which had amounted, for 

example, to €5,000 per annum for a Master’s degree (Boyle, as cited in Waldron, 

2019). Discussions around pay restoration have occurred in the intervening years 

along with protests and lobbying. September 2019 brough a 1.75% pay 

restoration which failed to keep pace with national rent inflation, especially in the 

Dublin region which saw yearly rent increases of between 3% - 6 %. Waldron 

(2019) reports that Fórsa, Ireland’s largest public services trade union has warned 

of a nightmare scenario as private sector wage increases continue to streak ahead 

of public sector pay wages. Moreover, since 2011, teachers and principals are 

required to work an additional 36 non-tuition hours per annum which is not 



 

44  

remunerable. School management may designate CPHs to deal with all or some of 

the following items, as outlined in DES Circular 08/2011 and DES Circular 42/2016  

with the principal being answerable to the BOM and the DES for their own and 

their staff’s compliance with completion of CPH: 

 
 

• School planning 

• Continuing Professional Development 

• Induction 

• Pre and post school supervision 

• Policy development 

• Staff meetings 

• Nationally planned in-service 

• School arranged in-service (DES, 2011b). 

 
 

In 2007 IPPN made a detailed submission to the Public Service Benchmarking Body 

raising issues considered key factors in falling numbers of applications to the post of 

principal including the anomaly that school leadership is the only role within the 

Public Service not to have a separate salary scale and the fact that TPs in smaller 

schools receive a smaller allowance than DPs in larger schools (IPPN, 2010).  

The primary school academic year runs from 1 September to 30 June with a 

stipulation that 183 days of pupil instruction must be completed (DES, 2020c). 

According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 

the Irish education system is characterised by longer instruction time and teaching 

hours than the OECD average for all countries. The OECD average for primary school 
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teaching hours is 778 hours per annum (OECD, 2019). In Irish primary schools, 

teachers and principals complete 915 teaching hours (excluding CPHs) which is 

considerably higher than the OECD average.

 

2.4 Workplace Well-Being 

 

2.4.1 Global Developments in Promotion of Occupational Well-Being 
 

 

The ILO (2020) relates workplace well-being to all aspects of one’s working life 

including the H&S features in the physical working environment and how workers 

feel about their work, their working environment, the work climate and work 

organisation. Indeed, worker well-being is a key factor in determining the long-

term effectiveness of an organisation as many studies directly link productivity 

levels and the general health and well-being of the workforce. However, despite 

work-related disease being estimated to kill six times more workers than work-

related accidents, this issue has not received adequate attention in most countries 

and is often invisible in public policy discussion due to difficulties in recording and 

reporting such diseases (ILO, 2013). In their 2011 report Global trends and 

challenges on occupational safety and health the ILO inform that an estimated 

2.02 million deaths occur annually which are caused by disease due to work, while 

the annual global number of cases of non-fatal work-related disease is estimated 

at 160 million and alongside the associated human suffering and loss incurred, this 

also represents 4% of the world’s gross domestic product expressed as US$2.8 

trillion being lost due to direct and indirect costs (ILO, 2011). 
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The ILO advises that it is failures in prevention and control measures for work-

related illnesses which result in occupational disease and they mention, in 

particular, the rise of new occupational diseases such as MSDs and mental 

disorders (ILO, 2013). Additionally, the UN Health Agency cited several risks to 

workers’ mental health including inadequate H&S policies, poor communication 

and management practices, limited participation in decision-making or low control 

over one’s area of work, low levels of support for employees, inflexible working 

hours and lack of role clarity (UN, 2017).  

The WHO explains (Burton, 2010) that it is relatively recently that health 

promotion has been specifically linked to the workplace. For several decades, 

health promotion and occupational health activities operated in two separate 

streams represented by ILO and WHO, respectively. The WHO (Burton, 2010) 

outlined global efforts to improve occupational well-being. Here follows a 

chronology and synopsised outline of those measures: 

 

1950 – Establishment of a joint WHO / ILO Committee on Occupational Health. 

1978 – Declaration of Alma-Ata which was signed by all participants at the 

International Conference on Primary Health Care. It noted that national health 

care should be as close as possible to where people live and work rather than only 

in hospitals. 

1981 – ILO Convention 155 requiring member states to establish national policies 

on occupational H&S and to establish supporting legislation and infrastructure. 

1985 – ILO Convention 161 called on employers in member states to establish 

occupational health services for all public and private sector workers.  



 

47  

1986 – The Ottawa Charter is credited with introducing the concept of health 

promotion as used today, i.e. the process of enabling people to increase control 

over, and to improve, their health. It further legitimised the need for intersectional 

collaboration and introduced the ‘settings approach’ highlighting the importance 

of a supportive work environment. 

1994 – Global Declaration of Occupational Health for All (Beijing). This devised a 

clear statement that the term “occupational health” includes accident prevention 

(H&S), and factors such as psychosocial stress. It urged Member States to increase 

occupational health activities. 

1996 – Global Strategy on Occupational Health for All. The Strategy drafted in 

Beijing (1994) was approved by the World Health Assembly in 1996 recommending 

10 priority areas for action including the importance of using the workplace to 

influence workers’ lifestyle factors that may impact their health (health 

promotion). 

1997 – The Jakarta Declaration on Health Promotion reinforced the Ottawa 

Charter but emphasized the importance of social responsibility for health, 

empowering individuals and securing the infrastructure for health. 

1997 – Luxembourg Declaration on Workplace Health Promotion in the EU. The 

European Network for Workplace Health Promotion passed this Declaration, 

stating that Workplace Health Promotion includes improvement of the physical 

and psychosocial work environment along with the personal development of 

workers with respect to their own health. 

1998 – Cardiff Memorandum on Workplace Health Promotion in Small and 

Medium-Sized Enterprises. 
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1998 – World Health Assembly Resolution 51.12. This endorsed the Jakarta 

Declaration (1997) and called on Member States to foster the development of 

healthy workplaces. 

2002 – Barcelona Declaration on Developing Good Workplace Health Practice in 

Europe stated that there is no public health without good workplace health. It 

suggested that the world of work may be the single strongest social determinant 

of health. 

2003 – Global Strategy on Occupational Safety and Health. At its 91st 

international conference the ILO endorsed this global strategy dealing with the 

prevention of occupational injuries and illnesses. It recommended taking account 

of gender specific factors. 

2005 – Bangkok Charter for Health Promotion in a Globalised World. This charter 

recommended a commitment to making health promotion a requirement for good 

corporate practice. It also noted that women and men are affected differently, and 

these differences create challenges in the creation of a healthy workplace for all 

employees. 

2006 – Stresa Declaration on Workers’ Health. This stated that improvement of 

workers’ health requires a holistic approach, combining OSH with disease 

prevention. 

2006 – ILO Convention 187. This Promotional Framework for Occupational Health 

and Safety Convention expressly urged Member States to promote an OSH-

management systems approach with continuous improvement of OSH, to 

implement a national policy and to promote a national preventive safety and 

health culture. 
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2007 – Global Plan of Action on Workers’ Health. This milestone document 

provided clear objectives and priority areas for action to promote a basic level of 

health protection in all workplaces throughout the world (Burton, 2010). 

 

2010 – The WHO Healthy Workplace Initiative suggested four overlapping areas 

for consideration by employers and management in creation of healthy 

workplaces and described four avenues of influence, as illustrated in Figure 2. 

 

WHO’s action plan for protection and promotion of employee health is mandated 

by the Constitution of the Organisation as well as a number of resolutions passed 

at various sessions of the World Health Assembly (WHA), the supreme decision-

making body of the Organisation, with its 194 member states (Kortum, 2014), 

including Ireland. Article 1 of the Constitution declares that the objective of WHO 

is the attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of health which it 

defines as “… a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not 

merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (WHO, 2020a, p.1). 

WHO’s Global Plan of Action on Workers’ Health 2008 – 2017 provides a political 

framework for the development of policies, infrastructure, technologies and 

partnerships to achieve a basic level of health protection for all employees in their 

workplaces. It evolved from the 1996 WHA Global Strategy for Occupational 

Health for All, the 2005 Bangkok Charter for Health Promotion, the 2006 Stresa 

Declaration on Workers’ Health, the 2006 ILO Convention 187 (WHO, 2020b). The 

prime principle underpinning this policy instrument is that employees should be 

able to enjoy the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, 
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including favourable working conditions, to ensure their well-being and 

maintenance of their livelihoods (Kortum, 2014).  Accordingly, it is important that 

the workplace is not detrimental to health and well-being.  

 

The definition of a healthy workplace utilised by WHO in their 2010 Healthy 

Workplaces Initiative reflects an integrated, holistic approach to occupational 

health encompassing four overlapping areas for consideration by management, as 

illustrated in Figure 2: 

 

A healthy workplace is one in which workers and managers collaborate to 

use a continual improvement process to protect and promote the health, 

safety and well-being of all workers and the sustainability of the workplace 

by considering the following, based on identified needs: 

 

 Health and safety concerns in the physical environment, 

 Health, safety and well-being concerns in the psychosocial work 

environment including organisation of work and workplace culture, 

 Personal health resources in the workplace provided by the 

employer, 

 Extension of positive impacts to the local and surrounding 

community and environment in an effort to improve the health of 

workers, their families and other members of the community 

(WHO, 2010, p. 6). 
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               Figure 2. WHO Healthy Workplace Initiative – four avenues of influence (Burton, 2010). 

 

 

WHO member states are requested to develop national plans to implement the 

Global Plan of Action in an effort to protect employees and while most countries 

have some legislation in place requiring, at a minimum, that employers safeguard 

their employees from workplace hazards or the onset of occupational diseases, the 

legislative framework varies greatly from country to country (Burton, 2010). 

However, adoption of the WHO Healthy Workplace Initiative (2010) which is 

applicable to any size of workplace would serve to comply with this directive. The 

Initiative includes strategies to deal with well-being and psychosocial risks which 

augment the former, traditional OSH approach.  
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The WHO Healthy Workplace Initiative (Figure 2) encompasses four avenues of 

influence relative to creation and maintenance of a healthy workplace. Each 

avenue provides examples of interventions to make the workplace a healthier 

space. The avenue which is of most relevance to the study in hand is Psychosocial 

Work Environment which Kortum (2014) describes as being of equal importance to 

the other three avenues, but still largely ignored. Suggested interventions to 

support a healthy psychosocial work environment include: 

 

• Enforcing zero tolerance for harassment, bullying or discrimination 

• Recognising and rewarding good performance appropriately 

• Allowing meaningful worker input into decisions that affect them 

• Reallocating work to reduce workload 

• Allowing flexibility in how and when work is done to respect work-

family balance (WHO, 2010). 

 

 

2.4.2 European Legislation on Occupational Well-Being 

 

Ireland is one of 27 Member States of the EU which sets legislation in the form of 

directives that Member States are required to transpose into national law. 

Regarding OSH, the most significant legal act is the European Framework Directive 

(1989/391/EEC) which establishes general principles for managing occupational 

safety and health such as the responsibilities of the employer, rights and duties of 

workers, risk assessment procedures and workplace H&S representation (Brueck, 

2020). Each Member State has its own regulatory system for OSH. Directive 

1989/391/EEC is often referred to as the Framework Directive on OSH within the 
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EU. It is considered a milestone in prevention of work-related illness that led to a 

further 19 individual ‘daughter’ directives currently in force, although none of 

these mention psychosocial hazards in the workplace as they exclusively focus on 

safety standards relative to the physical work environment, e.g. exposure to 

dangerous substances (chemical / biological), artificial radiation, noise exposure, 

manual handling of loads, safety measures in surface and underground extractive 

industries, exposure to carcinogens, availability of personal protective equipment 

(PPE), safety on board fishing vessels, prevention of fires and explosions. Brueck 

(2020) explains that while EU OSH legislation is built around the terms ‘working 

environment’ and ‘health’ neither term is defined in the legislation. Nonetheless, 

she proceeds to inform that the European Court of Justice (ECJ) acknowledged 

‘working environment’ as going beyond prevention of accident and illness to 

include the humane design of work processes, work organisation and health 

promotion in Judgement C-84/94 on 12 November 1996. Likewise, the accepted 

interpretation of ‘health’ by the ECJ on the same date is the previously mentioned 

WHO definition - a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and 

not merely the absence of disease or infirmity as stated in Article 1 of the WHO 

constitution. These judgements are significant regarding the consideration and 

legitimate inclusion of psychosocial workplace-related illnesses and hazards within 

the parameters of these definitions. 

 The Framework Directive also establishes a hierarchy of nine measures for OSH 

risk prevention, although only one allows for interpretation within the parameters 

of psychosocial hazards, i.e., developing a coherent overall prevention policy which 

covers technology, organisation of work, working conditions, social relationships 



 

54  

and the working environment (EU, 2020a). 

 

There are several noteworthy Articles within the Framework Directive relative to 

OSH. For example, Article 6 of Directive 1989/391/EEC includes general legal 

requirements for staff training advising that within the context of his 

responsibilities, the employer must take the measures necessary for the safety and 

health protection of workers, including prevention of occupational risks and 

provision of information and training. Article 13 of Directive 1989/391/EEC clarifies 

a number of workers’ obligations indicating that each worker is responsible as far 

as possible for taking care of their own safety and health and that of others 

affected by their acts or omissions at work, in accordance with the training and 

instructions given by their employer (EU, 2020a). An additional employer 

responsibility outlined in Article 14 of 1989/391/EEC obliges all employers to 

ensure health surveillance for employees appropriate to the H&S risks they incur 

at work. However, the Directive is vague on this point and it was left to the 

national legislation of Member States to ensure this system is established (EU, 

2020b). The transposition to national law of Directive 1989/391/EEC was to be 

completed by the end of 1992. However, this process varied widely amongst 

Member States with some facing legal consequences for non-compliance (EU, 

2020c).   

According to the EU Report Evaluation of the EU Occupational Safety and Health 

Directives – Country Summary for Ireland (Graveling & Winski, 2015) several 

infringement cases were initiated against Ireland in relation to different OSH-related 

Directives (relating to noise pollution, vibration, chemical agents at work, 
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controlling explosive atmospheres and safety standards at temporary or mobile 

construction sites). These cases have now been closed following conformity through 

transposition of SHWW 2005 and SHWW General Applications Regulations (GAR) 

2007. However, the Report provides a telling quotation from an Irish employer 

representative who states that there is limited data available to assess Irish 

compliance with EU OSH guidelines:  

Currently to assess the extent of the effectiveness of directives, the only 

indicators used relate to accident rate and fatalities. There is no measure of 

leading indicators nor consideration of implementation of OSH management 

systems and the overall impact of these. (Graveling & Winski, p. 133) 

 

The Report concludes that it is not possible to accurately describe the degree of 

Irish compliance with EU OSH directives “as this would mean closer scrutiny of the 

different sources of information, which are unfortunately not available or not 

existent” (p. 113). It is notable that the Report made no reference to psychosocial 

hazards within the workplace. 

The Strategic Framework on Health and Safety at Work 2014 – 2020 (EU, 2014) 

sets out the political framework for European H&S policy (European Commission 

[EC], 2020). It presents several key challenges across the EU policy action on OSH 

the first of which is improving the implementation record of Member States. 

Another challenge recommends improving the prevention of work-related 

diseases by tackling existing, new and emerging risks. This key challenge is aimed 

primarily at the prevention of physical disease with specific mention of 

“…occupational cancers, asbestos-related disease, lung diseases, skin diseases, 

asthma and other chronic conditions…such as musculoskeletal disorders” (EC, 
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2020).  Psychosocial hazards are only briefly mentioned in two of the key 

challenges, as follows: 

 Specific attention should be given to addressing the impact of changes in 

work organisation in terms of physical and mental health; Actions from 

2014 …to address emerging new risks…make it necessary to identify and 

disseminate good practice on preventing mental health problems at work. 

(EC, 2020) 

 

By means of the European Social Fund and the European Structural and 

Investment Fund the EU has made monies available to Member States to improve 

their national OSH policies. A number of stipulations are in place regarding access 

to this funding. One of six stipulated areas for spending of these funds is for 

“Prolonging healthier working lives through the development and implementation 

of measures to promote a healthy environment and mental well-being at work” 

(EC, 2020). However, in light of the specific WHO recommendations regarding  the 

creation of a healthy psychosocial work environment (zero tolerance for 

harassment / bullying; workload reduction; rewarding good performance; 

introducing flexibility to aid work-life balance) there is no direct mention or 

mandate from the EU on any of these WHO recommendations from 2010 in the EU 

Strategic Framework for Health and Safety at Work 2014 – 2020 supporting 

Kortum’s (2014) previously mentioned statement that psychosocial work hazards 

are largely ignored. Nevertheless, recent research reports that awareness of the 

risk from psychosocial workplace hazards is slowly growing in importance 

(Eurofound, 2019).  

The report Working Conditions and Workers’ Health (Kubicek et al., 2019) found 
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that employees in health and education sectors (mostly female) face high 

emotional demands which are related to exhaustion and, in turn, reduced health 

and well-being. The report predicted that, with the growing need for long-term 

care in ageing societies, these demands will likely increase in importance and 

require particular attention (Kubicek et al., 2019). 

 

2.4.3 Irish Legislative Framework for Occupational Health & Safety  
 

In Ireland, Framework Directive 1989/391/EEC was transposed to national law 

through the Safety, Health and Welfare Act 1989, later updated in 2005 to the 

SHWW Act. This Act established the HSA as the national statutory regulatory body 

for the enforcement of H&S legislation and the promotion of occupational well-

being in Ireland. The HSA also have responsibility for advising the government on 

H&S legislation (Jones, Hassard, Cox & Murphy, 2020) and it operates under the 

auspices of the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation (HSA & KEC, 2013). 

The SHWW Act 2005 applies equally to all Irish workplaces and it obliges employers 

to identify workplace hazards and inform employees, prior to commencement of 

employment, of any potential or specific risks to their welfare which the work may 

involve. Employers must also put in place preventative and protective measures to 

eliminate or curtail potential health hazards. Employees must also be provided with 

information regarding health surveillance (Jones et al., 2020).  

The Health and Welfare at Work (General Application) Act 1993 was updated in 

2007 and is commonly referred to as the General Application Regulations (GAR). 

This Act outlines 15 categories of work-related H&S issues only one of which falls 
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under the remit of psychosocial work hazards (the workplace). Appendix D includes 

the remaining 14 categories. Breaches of HSA regulations by employers may lead to 

enforcement and prosecution by the HSA (Mulligan, 2009). 

The current national strategy of the HSA runs from 2019 – 2021 and it promised a 

range of supports to enable employers to meet their compliance duties as well as 

the setting up of a robust system for reporting, data gathering and analysis to help 

identify those employers failing to ensure safety in the workplace for their 

employees (Jones et al., 2020). 

Within Irish schools, the BOM has overall responsibility for the H&S of all staff, 

pupils and visitors. The BOM appoints one or two BOM members who have 

delegated responsibility for H&S. Under Section 20 of the SHWW Act 2005 

organisations are required to produce a written statement to safeguard: 

 

• Employee safety health and welfare in the workplace, 

• The safety, health and welfare of others at the workplace (visitors, 

customers, members of the public) (HSA & KEC, 2013). 

 

Accordingly, all schools are obliged to have a H&S Statement which should include a 

comprehensive risk assessment of workplace hazards and the control measures 

which have been put in place to eliminate or reduce any identified risks (HSA & KEC, 

2013).  

Under Directive 89/391/EEC, as outlined in The Evaluation of the Occupational 

Safety and Health Directives - Country Summary for Ireland (Graveling & Winski, 

2015) a Safety Statement has broader requirements requiring that it is produced by 
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the employer while carrying a responsibility for the employer to clearly state how 

they will ensure employee H&S while they work. It represents a commitment to 

their health and should influence all work activities including assessment and 

identification of any work-related hazards or risks and stating how these risks will 

be eliminated or controlled. The HSA developed guidelines for both primary and 

post-primary schools which support schools in devising their Safety Statements. 

These guidelines note the following legislation as being of relevance to H&S in 

schools: 

• Building Control Acts 1990 and 2007 

• Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004 

• Education Act 1998 

• Education (Welfare) Act 2000 

• Fire Services Act 1981 and 2003 

• Occupiers’ Liability Act 1995 

• National Treasury Management Agency (Amendment) Act 2000 

• Safety, Health and Welfare at Work (Chemical Agents) Regulations 2001 

• Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act 2005 

• Safety, Health and Welfare at Work (Construction) Regulations 2006 

• Safety, Health and Welfare at Work (General Application) Regulations 2007 

• 2007 Code of Practice for the Safety, Health and Welfare at Work (Chemical 

Agents) Regulations 2001 (HSA & KEC, 2013). 

 

While there is no obvious provision for dealing with psychosocial workplace hazards 

included in any of these Acts or Regulations the HSA guidelines for schools warn 

BOMs that under the provision of the SHWW Act 2005, they must do all that is 

reasonably practicable to control workplace hazards, including psychosocial threats 

to well-being. They categorise workplace hazards as follows: 
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• Physical hazards (manual handling, slips, trips, falls, electricity, fire), 

• Health hazards (noise, harmful dusts, unsuitable lighting levels, 

vibration), 

• Chemical hazards (glues, solvents, dyes, cleaning agents), 

• Biological hazards (viruses, bacteria), 

• Human-factor hazards (stress, bullying, violence) (HSA & KEC, 2013). 

 

Article 7 of the European Directive requires employers to ensure that those with 

responsibility for H&S within an organisation have the requisite skills to carry out all 

their duties or, failing that, should consult with external H&S experts to this end 

(Jones et al., 2020).  

 

At government level the DES recently announced that Spectrum.Life was awarded 

the new Employee Assistance Service contract from July 2020. A 24-hour 

confidential Freephone service is available to all school staff offering advice on a 

range of issues including well-being, legal, financial, bereavement and conflict 

resolution. This is a welcome initiative from the DES which additionally offers online 

cognitive behavioural therapy for employees and short-term counselling if required, 

along with advice to school managers regarding workplace health and well-being 

issues (DES, 2020d). This service complements the Occupational Health Service 

provided by MedMark under the government’s Occupational Health Strategy which 

claims to focus on illness prevention. MedMark is primarily associated with 

assessment of employee medical fitness to practice, to employment, ill health and 

retirement assessments and it works alongside the DES and BOMs to that end. 

MedMark also offer health advice to school employees (DES, 2020e). 
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2.5 Principal Well-Being in Ireland: what do we know? 
 

While there is a paucity of academic research specific to primary principal well-

being in Ireland, some related research has been conducted by principals’ 

representative bodies IPPN and the INTO. Founded in 1868 the INTO is Ireland’s 

largest teachers’ trade union. With a total membership of 47,719 (INTO, 2019), it 

aims to facilitate the expression of the collective opinion of primary teachers 

(including principals) on matters pertaining to education and the teaching 

profession along with improving conditions of employment of its members. The 

INTO offers individual advice and assistance on professional matters and provides 

benefits and facilities to members (INTO, 2020c). The organisational structure of the 

INTO is governed by Rule 4 of the INTO Rules and Constitution and is included in 

Appendix E. In 2004 the INTO Special Rules Congress established the Principals’ and 

Deputy Principals’ Fora. There are currently 41 Fora in operation throughout the 

country (INTO, 2020d) facilitating members to meet other local principals and DPs 

once a term where they can raise and discuss work-related issues. 

 

The INTO published a Report in 2015 entitled Workload, Stress and Resilience of 

Primary Teachers. A survey was completed by 332 members who were considered 

representative of INTO membership in terms of gender, position in school, school 

location and multi-grade versus single grade schools (INTO, 2015). The study sought 

to ascertain the causes of teacher stress, its consequences and how resilience to 

stress could be promoted. While the study findings pertain to all teachers in 

general, and not specifically the experiences of principals, there are some results 
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which shed light on the demands placed on the school leader. The school principals, 

in particular, found that work has become more challenging (INTO, 2015, p. 41) with 

“demands for documentation and insufficient administrative support” cited as the 

key factors. This move towards increased bureaucracy and accountability is 

perceived as “a diminution of professional trust which in turn has a knock-on effect 

on morale which in turn has an effect on stress levels” (INTO, 2015, p .41). Results 

also showed that while half of the classroom teachers thought the profession has 

become more stressful over recent years, almost three quarters of principals 

expressed this opinion, “…in fact no principals thought that the job was ..less 

demanding” (INTO, 2015, p. 38).  

 

Amongst the study’s recommendations to help alleviate principal workload-induced 

stress were a call for one day’s release time per week for all TPs, the introduction of 

a step-down facility for principals without a loss of remuneration, the appointment 

in all schools of administrative staff with qualifications in school administration and 

the development of the DP’s role to include senior leadership and management 

responsibilities. Another notable finding of the study was the negative impact that 

“general criticism of the public service” and “increased demands on schools to solve 

societal problems” were having on the professional morale of educators.  

 

An earlier publication by INTO focused on adult bullying within primary schools – 

Staff Relations: A Report on Adult Bullying in Schools (2000). A survey was 

completed by 402 teachers, of whom 17% were principals. Findings represented the 
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total cohort of participants and therefore there was no isolation of data specific to 

principals. Nonetheless, the study purported that adult bullying detrimentally 

affects the work of victims and that there is a need for training in conflict resolution 

amongst school staff members. The most common effect of bullying was found to 

be stress with 48% of participants reporting being undermined in their work 

situation, 56% having been verbally abused at work and 35% claiming they are 

ignored / excluded by colleagues (INTO, 2000). With regard to bullying, barrister 

and former IPPN president David Ruddy explains that while the BOM have a duty of 

care to its employees and should have a Dignity at Work / Anti-Bullying Policy in 

place for school staff members along with the relevant grievance procedures in 

place: “There is no liability to general stress and anxiety unless these aggregate to a 

recognised psychiatric disorder established by expert evidence” (Ruddy, 2013, p.4). 

 This ruling may result in a lot of silent suffering while principals / teachers opt to 

weather high levels of stress and anxiety in preference to receiving support from 

their BOM which requires them to formally seek and declare a psychiatric disorder. 

While it is the principal, in the first instance, who must deal with complaints of 

bullying or stress-related illness from staff members, if it is the principal who 

becomes ill, the BOM Chairperson must take responsibility or if the Chairperson is 

involved in the incident, s/he must appoint another BOM member to handle the 

complaint (Ruddy, 2013). Here, there is a critical need for possession of a suitable 

skill set amongst BOM members considering the gravity of assuming responsibility 

for the mental health of the principal and the need for assurance of confidentiality 

in dealing with all sensitive information pertaining to the case. 
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Originating from locally organised principals’ meetings in Cork in the 1990s, IPPN 

evolved into a national organisation by 2000. It is an independent, not-for-profit, 

voluntary organisation aspiring to empower primary principals while supporting and 

advocating for exemplary school leadership (IPPN, 2018). The DES conferred 

‘designated status’ to IPPN in 2007 thereby recognising it as an official Education 

Partner with corresponding consultation rights (IPPN, 2010). 

 

IPPN commissioned Drea & O’Brien (representing Hay Group Management 

Consultants Ltd.) to analyse the role of the primary principal. Referred to as the Hay 

Report (2002), it aimed to clarify the main priorities attached to the role of primary 

principal and the key competencies which contribute to the effective delivery of the 

role. While the Hay Report did not specifically focus on well-being it highlighted 

several challenges faced by principals which can impact on principal well-being, 

summarised as follows: 

• As the role of the TP is primarily a teaching role, this results in TPs having 

insufficient time and energy to devote to the managerial aspects of their 

role resulting in significant pressure on the ability of TPs to effectively 

deliver the leadership aspects of their job. There is insufficient recognition of 

the reality of combined teaching and leadership roles as the “official” 

definition of principal is based on the role of the AdP in Ireland despite TPs 

having the same range of functions and accountability as AdPs, 

• The proportion of the normal day that is consumed by the teaching aspect of 

the TP’s role also serves to reinforce the perception that the job is primarily 

a teaching role, with minor additional accountability for running the school 

in their “spare time”. The Report concluded that “…it is not possible for a TP 

to deliver on the expectations for the role, both in terms of teaching and 
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administration / management, without consistently exceeding the agreed 

working hours on a consistent and ongoing basis…and there need to be 

official recognition of the difficulties of the TP” (p. 14), 

• A strong perception permeates throughout general ranks of principals that 

the role has become extremely difficult if not impossible to deliver on 

effectively, 

• There is a lack of clarity about the respective roles of Principal and BOMs 

with working relationships between individual principals and BOMs being 

extremely varied and dependent on local circumstances and individual 

capabilities. BOM skillsets vary widely sometimes adding further to the 

workload of the principal, 

• Relationships within the BOM are highly individualistic and dependent on 

the personalities of the principal and the chairperson, 

• Many principals expressed a perception that they do not have the required 

authority in dealing with staff, and in particular underperforming staff, and 

sought clarification on the nature of their role in terms of “primus inter 

pares” versus “manage with authority” (p. 43), 

• Principals reported a lack of training and development in the Leadership / 

Managerial aspect of the role, 

• There is a lack of clarity in the roles of the principal and the BOM in the 

hiring of teachers with the amount of input from principals varying widely 

from BOM to BOM (Drea & O’Brien, 2002).  

 

These findings from the Hay Report (2002) point to unrealistic expectations from 

the DES of principals (particularly TPs), excessive workload, frustration around 

performance satisfaction, a lack of consistency in BOM skillsets and support level 

and a dependency on the goodwill of TPs to address their administrative duties 

outside of their work hours. 

Also, as a school’s greatest resource is its teaching staff it is preferable that the 
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principal would be as involved as possible in the selection of new staff members, in 

light of the principal’s answerability to the BOM for staff management along with 

his/her responsibilities in leading learning and creating a cooperative and 

collaborative teaching team. To this end, there should be clarity and consistency 

from BOM to BOM in the exact role of the principal regarding the hiring of teaching 

staff.  

In 2004 IPPN surveyed primary principals regarding their workload and presented 

the findings to both the DES and school management bodies in 2005. They also 

conducted research with St. Patrick’s College, Drumcondra in 2004 resulting in 

publication of the Report – New Horizons for Smaller Schools and Teaching 

Principalships in Ireland (IPPN, 2005) which has been used extensively in discussions 

with education partners since its publication (IPPN, 2013). They deliberate that two 

thirds of principals are in an unhealthy workplace considering the workload of the 

TP. They stated: 

We are not aware of any other role that has such a set of concentrated 

leadership and management responsibilities – many of which are on a 

statutory footing – resting on a single individual, where this individual is also 

full-time engaged in another role – that of classroom teacher. (IPPN, 2013) 



 

67 
 

 

Following intense lobbying by IPPN to grant the option for TPs of taking the position 

of Learning Support teacher the DES finally granted this in 2011 (IPPN, 2013) 

thereby granting TPs who opted to avail of this opportunity a reprise from full-time 

classroom teaching duties. Former IPPN president Maria Doyle (2016, p. 9) 

welcomed the publication of the Action Plan for Education 2016-2019 (DES, 2016b) 

which spoke of improving services and resources to promote “well-being in our 

school communities to support success in school and in life”. The Action Plan, 

however, specified student well-being and omitted any mention of the well-being of 

the principal and the teachers. As confirmed by Burke & Minton (2019) the DES’ 

guidelines for mental health promotion in Ireland’s schools aim to create awareness 

of the importance of children’s well-being. Reminding the DES that “You cannot 

pour from an empty cup”, Doyle suggested that if a culture of well-being is to be 

created in schools, then the whole school community must be supported, staff and 

students alike (Doyle, 2016, p. 9).  

Aiming to support principals who may be struggling to manage their burgeoning 

workload the IPPN published Priorities for Principal Teachers – In Clear Focus in 

2014. This document provided a suggested three-tier framework for principals to 

categorise their duties under the headings ‘critical duties’ that should always be the 

responsibility of the principal, ‘duties which can be shared or delegated’ with either 

staff or BOM members and ‘other duties’ which the school may collectively agree to 

de-prioritise for a while as well as duties that the principal should not need to 

personally undertake (IPPN, 2014). An extensive list of duties from each category 

was suggested as a reference for principals, middle management and BOMs alike 
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with a view to creating dialogue amongst all three parties regarding fair distribution 

of whole-school duties. 

In 2015 IPPN published the Occupational Health, Safety and Wellbeing Survey. 

Prepared by Riley (2015) the research, which surveyed primary and post-primary 

principals and DPs, was funded by IPPN and the NAPD which represents post-

primary school leaders in Ireland.  As 7.5% of primary sector respondents were 

primary DPs, yet again, the findings were not exclusive to primary principals. 

Findings specific to IPPs and DPs (n = 624) show that approximately 54.4% work 

upwards of 41 hrs. per week during term with just over 18% working upwards of 56 

hrs. per week. During school holidays, 22.6% work over 25 hrs. per week. This 

finding concurs with results from the Hay Report (2002) which found that principals 

consistently exceed the agreed working hours while attempting to manage their 

workload. Eighty-two per cent stated that their greatest source of support was from 

their partner/spouse with just under 20% not having a partner. There was general 

positivity regarding their job with only 2.6% becoming regularly depressed from 

their work. Forty-four per cent were taking prescription medication for diagnosed 

conditions. The findings also highlighted that principals experience nearly twice the 

incidence of threats of violence and acts of violence at work than other population 

groups with the incidence being higher for female principals. Collectively principals 

were found to score lower than average for well-being and quality of life than the 

general population. Principals’ mental health ranged from very poor to very good. 

There were large differences in their self-reported maintenance of healthy levels of 

exercise, diet and weight control. (Riley, 2015). 
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Recommendations A, B and C from the study were “consistent with evidence from 

other countries showing that professional support for principals provides many 

benefits that flow through to improved student learning outcomes” (Riley, 2015, p. 

18). Recommendation D addressed maintenance of dignity at work. The results 

highlight the need to look for the causes, and reduce the levels, of adult-to-adult 

bullying, threats and acts of violence in schools. Riley (p. 18) proposed that the 

results may reflect Irish society more broadly, rather than school culture 

specifically, as “evidence of offensive behaviour in other social workplaces, such as 

hospitals, suggests that this might be the case”. In contrast, research conducted by 

the ESRI indicates that those employed in the education sector “are significantly 

more likely to be bullied than those in other sectors” (Ruddy, 2013, p. 4). Riley 

suggested that if the government and employer groups, such as the BOM, are 

committed to improving the quality of school education for all stakeholders, this 

issue needs careful attention. Riley stated that principals who receive the least 

supervisory and colleague support have the greatest challenges to maintain their 

mental health: 

 The principals and deputy principals identified as coping least well with their 

daily tasks had the lowest levels of professional support from their 

colleagues and their superiors while those who coped the best reported the 

highest levels of professional support. (Riley, 2015, p. 19) 

 

Research conducted by the ESRI found that education sector workers in Ireland are 

particularly at risk from work-related SAD. The Report entitled Work-related 

Musculoskeletal Disorders and Stress, Anxiety and Depression in Ireland: Evidence 
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from the QNHS 2002 – 2013 stated that the risk of SAD illness is highest in the 

education sector followed by those working in health, public administration, 

transport and other services including finance and communications. While the study 

did not isolate data pertaining to primary principals, it linked long working hours 

with a greater risk of SAD with those working over 50 hrs. per week being three 

times more likely to experience SAD than those working fewer than 30 hours 

(Russell et al., 2016). Riley’s (2015) findings that 54.4% of primary principals work 

upwards of 41 hrs. per week during term and over 18% working upwards of 56 hrs. 

per week is significant in this regard. And while repeated overtime has been found 

to negatively affect principal well-being one can only wonder about the incremental 

impact on a person’s mental health, professional self-identity and self-worth to 

consistently work “upwards of 56 hrs. per week” while being paid for under half 

that amount of time (25 hours teaching time; teachers are unpaid for CPHs and 

break times), as employees in other sectors, although stressed, are at least paid for 

working those 56+ hours. 

The ESRI report uncovered that 50% of Irish employers do not know how to assess 

the risks of SAD in their employees and recommended targeting employer groups in 

the high-risk sectors for support in conducting audits of work-related risks for SAD 

(Russell et. al., 2016). It also highlighted the incidence of MSDs in the surveyed 

population of Irish employees although education sector workers were not amongst 

the highest-risk category for MSDs. Russell et al., (2016) warned that the findings 

suggest a greater awareness of workplace mental health issues is needed and a 

necessity arises to monitor work-related illnesses in sectors with the greatest 

incidence of SAD and MSDs. These findings are relevant to BOMs who have a duty 
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of care to their employees and particularly as education sector workers were found 

to be the highest-risk category for work-related SAD. The findings are also relevant 

to the DES as figures from academic year 1998-99 released to the Irish Times 

newspaper under the Freedom of Information Act show the total cost of absences 

due to sick leave by primary teachers was £16 million (Oliver, 2000). More recently, 

a government spending review found the annual cost of providing primary and 

post-primary substitution staff was €250 million per year (Wall, 2019). This points to 

a need to address whatever work-related factors may be responsible for teacher 

absences, not only from the perspective of a duty of care for employees, but also in 

light of the fiscal repercussions from neglecting educators’ well-being.  

Research conducted by Darmody and Smyth on behalf of the TC reported 45% of 

primary teachers and 70% of primary principals experience occupational stress 

(Darmody & Smyth, 2011). Professional autonomy was found to enhance job 

satisfaction as was positive staff relations. The level of teacher stress was associated 

with that of the principal which, in turn, was exacerbated by poor administrative 

support. The incidence of stress was higher amongst principals in older school 

buildings in need of refurbishment. Notably, Darmody & Smyth (2011) stated their 

research did not specifically focus on analysis of occupational stress and job 

satisfaction amongst primary level teachers and principals and therefore it featured 

some limitations in terms of being confined to responses of teachers (including 

some TPs) of Irish nine-year olds from the Growing Up in Ireland  study data. They 

also highlighted the paucity of research in Ireland on this topic “while these issues 

have been extensively researched internationally” (Darmody & Smyth, 2011, p. 1).  
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Throughout their report Darmody & Smyth make several references to international 

research which focuses on teacher (as opposed to principal) well-being (De Nobile & 

McCormick, 2005; Kyriacou, 2001; Kyriacou & Chien, 2004; Lee, 2006; Ololube, 

2005; Zembylas, 2004) along with some Irish research which focuses on Irish 

teachers’ experiences (Kitching, 2009; Morgan, Ludlow, Kitching, O’Leary & Clarke 

2010; Morgan & Sugrue, 2008). While Morgan and Sugrue’s study looked at job 

demands and job satisfaction amongst Irish principals, none of these studies 

focused specifically on principal well-being.  As the Hay Report is now almost 20 

years old there is a need to update some of its findings regarding the well-being and 

workplace experiences of the primary principal. Additionally, as education sector 

workers were found by the ESRI (2016) to have the highest incidence of SAD 

amongst Irish employees, but figures specific to primary principals were not 

provided, extending these findings to specifically examine levels of SAD amongst 

IPPs would bridge a knowledge gap. Finally, in light of the general paucity of 

principal-specific research in the area of psychosocial workplace well-being, I 

propose that a thorough investigation of levels of workplace well-being of IPPs will 

help to create useful knowledge which may guide BOMs and other education 

stakeholders in understanding the importance of prioritising and supporting the 

holistic well-being of their school leaders. Factors which are of particular interest 

are those which support and / or thwart workplace well-being for primary 

principals. 
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 2.6 Conceptual Framework for Workplace Well-Being 

 

2.6.1 Towards a Definition of Well-Being 

 
Prior to any consideration of criteria that constitute well-being it is appropriate that 

a definition of well-being is presented. Ryan and Deci (2017) inform that what 

constitutes well-being is a matter of considerable debate. Some psychologists have 

equated well-being with happiness (Kahneman, Diener & Schwarz, 1999; 

Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz & Stone, 2006), where well-being is defined 

as the presence of positive effect and the absence of negative effect. This definition 

is considered a hedonic approach to the evaluation of well-being. In contrast, many 

philosophers, religious masters and psychologists have argued that this definition 

does not constitute a full definition of well-being (Delle Fave, 2009; Ryan & Huta, 

2009). Aristotle, for example, considered having the pursuit of hedonic happiness as 

a life goal to be a vulgar ideal, reducing humans to slavishly following desires (Ryan 

& Deci, 2017). He posited instead that true happiness resides in the expression of 

human excellence and virtue, in doing well what is worth doing (Ryan, Curren & 

Deci, 2013). Aristotle characterised such a life of pursuing goals which are 

inherently worthy and admirable as eudaimonia, nowadays commonly translated as 

flourishing (Huppert & So, 2013), and alluding to the actualisation of our best 

human potential. Thus, the Aristotelian concept of well-being demands distinction 

between subjectively experienced desires whose fulfilment simply yield pleasure 

and basic human needs whose fulfilment conduces towards growth and well-being 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017) and represents a eudaimonic rather than a hedonistic view of 

well-being. Nevertheless, while Ryan, Huta & Deci (2008) propose that happiness 
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per se cannot fully serve as a definition of well-being, they consider it a symptom of 

well-being which follows from eudaimonic living and BPN satisfaction and growth. 

As developers of SDT, psychology professors Deci and Ryan define well-being in 

terms of humans thriving or fully functioning. The SDT view of well-being is 

characterised by vitality, awareness, exercise of one’s human capacities and true 

self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In line with Aristotle, Ryan and Deci concur that 

happiness derives from healthy human functioning. Additionally, SDT posits that 

those experiencing well-being exhibit lower symptoms of anxiety or depression, 

greater energy and vitality, a greater sense of coherence and meaning, less 

defensiveness and fewer general somatic symptoms. This facilitates the enjoyment 

of deeper relationships and greater clarity of purpose. Thus, for Deci and Ryan, well-

being is best captured “by examining multiple existential, social and clinical 

indicators of full functioning” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 241). Accordingly, in order to 

investigate the well-being of IPPs I believe that a holistic, multifaceted view of the 

principal is required to facilitate the examination of ‘multiple existential, social and 

clinical indicators of full functioning’ within the workplace. 

 

2.6.2 Identified Indicators of Workplace Well-Being 

 

The following six components have been selected as indicators of well-being in the 

workplace and proposed as a conceptual framework of occupational well-being 

(CFOW-B) (Figure 3). Their selection for this thesis is based on their suitability for 

measuring OSH psychosocial factors, not alone for this being the area of OSH found 

to be the most neglected in general (Kortum, 2014), but herein more importantly 

for it being the area of OSH which I consider most relevant to principals’ workplace 
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well-being. Consideration was also given to the combined findings of all research in 

Section 2.5 notably the factors impacting primary principal well-being in Ireland. 

Personal observations and experience from almost two decades employed as a 

primary principal and a principal representative also had a bearing on the design of 

the CFOW-B. Finally, the previously outlined definition of well-being set forth by 

SDT also influenced my selection of workplace well-being indicators. The six 

selected measurable workplace well-being indicators are as follows: 

 

• BPNs within the workplace, encompassing (i) autonomy, (ii) competence and 

(iii) relatedness satisfaction,  

• level of work motivation,  

• mindful engagement with work and within the work environment,  

• level of job satisfaction,  

• perception of fairness of employment and work conditions, and  

• management of occupational stress and burnout.  

 

In summary, the adoption of these tools is based on my observation of their 

individual uses in measuring both psychological and occupational well-being. The 

combination of these tools into a CFOW-B is an exploratory measure on my part 

evolving from both immersion and observation within the primary education sector 

as a teacher, a principal and a representative of IPPs. Accordingly, I had both 

professional and personal knowledge of the various challenges to the well-being of 

educators and thus was in a position to identify the aspects of occupational well-

being which needed to be measured. 
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Here follows an overview of each component which explicates its inclusion in the 

framework. It is proposed by this thesis that fulfilment of all six components is 

necessary to comprehensively support principal well-being in the workplace. 

 

 

Figure 3. Proposed Conceptual Framework for Occupational Well-Being. 

  * a healthy level  of work motivation refers to a measurable high score on Motivation at Work Scale 

(MAWS). **healthy level of job satisfaction refers to a measurable high score on the Job Satisfaction 

Scale. Both concepts are measurable and not subjective in nature. See individual scales for details. 

 

 

2.6.3 Basic Psychological Need Theory 

 
Developed in the 1980s by American psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan, 

SDT is a macro theory of personality, development and well-being in social contexts 

which is applicable across numerous applied domains (Deci & Ryan, 1985). It was 
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founded upon an organismic-dialectical theory of human motivation which assumes 

that humans are naturally inclined to learn, to grow, to assimilate important cultural 

values, to connect and contribute to others (Chircov, Ryan & Sheldon, 2011). Deci 

and Ryan (2014, p. 16) explicate that humans, as active organisms, are “inherently 

oriented towards mastering the environment and assimilating experiences into a 

unified set of inner processes and structures, referred to as self, that promotes 

autonomous motivation and behaviour”.  

SDT has been in place for over forty years and has been well tested in both 

laboratory and field research, and has served as a guide for training and 

interventions in a variety of contexts (Gagné, 2015) including education, parenting, 

sports performance and exercise, organisational psychology, health care and 

psychotherapy including addiction counselling, close relationships, cultural and 

religious socialisation, virtual worlds, politics, ageing, work motivation and 

psychopathology (Gagné, 2015; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Sufficient application within the 

workplace has occurred to attest to its relevance within this domain (Gagné & Deci, 

2005) as substantial research has shown that highly effective organisations are 

those in which BPNs of employees are satisfied leading to enhanced engagement 

and productivity e.g. Gagné, 2015; Meyer & Gagné, 2008; Shuck, Zigarmi & Owen, 

2015; Van der Broeck, Vansteenkiste, De Witte, Soenens & Lens, 2010).  

SDT can serve as a useful guide for the development of targeted intervention 

strategies (Meyer & Gagné, 2008) by providing the concepts that guide the creation 

of policies, practices and environments that promote both well-being and high-

quality performance (Deci, Olafsen & Ryan, 2017). BPNT supports the adoption of a 

more agentic view of employees. Strauss and Parker (2015) concur that managing 
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people in organisations is no longer about ensuring work is completed by enforcing 

rules and using controls, but rather has become about articulating a vision and 

empowering an increasingly self-reliant workforce to work towards it (Griffin, 

Parker, & Mason, 2010). 

Rather than seeing negative human traits as central characteristics of human 

nature, SDT sees them as resulting from need frustrating developmental or 

contextual conditions, thereby assuming that non-supportive, need thwarting 

environments can result in compromised functioning and development (Chircov et. 

al., 2011). SDT comprises six mini-theories of which BPNT is one. As such, the 

concept of BPNs emerged as a crucial concept to describe the conditions within 

social contexts such as workplaces which influence motivation, well-being and 

performance (Deci, Olafsen & Ryan, 2017). A central tenet of BPNT is that humans 

have three evolved psychological needs, namely, autonomy, competence and 

relatedness which contribute additively to human thriving and well-being in the 

same way as plants require certain vital nutrients in order to thrive (Sheldon & Filak, 

2008). Ryan and Deci (2000, 2017) explain that these BPNs exist alongside humans’ 

basic physiological needs (for oxygen, clean water, nutrition, shelter, safety) and all 

three needs must be satisfied for human thriving and well-being to be sustained. 

Vansteenkiste and Ryan (2013) explain that when these needs are frustrated, 

maladjustment and even psychopathology can result. Need thwarting (also referred 

to as need frustration) alludes to the personal experience of having one’s 

psychological needs undermined as a result of social contextual influences, e.g. 

unsupportive or controlling environments (Costa, Ntoumanis, & Bartholemew, 

2015). 
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Autonomy is defined as the need to self-regulate one’s experiences and actions. 

Autonomous actions are self-endorsed and “congruent with one’s authentic 

interests and values” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 10). This need is frustrated when 

actions are influenced by external controlling forces (e.g. micromanagement, rules, 

obligations) which conflict with one’s volition. However, despite its association with 

volitional choice and psychological freedom (Deci & Ryan, 2000) it does not equate 

with independence. Chirkov, Kim, Ryan & Kaplan (2003) explain that the opposite of 

autonomy is not dependence, but rather heteronomy where one’s actions are 

experienced as controlled by external forces or where one feels compelled to 

behave in specific ways regardless of one’s values, beliefs or interests.  In the 

workplace employees can also experience autonomy satisfaction when acting 

according to a supervisor’s / manager’s request (which compromises independent 

action) because their supervisor provided them with a meaningful rationale for 

doing so hence the employee can willingly cooperate with the request (Soenens, 

Vansteenkiste, Lens, Luyckx, Goossens, Beyers & Ryan, 2007). Breaugh (1985) 

defined workplace autonomy as the degree to which an employee is given freedom 

and discretion in carrying out a task. One can be autonomously dependent on a 

manager if they are perceived to be supportive and responsive (La Guardia, Ryan, 

Couchman, & Deci, 2000). Hence, adhering to external norms can be experienced by 

an employee as being autonomously motivated, when one concurs with the norm 

and feels supported and respected within the context, or as being heteronomous, 

when an employee adheres to a norm or manager’s requests out of fear of 

punishment or merely to obtain externally controlled inducements, e.g. pay, job 
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security (Kim, Deci, & Zuckerman, 2002).  

From an employer’s perspective it is worth noting the findings from a study of over 

3,000 companies in the Netherlands which found that indicators of job autonomy 

amongst employees predicted profitability of the company (Preenen, Oeij, Dhondt, 

Kraan & Jansen, 2016), while a large study of Flemish 

 (Belgian) employees showed that frustration of BPNs predicted poorer work-

related well-being, as indexed by a high incidence of employee burnout (van der 

Elst, van den Broeck, De Witte & De Cuyper, 2012). 

 

Competence refers to the basic need for a sense of proficiency and feelings of 

effectiveness in one’s work (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Gagné (2015) relates that 

employees are likely to feel more competent when given the opportunity to engage 

in challenging tasks that allow them to use and build on their unique existing skills 

and abilities. Competence is, however, easily thwarted as Ryan and Deci (2017) 

inform that it wanes in contexts where challenges are too difficult (e.g. excessive 

workload), where negative feedback is pervasive and where feelings of mastery and 

effectiveness are diminished or undermined by interpersonal factors such as 

person-focused criticism and social comparisons. Within the workplace BPNT 

maintains that positively perceived feedback from management is beneficial for all 

employees as it satisfies their innate need for competence (Mouratidis, 

Vansteenkiste, Lens & Sideridis, 2008). Baard (2002) suggests the following 

managerial behaviours to support employee competence needs: ensuring proper 

training of employees, discussing and agreeing on achievable goals, providing 

regular feedback, having a system of delegation of tasks and removal of any barriers 
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to efficient performance. In this way, managers may support employee well-being 

(Gagné, 2015). Baard, Deci and Ryan (2004) found that satisfaction of competence 

needs was negatively related to an index of anxiety and depression which is of 

direct relevance to any efforts to reduce the incidence of SAD in primary principals. 

 

Relatedness refers to feeling socially connected and cared for by others. Humans 

need a sense of belonging and significance to others and are gratified by 

contributing to their social group and close others, by showing benevolence and 

from experiencing trustful interpersonal connections (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Regarding its utilisation in the work domain, the theory postulates that when 

people’s BPNs are satisfied in their workplace, they are more autonomously 

motivated to work. They experience enhanced well-being, improved productivity 

and higher quality relationships whereas when these BPNs are thwarted, individuals 

exhibit motivational, cognitive, affective and other psychological decrements such 

as loss of volition, lowered vitality, greater social fragmentation and diminished 

well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, de Witte, Soenens, 

and Lens (2010) align this component of BPNT with other concepts in organisational 

psychology such as social support (Viswesvaran, Sanchez & Fisher, 1999) and 

loneliness at work (Wright, Burt, & Strongman, 2006).  

Within the workplace context BPNT maintains that employees are naturally drawn 

to and will become committed to situations in which their needs are satisfied while, 

conversely, need frustration may prompt employees to leave the organisation (Van 

den Broeck et al., 2010) or, in the case of compromised autonomy, rebel against the  

source of control (Meyer & Gagné, 2008). Van den Broeck et al., (2010) found that 
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while satisfaction of all three distinct needs contributes to employee well-being 

only autonomy satisfaction prevents turnover of staff. This finding is consistent with 

research in other life domains, with some research suggesting that autonomous 

functioning is associated with less school drop-out (e.g. Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 

1997; Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens & Soenens, 2005). 

However, Chen et al. (2015), referring to Buttle (1989), Rist (1980) and Roy (1980), 

inform that some psychologists holding a social-constructive perspective dispute 

the existence of universal psychological needs, instead arguing that psychological 

needs are cultural constructions that reflect socio-cultural values. To test this 

assertion Chen et al., (2015) investigated whether the functional role of 

psychological need satisfaction depends on the broader cultural context as well as 

on individual differences in need strength. Their cross-cultural study included 

participants – all university students - from China, USA, Belgium and Peru, and 

examined satisfaction and frustration of autonomy, competence and relatedness, 

need valuation and need strength, psychological well-being (using indicators for 

self-esteem and depression) and ill-being. Their findings suggest that the 

satisfaction of the BPNs for autonomy, competence and relatedness is essential for 

optimal human functioning across individual and cultural differences. Additional 

studies confirm the universality of BPNT (e.g. Chircov, Kim, Ryan & Kaplan, 2003; 

Chua, Wong, & Koestner, 2014; Nie et al., (2015); Zhou, Ma & Deci, 2009).  

Ryan and Deci suggest that differing familial, organisational, historical, economic 

and cultural contexts can be analysed regarding the degree to which they are 

conducive to the fulfilment of BPN. They postulate that not all social contexts, value 

systems or structures are equally good for humans. They state:  
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Just as patriarchal religious cultures can have need-thwarting practices, so 

too can individualist-consumer cultures and vertical-collectivist ones. In fact, 

every culture and social environment have features that support and 

features that thwart the basic needs satisfactions of its members with 

predicable effects on their thriving. (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 89) 

 

Within the context of the workplace, BPNT research has shown that when managers 

are more autonomy supportive, employees internalise the value of their work 

efforts which, in turn, supports their well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Issues around 

support for autonomy, competency and relatedness affect employee motivation 

and productivity and have been the subject of much debate in recent times. Evers, 

Verboon & Klaeijsen (2017) inform that the topic of professional autonomy of 

teachers and school leaders has received much attention in recent educational 

discourse and debate. Hargreaves (2000) described the de-professionalisation of 

the teaching profession resulting from diminished discretion and reduced 

professional judgement in a system which increasingly prioritises performance and 

accountability, the mismanagement of which constrains professional autonomy 

(Clegg, 2008; Helgoy & Homme, 2007). BPNT research investigates managerial styles 

and why some engender alienation and apathy while others are inspiring and 

energising for employees. BPNT research has shown that managers who are more 

autonomy-supportive create conditions which support autonomous motivation 

regulation of employees who then perform better and display higher job 

satisfaction and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). From this perspective, BOMs are in 

an optimal position to support, or thwart, a principal’s workplace well-being and 

can potentially play a critical role in improving the overall workplace experience of 
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the principal depending on the degree of support and endorsement afforded to a 

principal in their leadership role. Gagné, Deci and Ryan (2017) consider the 

application of BPNT as critical for explicating issues of job retention, burnout levels, 

job engagement and workplace well-being. 

 
 

2.6.4 Work Motivation 
 

The study of organisational behaviour became firmly established in the final quarter 

of the 20th century. Latham (2012) informs that this period brought an interest in 

individual employee differences as a factor impacting work motivation, persistence 

and productivity. He claims that the relationship between personality traits and 

performance was neither fully understood nor extensively researched in the 20th 

century, but it came to dominate the motivation literature by the dawn of the 21st 

century.  It was the development of the Five Factor Model or FFM (Wiggins, 1996) 

which initially drew the interest of scholars in HR Management, Industrial and 

Organisation Psychology and Organisational Behaviour to study individual 

difference variables and their relationship with work motivation (Hogan, 2004). The 

FFM assesses five personality traits - extroversion, conscientiousness, neuroticism, 

openness to experience and agreeableness, commonly referred to as the “Big Five”. 

Latham (2012) informs that a meta-analysis of the relationship between the FFM 

and three theories of employee motivation (social cognitive theory, goal setting 

theory and expectancy theory) found strong correlations between the Big Five and 

motivational criteria in the workplace. Empirical studies supported a growing belief 

that personality is a primary predictor of elements of work motivation ( Glomb & 
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Welsh, 2005; Moskowitz & Coté, 1995; Schmitt, Cortina, Ingerick & Weichmann, 

2003).  

Extant research shows that personality traits predict job search, job performance 

and job satisfaction (Latham, 2012). However, the FFM is not without its detractors. 

Of note is the fact that it emerged from a factor analysis of personality-descriptive 

adjectives from the dictionary and thus its roots are in the English lexicon, not 

psychological theory (Oswald & Hough, 2011). Also, Perrewé & Spector (2002) claim 

its five dimensions are not independent constructs and it is not a comprehensive 

assessment of personality when, for example, it does not assess narcissism or one’s 

belief in intrinsic versus extrinsic loci of control. They also question the wisdom of 

shrinking all personal characteristics to only five global traits. Hogan (2004) argued 

that seeking the structure of personality by factor analysis is little more than a 

psychometric method in search of a theory. Finally, Triandis & Suh (2002), consider 

FFM more applicable to employees in the Western world than employees in less-

developed parts of the world. Consequently, Latham (2012) believes there are other 

personality traits, in addition to the FFM, which are of significance in the workplace 

including an orientation towards the satisfaction of autonomy, competence and 

relatedness, as defined in BPNT by Ryan and Deci (2017). 

It was Deci and Ryan’s ongoing concern for a distinction between intrinsic and 

extrinsic forms of motivation, and their differential effect on motivation as a result 

of a person feeling controlled versus autonomous, which initially led to the 

development of SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Deci (as cited in Vallerand & Ratelle, 2004) 

contrasts intrinsic motivation (IM), referring to behaviours performed out of 
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interest and enjoyment, with extrinsic motivation (EM) which refers to behaviours 

carried out to attain contingent outcomes. Baard et al., (2004) explain that when 

one is intrinsically motivated for an activity, there is no preoccupying concern with 

the possibility of attaining a reward other than the satisfaction of doing the activity 

itself nor is there a worry about avoiding a potential punishment for not performing 

the activity well enough. IM is associated with greater performance, more 

persistence and higher levels of satisfaction and creativity (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Intrinsically motivated people are autonomously motivated, and they experience 

heightened vitality and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). This type of motivation is 

observable in hobbyists or during sports but is less likely to be seen in the 

workplace where employees have a level of concern for compensation and 

recognition (Baard et al., 2004). Yet, even in the workplace, there are times when 

IM is observable, e.g., a particularly interesting work assignment can be exciting and 

challenging for an employee and provide a high level of satisfaction on completion. 

Similarly, activities which are found to be highly fulfilling can prompt IM (Baard et 

al., 2004). Meanwhile, EM describes doing an activity for an outcome rather than 

engaging in it for the inherent satisfaction. Ryan and Deci (2017) explain that it is 

observable when undertaking a task to gain a reward (e.g., recognition, pay) or to 

avoid punishment or feelings of guilt. Here, the locus of control is external to the 

individual.  

From an organisational perspective, high levels of employee motivation and well-

being have been found to contribute to long-term organisational health, customer 

satisfaction and loyalty (Doshi & McGregor, 2015; Mackey & Sisodia, 2014; Pink, 

2011). SDT additionally posits that behaviours within social settings, including the 
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workplace, are motivated by perceived satisfaction of BPNs. Trépanier, Fernet & 

Austin (2013) further reveal that employees who display high levels of IM 

experience less psychological distress when facing stressful work demands 

compared to their less intrinsically motivated colleagues and also experience 

heightened work engagement, performance and organisational commitment (Gillet, 

Fouquereau, Lafreniere & Huyghebaert, 2016).  

SDT proposes a continuum of motivation ranging from amotivation to IM. Within 

SDT amotivation describes a state in which an individual is either not motivated to 

behave, or they behave in way that is not mediated by intentionality (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). Ryan and Deci explain that motivated behaviours are either consciously or 

non-consciously intentional, but when an individual finds no value, rewards or 

meaning in an act they will likely have no intention of performing it and will be 

amotivated. BPNT posits that a perceived lack of competence may cause 

amotivation when the individual either believes that acting will not yield a desired 

outcome (e.g., a belief that it is pointless to challenge the status quo in an 

organisation) or believing that one cannot perform adequately (competency 

insecurity). As a result, amotivated individuals may exhibit passivity, (Tremblay, 

Blanchard, Taylor, Pelletier & Villeneuve, 2010), defeatism or withdrawal 

behaviours (Gagné & Meyer, 2008). SDT suggests that both employees’ 

performance and their well-being are directly affected by the type of motivation 

they have for their work activities (Deci, Olafsen, & Ryan, 2017). Deci and Ryan 

(2017) predict that intrinsically motivated employees experience less burnout, 

exhaustion and general ill-being. 



 

88 
 

From this perspective, I was interested in analysing the type of motivation 

experienced by IPPs relative to their work and well-being within their work context. 

Of particular interest was ascertaining the degree to which intrinsic rewards 

associated with leading teaching and learning can compensate for work demands 

and stressors, e.g., excessive workload, requirement for working overtime and 

frustrations relative to the DES (demands from Inspectorate; staffing, funding and 

resourcing issues; volume of initiatives), BOMs (lack of training; micromanagement 

and lack of support in instances), amongst others. 

To facilitate the application of SDT in a workplace setting specific to the measuring 

and analysis levels of employee work motivation the Multidimensional Work 

Motivation Scale (MWMS) was developed by a group of SDT scholars. It tested for 

the reliability, factorial structure and validity of this new scale across seven 

languages and nine countries with varying cultures using data amongst a sample of 

3,435 workers in total (Gagné et al., 2014) (not including Ireland). Researchers 

concluded that the MWMS improves on other validated scales in several ways 

including its factorial validity and the inclusion of both material and social rewards 

and punishments in the external regulation subscale which has never been 

considered in previous scales (Gagné et al., 2014). The MWMS evolved from an 

earlier (2010) Motivation at Work Scale (MAWS) developed by Gagné, Forest, 

Gilbert, Morin, Aubé and Malorni. The MWMS measures employee levels of (i) 

amotivation (the lowest level on the continuum representing absence of 

motivation); (ii) extrinsic regulation – social, e.g., behaviours motivated by desire for 

approval and respect or to avoid criticism; (iii) Extrinsic Regulation – material, e.g., 

behaviours motivated by desire for financial reward or job security; (iv) Introjected 
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Regulation, e.g. behaviours motivated by feelings of obligation or to avoid feeling 

ashamed or guilty; (v) Identified Regulation, and (vi) IM (as described). Finally, based 

on the validity of the MAWS, as discussed, its derivation from SDT and its 

compatibility with both the BPNT scales and the Mindfulness Awareness Attention 

Scale (see Section 2.6.5), it has been selected as a measurement tool for this 

research. It facilitates the reading of both level of work motivation along with 

providing clarity on the style of regulation of motivation exhibited by IPPs, which is 

unknown. 

 

2.6.5 Mindful Engagement With and Within the Work Environment 
 

 
             Compared to what we ought to be, we are only half awake.  

                                                               - William James (as cited in Brown & Ryan, 2003). 

 
 
According to Brown & Ryan (2003) the concept of mindfulness has roots in 

Buddhism and other contemplative traditions where conscious attention and 

awareness are actively cultivated. Cousins (1996), while acknowledging its links to 

Buddhism (circa 500 B.C.E.), attributes its roots to earlier Brahmanic traditions in 

the Indian subcontinent and claims it came to prominence in the West in the 1980s 

through Kabat-Zinn who harnessed it for an innovative mindfulness-based stress 

reduction programme for chronic pain. It was later applied in the treatment of 

other conditions such as anxiety and stress (Ledesma & Kumano, 2009) and in 

mindfulness-based cognitive therapy for recurrent depression (Segal, Williams & 

Teasdale, 2002) indicating its beneficial impact on SAD-related ill-being and its 

relevance to the current study. Recent decades have seen a burgeoning interest in 
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the West spanning clinical practice, academia, workplace settings and society in 

general (Lomas, Medina, Ivtzan, Rupprecht, Hart & Eiroa-Orosa, 2017). Mindfulness 

is commonly defined as the state of being aware of and attentive to what is 

happening in the present moment. The Buddhist monk and teacher Nyanaponika 

Thera (1972, p. 5) aptly defined mindfulness as “the clear and single-minded 

awareness of what actually happens to us and in us at successive moments of 

perception”. Brown & Ryan (2003) inform that mindfulness is an attribute of 

consciousness long believed to promote well-being.  

Mindful meditation refers to mental activities which focus on training the self-

regulation of attention and awareness (Lomas, Ivtzan & Fu, 2015) with the goal of 

enhancing voluntary control of mental processes leading to increased well-being 

(Walsh & Shapiro, 2006). Training in focused attention typically involves sustaining 

attention towards a target, e.g., the process of inhalation and exhalation, 

preventing one’s attention from wandering, disengaging from distractions and 

redirecting one’s focus back to one’s breathing process, or anapanasati in Sanskrit 

translating as “being aware of the breath” or “mindful breathing” (Biddulph & 

Flynn, 2009). This focused attention stage may be followed by a more receptive 

state of open monitoring described as a broader receptive capacity to detect events 

within an unrestricted field of awareness (Raffone & Srinivasan, 2010). According to 

Shapiro, Carlson, Astin and Freedman (as cited in Lomas et al., 2017) mindfulness 

practice facilitates decentring, described as the ability to observe one’s thoughts 

and feelings as temporary, objective events in the mind as opposed to reflections of 

the self that are necessarily true. Shapiro et al., (2017) consider that it is this 

decentring aspect of mindfulness which has a beneficial impact upon well-being as 
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participants are enabled to retrain their awareness, so they have greater choice in 

how they relate to and respond to their subjective experience (Chambers, Gullone 

& Allen, 2009). Participants are enabled to recognise and adjust any of their 

habitually maladaptive responses to stressful or upsetting stimuli within their 

environment. 

Within occupational contexts Schulz, Ryan, Niemiec, Legate & Williams (2014) 

contest that innate trait disposition of employees can enhance workplace well-

being and potentially buffer against negative workplace climates and that a capacity 

for mindfulness is one such trait which can actively promote employee well-being. 

However, there is considerable individual variability in response to work demands 

and acute stress which seems to be predicated by one’s coping resources 

(Kersemaekers et al., 2018). From this perspective, if an employee lacks the 

inherent presence of mind or the coping skills to effectively manage workplace 

stressors, mindfulness training may prove to be a useful resource and support 

measure. Within the field of BPNT, mindfulness is considered to be supportive of 

autonomous, volitional functioning (Hodge, 2017) highlighting that being in the 

moment enhances one’s ability to align their actions with their values (Niemiec, 

Ryan & Brown, 2008). In this way, mindful awareness creates some distance 

between stressful events or interactions and one’s response to them wherein one 

can select an appropriate response to the situation as opposed to having an 

automatic or compulsive response which can often lead to subsequent regrets and 

assertions of, “On reflection, I should have…” or, “If I could turn back the clock…”. 

Mindful awareness is therefore a useful resource (Taylor & Millear, 2016) and a 

protective factor for those working in stressful work environments as Schulz et al., 
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(2014) explain that mindful individuals are more likely to see stressful situations as 

less demanding or threatening. This would imply that mindful awareness also 

supports competence satisfaction as individuals who exercise considered responses 

to occupational stressors are less likely to be overwhelmed by the implications of 

poorly planned, compulsive reactions to stressors thereby enhancing self-esteem on 

both personal and professional levels. 

 In addition to interventive mindfulness training for employees, research has shown 

that mindfulness can be a dispositional trait in individuals (Schulz et al., 2014). 

Several studies have shown that regardless of whether mindfulness is cultivated 

through training or occurs as a natural disposition, it is linked to well-being and 

human flourishing (Allen & Kiburz, 2012; Bowlin & Baer, 2012; Brown & Ryan, 

2003), better relationship quality (Barnes, Brown, Krusemark, Campbell & Rogge, 

2007; Saavedra, Chapman & Rogge, 2010, and better emotional regulation such as 

lowered rumination (Carmody, Reed, Kristeller & Merriam, 2008; Creswell, Way, 

Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2007). 

Treadway and Lazar, as cited in Schulz et al., (2014), advise that recent 

neuroscientific research employing electroencephalography has reported 

associations between ongoing mindfulness meditation with alterations in the 

brain’s activities and structure. They report increased alpha activity (marker of 

relaxation), increased theta activity (marker of reduced anxiety) and increased 

gamma activity (marker of affect regulation / emotional regulation) resulting from 

mindfulness meditation. Ryan and Deci (2017, p. 290) believe that mindful 

awareness leads to increased well-being, prosocial behaviour and enhanced 
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personal relationships and they propose that “mindfulness, in promoting more 

integrated functioning, also conduces to a greater focus on intrinsic goal contents 

relative to extrinsic goal contents”.  

With regard to mindfulness being linked to autonomous functioning, enhanced 

relationships, supportive of competency, IM, reduced incidence of SAD and 

occupational well-being and in consideration of its usefulness in buffering 

employees from the challenges of a stressful work environment, I believe it 

worthwhile to measure trait mindfulness in IPPs to ascertain their levels of inherent 

resilience to occupational stressors. Accordingly, mindfulness has been selected as a 

critical component of my CFOW-B. Those principals lacking innate dispositional 

mindfulness may consider mindfulness training to reap its many benefits which 

have been shown to support and protect employees within a stressful work 

environment.  

My selection of the Mindfulness at Work Scale (MAAS), which was developed in 

2003 by Brown and SDT developer Ryan, is based on evidence from multiple initial 

studies carried out by Brown and Ryan which attest to its psychometric adequacy 

and validity through both exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (Brown & 

Ryan, 2003). It was also shown to discriminate between groups expected to differ in 

degree of mindfulness. Further clinical studies showed that the MAAS not only 

predicts well-being outcomes, but also has value in the study of the temporal and 

situational dynamics of self-regulated behaviour and well-being (Brown & Ryan, 

2003). As a measurement tool deriving from BPNT research, and especially as 

Brown and Ryan explicitly investigated the relations between mindfulness and 
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autonomous functioning in the development of the MAAS, its compatibility with 

other SDT tools selected for this research (the MAWS Scale and the BPN scales) is 

confirmed thereby justifying its selection for this research. 

 

2.6.6 Job Satisfaction 

 

According to Watson (2017) institutions operate within the ‘institutionalised’ social 

world of bureaucratic administration and while we shape the organisations we are 

involved with, these organisations also, in part, shape us. To this end, the vast 

majority of IPPs are shaped by two institutions for the entirety of their working lives 

– the CC, as the oldest institution in the Western world (Stanford, 2011), and the 

Irish education system. Watson (2017) continues that each major social institution 

has its own central logic which both enables and constrains human actions and the 

shaping of the organisation consisting of institutionalised patterns of rules, norms, 

procedures and expectations which employees come to take for granted as being 

part of the reality and social order of the institution. Scott (2008) informs that the 

tendency of institutionalism to emphasise convergence, conformity and 

isomorphism at the expense of discourse around power and conflicting interests 

has been countered by a new emphasis on human agency in institutionalism. 

 On the topic of autonomy and obedience in the CC and of relevance to the 

operation of Catholic BOMs, and particularly the authority bestowed on religious 

chairpersons, de la Bédoyére (2002) points to its traditionally authoritarian stance. 

The question for the Church here is how to preserve the authority of the Church’s 

mission while maintaining the autonomy of its members at various levels. De la 
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Bédoyére (p. 113) suggests that cooperation and open communication, “…upwards, 

downwards and laterally” optimises benefits from its full human resources. 

However, he informs that some Church representatives can find this approach 

challenging where traditional authoritarian as opposed to democratic methods have 

been the norm. He warns that, “…authoritarian businesses tend to be self-

reproducing. That is, they attract those who subscribe to the culture and are 

managed by people who have succeeded by conforming to it. Such cultures are 

hard to change”. De la Bédoyére (p. 114) warns that the worst-case scenario is 

when a body subscribes overtly to new, more democratic management practices, 

but covertly retains the same totalitarianism as before, “though using a different 

vocabulary, thus making it harder to challenge”. He explains that parish priests 

possess a broad range of theological and authoritarian attitudes with some being 

progressive while others are highly conservative. Echoing the words of theologian 

Dr. Jack Dominian, De la Bédoyére (p. 119) concurs that “only people of emotional 

maturity and personal confidence are likely to release power to others, and these 

qualities are far from universal”. This is an important factor when considering that 

BOM chairpersons receive no training in either HR management or leadership and 

must rely solely on whatever innate level of emotional maturity and interpersonal 

relationship skills they individually possess for their four-year term. From this 

perspective, although left to chance, it is critical for the democratic functioning of 

the BOM and the efficient management of the school that there is harmonisation in 

personalities, expectations and vision between the principal and the chairperson. 

Additionally, BPNT has shown the importance of harmonious relations between 
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management and employees which has a direct effect on job satisfaction (Gagné, 

2015). 

Within the psychosocial work environment Karasek & Theorell (1990) demonstrated 

how employee task control, skill use and psychological job demands predict a broad 

range of health and behavioural consequences. Of most importance to employees 

was authority over decision making and the opportunity to use a broad range of 

skills. Karasek (1979) along with Goiten and Seashore (as cited in Karasek & 

Theorell, 1990) found in both American and Swedish populations, respectively, that 

a combination of high job demand and high job control result in the highest levels 

of job satisfaction and productivity for employees. Conversely, using the example of 

employees operating under bureaucratic rules which limit or dictate their 

responses, Karasek & Theorell (1990) hypothesise that employees in highly stressful 

jobs who experience a combination of high job demands and low control over 

environmental circumstances, will develop long term psychological strain and 

stress-related illness such as heart disease. They additionally report that without 

periodic returns to equilibrium through relaxation activities, e.g., mindfulness 

practice, no additional work can be effectively accomplished by employees and 

disorganised activity results, causing further distress.  

Employees are often satisfied with their work conditions to the extent that their 

employment caters to their personal needs, values, beliefs, expectations, partialities 

and desires (Trépanier, Forest, Fernet & Austin, 2015). Indeed, Kuhlen (1963) 

defined job satisfaction as the individual matching of personal needs to the 

perceived potential of the occupation to satisfy those needs. A study of 300 
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teachers in Pakistan found a strong correlation between job satisfaction and a belief 

that their work facilitated task mastery along with feeling supported and 

appreciated by their supervisors, consistent with competence satisfaction in BPNT 

(Shah, Rehman, Akhtar, Zafir & Riaz, 2012). These findings are supported by other 

studies linking employee self-efficacy with high job satisfaction (Schwarzer & 

Hallum, 2008; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011).  A recent multi-country study on teacher 

job satisfaction (30 countries) and teacher self-efficacy (24 countries) found that the 

style of school leadership adopted by the principal had the greatest influence on 

teacher job satisfaction levels with those implementing shared decision making and 

teacher self-efficacy yielding the highest levels of job satisfaction amongst their 

staff members (Liu, Bellibas & Gumus, 2020). By extension, it follows that the 

principals would similarly appreciate the same approach from their BOMs and the 

DES relative to their level of job satisfaction. However, Bruk-Lee, Khoury, Nixon, 

Goh and Spector (2009) found, in contradistinction, that the factor having the 

greatest bearing on employee job satisfaction is personality trait. They proffer 

several studies which demonstrate the trait-like nature of job satisfaction (e.g., 

Judge, Heller & Mount, 2002; Staw & Ross, 1985) including  two longitudinal studies 

showing that student disposition in school predicts future job satisfaction (Spector 

& O’Connell, 1994; Staw, Bell & Clausen, 1986). Similarly, evidence from studies on 

identical twins suggest that as much as 30% of the variance in job satisfaction may 

be due to genetic factors (Bruk-Lee et al., 2009). Nevertheless, Bruk-Lee et al., 

(2009) conclude that there is insufficient research that examines the theoretical 

connection between personality and job satisfaction. They highlighted the need for 
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further research to investigate and elaborate on the theoretical processes for the 

relationship between employee dispositional traits and job satisfaction. 

Watson (2017) relates that in a classic review of a large body of work satisfaction 

studies Blauner (1964) found four significant emerging factors predicting levels of 

job satisfaction: (i) the degree of independence and control over the conditions of 

work (covering freedom from hierarchical control and the freedom to vary the pace 

of one’s work and allocate one’s time); (ii) the degree to which workers share non-

work activities; (iii) the importance of the relative prestige of the job, and (iv) the 

extent to which social satisfactions are gained from working within an integrated 

group. Parker (1983) later added the following three factors: (i) opportunities to use 

personal skills, to create something; (ii) opportunities to work wholeheartedly, and 

(iii) opportunities to work together with people who ‘know their job’. Familiarity 

with BPNT enlightens the reader as to the concurrence of these determining factors 

with satisfaction of the aforementioned three BPNs. Watson (2017) additionally 

suggests that work which satisfies the intrinsic needs of employees (described as 

challenging, enriching and self-fulfilling), has expressive meaning for employees. 

Conversely, work which addresses employees’ extrinsic needs (described as work 

which yields no value in itself, which becomes a means to an end and where human 

satisfaction is sought outside the work environment) reflects work which has only 

instrumental meaning for employees. This concurs with SDT which correlates 

intrinsically motivated activities with optimum human functioning, fulfilment and 

happiness (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
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As I consider job satisfaction to be distinct from, but related to and supportive of 

BPN satisfaction, IM, mindful awareness within the work environment, stress 

reduction and management of psychosocial hazards within the workplace it was 

selected as a critical component of my CFOW-B. Accordingly, levels of job 

satisfaction of IPPs were measured for analysis and correlational purposes. 

Described as the “gold standard” of job satisfaction scales (Landy, Shankster & 

Kohler, 1994, p. 271) the Job Descriptive Index has remained one of the most widely 

used measures due to its strong emphasis on psychometric rigour and its frequent 

updates over the years (Lake, Gopalkrishnan, Sliter & Withrow, 2010).  It was 

applied along with selected items from the Job Satisfaction Survey (Spector, 1985) 

and several items of my own design relevant to this particular cohort. See Section 

3.5.3.1 for a full description of the design of my survey. 

 

2.6.7 Perception of Fairness 

 

It is broadly recognised that psychosocial and organisational work conditions such 

as employee workload, decision-making input and social support are important 

avenues for the protection and promotion of employee well-being (Lawson, Noblet, 

& Rodwell, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2017). However, the concept of organisational 

justice has recently been added as an additional work characteristic to be 

considered in prevention and reduction of employee ill-health (Elovainio, Kivimaki, 

Steen, & Vahtera, 2004). Research conducted by Kivimaki, Ferrie, Head, Shipley, 

Vahtera and Marmot (2004) and by Ylipaavalniemi, Kivimaki, Elovainio, Virtanen, 

Keltikangas-Jarvinen and Vahtera (2005) found that the perception of injustice in 

the workplace is linked to a range of adverse health outcomes including reduced 
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well-being, increased depression and reduced job satisfaction. Joseph (2015) 

concurs that perception of fairness at work impacts worker well-being and level of 

work engagement.  

Colquitt (2001) designed a scale to measure aspects of organisational justice 

(distributive, interpersonal, procedural and informational) amongst university 

students relative to their supervisors and amongst employees of a car parts 

manufacturing company. Colquitt’s scale may be viewed at Appendix F. However, 

Colquitt’s scale was not employed in this study as items overlapped with some 

already included in other sections of my survey, e.g. job satisfaction, BPN 

satisfaction and frustration. For the purposes of this study a narrower, targeted 

definition of perception of fairness is utilised to capture IPPs’ thoughts on recent 

pay cuts, lack of pay restoration, the completion of CPHs, workload and work input 

relative to reward which were identified for this study as being the aspects of 

organisational justice currently impacting IPPs and all teaching staff. 

Watson (2017, p. 299) informs that at the core of an employee’s work orientation is 

“a perceived effort bargain or implicit contract with the employer – an 

understanding of the balance (or imbalance) between what workers see themselves 

‘putting into’ their work and what they see themselves ‘getting out’ of it”. Watson 

warns that these contracts are fragile and liable to change based on managerial 

initiatives or changes in employees’ circumstances. This raises a concern regarding 

the public sector salary cuts alongside the introduction of CPHs endured by the 

teaching profession in recent times. Watson (2017) proffers that there is always an 

underlying conflict of interest in work organisations. Baldamus states: “As wages 

are costs to the firm, and the deprivations inherent in effort mean costs to the 
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employee, the interests of management and wage earner are diametrically 

opposed” (Baldamus, as cited in Watson, 2017, p. 350). 

 

 Watson continues that this conflict of interests is manifested in the struggle to 

achieve “wage disparity” in the favour of either the employer or the employee, but 

typically, in capitalist economies (as in Ireland) the tendency is towards disparity in 

favour of the employer. Watson (2017, p. 350) attributes this phenomenon to 

employees having been “socialised into accepting a certain level of work obligation 

‘as a duty’, thus conceding some effort to the employer ‘free of compensation”. 

However, Watson believes that in the context of a capitalist market economy, the 

employer “cannot afford in the long run to concede wage disparity in favour of the 

employees” as the capitalist context “obliges the employer to intensify the work 

effort derived from the employee at a given cost”. Watson’s analysis may explain 

the tendency of principals to voluntarily work overtime ‘free of compensation’ as 

well as highlighting the governmental capitalist drive behind the introduction of 

CPHs (intensification of work) and salary reduction (ensuring wage disparity in 

favour of the employer).  

Fall & Roussel (2014) inform that employee effort is sensitive to incentive rewards 

and these rewards have a significant effect on motivation and performance of 

employees in the workplace. Several theories support this claim. Solow’s Wage 

Efficiency Theory (1979) proposes a positive link between wage level and effort level 

referred to as the “efficiency relationship” which conditions employee productivity. 

Solow’s hypothesis was confirmed by multiple international studies (e.g., Brown, 

Gardner, Oswald, & Qian, 2008; Cahuc & Zylberberg, 2004; Gachter & Falk, 2002; 
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Giorgiadis, 2008; Laffont & Martimort, 2002; Raposo & Menezes, 2011; Wadhwani 

& Wall, 1990).  

Two other theorists, Akerlof and Yellen (1990) proposed their Fair Wage-Effort 

Hypothesis suggesting that employees adapt their efforts to balance the “fair wage” 

against the “received wage”. According to this proposition, if an employee’s actual 

wage is lower than what they consider to be a fair wage, they will reduce their 

efforts proportionally in order to retain the contribution-reward balance. Their 

hypothesis is supported by multiple studies (e.g., Cohn, Fehr, & Gotte, 2010; Fehr, 

Gachter & Kirchsteiger, 1997; Gneezy & List, 2006) confirming the positive link for 

employees between motivation and organisational commitment and the perception 

of a fair wage. Meanwhile findings from Cohn et al., (2010) show that an increase in 

wages significantly increases employees’ performance when they perceive their 

basic wage to be unfairly low. Akerlof and Yellen’s Fair Wage-Effort Hypothesis was 

inspired by Adam’s Equity Theory (1963) which is based on perception of fair 

treatment. According to Buchanan & Huczynzski (2017) Equity Theory postulates 

that employees calculate inequity by comparing their rewards (pay, recognition, job 

security, job satisfaction) and contributions (time, effort, ideas, experience, skill, 

educational qualification, commitment, loyalty) with the outputs and inputs of 

others. Individual perception controls the weighting of these variables. Equity 

Theory holds that a perceived ‘over-reward’ is seen as ‘good luck’ and no action is 

taken, but perception of even a modest ‘under-reward’ is not easily accepted and 

has implications for practice. The causal chain described by Adam’s Equity Theory is 

illustrated in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Equity Theory – causal links (Buchanan & Huczynski, 2017).  

 

According to the tenets of Equity Theory, as pay restoration has not been achieved 

by the teaching profession following public sector pay cuts in 2009-2010 during the 

economic recession, principals and teachers may be feeling under-rewarded for 

their work contributions as equity has not been restored, especially in light of thirty-

six CPHs being added to their workload for no extra remuneration. The effects on 

principals’ or teachers’ work motivation and any associated impact on their well-

being from the introduction of these contentious measures have not been 

researched, to my knowledge, and thereby warrant exploration. 

The link between perception of fairness at work and employee health and well-

being has been the subject of several recent studies. One such longitudinal study 

(Leineweber, Eib, Peristera, & Bernhard-Oettel, 2016) of 5,854 Swedish employees 

found that fairness at work is a crucial aspect of the psychosocial work environment 

which goes hand-in-hand with changes in employee self-related health. Leineweber 
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et al., (2016) claim that organisational justice perceptions are positively related to 

job satisfaction, performance and commitment. They inform of associations 

between perceived organisational justice and future health outcomes including 

depressive symptoms, sleep problems, coronary heart disease and sick leave. A 

more recent longitudinal study by Ahlin, Peristera, Westerlund & Magnusson (2020) 

(n = 1,735) found that perceptions of fairness in the workplace along with job 

demands, job strain (defined as high demands and low control), low social supports 

and perceived effort-reward imbalance are associated with all the trajectories of 

depressive symptoms (described in this study as feeling blue, lack of interest in 

anything, excessive worrying about things, lethargy, self-blame and feeling that 

everything is an effort). It is noteworthy that there are shades of autonomy, 

competence and relatedness frustration in some of these factors impacting 

depressive symptoms. Ahlin et al., (2020) concur with previous findings (van der 

Heide, van Rijn, Robroek, Burdorf & Proper, 2013) that retirement has positive 

effects on mental health, and they report that purchases of antidepressants have 

been found to decrease after retirement. Ahlin et al., (2020) attribute this to a relief 

from poor psychosocial work characteristics and the associated presentation of 

depressive symptoms. 

Based on the established links between perception of fairness in the workplace and 

long-term occupational well-being I consider this to be a critical inclusion in my 

CFOW-B. Accordingly, levels of tension regarding pay disparity, any resulting 

reduction of work effort along with any incidences of ill-health arising from 

perceived lack of fairness in the workplace will be analysed and will represent the 

first recording of such information amongst this cohort. 
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2.6.8 Stress / Burnout Management 
 

 In an increasingly knowledge-based economy, economic value depends on the skills 

and motivation of human capital, but a considerable number of the workforce 

appear to be enduring distress and mental health issues (Kersemaekers et al., 

2018). The EC has conservatively estimated that W-RS as a sole factor accounts for 

annual social costs of €20 billion (Levi & EC, 2000). Described as the health epidemic 

of the 21st century, workplace stress is estimated to cost American businesses $300 

billion per annum (Bruce, 2013).  In the UK, 11.3 million working days were lost due 

to SAD in 2014, costing employers an estimated £26 billion per annum (Martindale, 

as cited in Buchanan & Huczynski, 2017). In Ireland, research conducted by Russell 

et al., (2016) on behalf of the ESRI identified education sector workers as 

experiencing the highest levels of SAD in the Irish workforce pointing to a need to 

examine the prevalence and levels of workplace stress amongst IPPs. 

Hesketh & Cooper (2018) inform that the earliest research on stress is attributed to 

Hans Selye who in 1935 identified the syndrome in laboratory rats. Selye suggested 

four categories of stress: 

Eustress – good stress 

Distress – bad stress 

Hyper stress – over-stress 

Hypo stress – under-stress (Hesketh & Cooper, 2018). 

 

 Hesketh and Cooper (2018) advise that in terms of workplace stress and burnout, a 

balance between eustress and distress is paramount. According to Buchanan and 
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Huczynski (2017) eustress can be arousing and exciting and can enhance our 

performance and sense of satisfaction and accomplishment. The ‘fight or flight’ 

response to perceived stress (hyper-stress) is adaptive and accompanied by a 

number of physiological responses including the release of epinephrine and 

norepinephrine, which trigger cardiovascular responses (increased heart rate and 

blood pressure), respiration, perspiration, blood flow to muscles and enhanced 

mental activity. Perceptions of stress also activate the release of cortisol, the 

primary stress hormone, which increases energy, boosts alertness and improves 

processing speeds (Selye, as cited in Joseph, 2015). These evolved responses helped 

our ancestors escape from physical threats of attack from, for example, wild 

animals. However, in modern day context, such cardiovascular responses can occur 

when there is no obvious immediate danger or threat to our welfare, e.g., within a 

stressful work environment. Perception of a stressful situation can trigger a stress 

response, which taxes the cardiovascular system. As it takes the body an hour to 

return to normal functioning after a single stress response (Heskyth & Cooper, 

2018) one can imagine the toll on the body when one is continuously stressed 

throughout the working day. Heskyth and Cooper explain in simple terms that: 

 …the heart wears out after repeated exposure to chronic high blood 

pressure caused by stress. To make things worse, once the heart has been 

damaged, it seems it is prone to both physical and psychological stress, and 

although medicine has come a long way, it is still one of the biggest causes 

of premature death, especially in males. (Heskyth & Cooper, 2018, p. 53) 

 

Boseley (2012) concurs that people in highly stressful jobs, with little or no 

autonomy, have a 23% higher risk of a heart attack. 



 

107 
 

 As well as impacting employee’s physical ill-health, hyper-stress, or chronic stress, 

can also have a negative emotional impact. Buchanan and Huczynski (2017) explain 

that chronic stress (described as ongoing, and from which one feels there is no 

escape) can lead to exhaustion and ‘burnout’, as well as damaging relationships and 

reducing work engagement. They list the following emotional consequences of 

chronic stress: anxiety, fatigue, depression, frustration, nervousness and low self-

esteem. They warn that extreme stress can lead to mental breakdown and suicide.  

In Finland, Saaranen, Tossavainen, Turunen, and Vertio (2006) conducted research 

to identify resource factors which school staff utilise to reduce stress factors. They 

found that to secure and promote occupational health and well-being of school 

staff there is a need to maintain a balance between resources and stress factors. 

When a balance is achieved this empowers the staff and supports them in reaching 

their optimal occupational health. Resources were identified as: communality, 

positive workplace culture featuring open communication and trust, satisfaction 

with working conditions and occupational competence. 

Milfont, Denny, Ameratunga, Robinson and Merry (2008) consider teaching to be a 

highly stressful occupation and cite several studies which link teacher stress with 

burnout (Kyriacou, 1987, 2001; Salo, 1995; Cunningham, 1983; Seidman & Zager, 

1991). Santavirta, Soloviera and Theorell (2007) have shown that burnout is high 

among teachers who perceive their jobs to be highly demanding and low in control. 

Teacher burnout was found to be influenced by job satisfaction (Kantas & Vassilaki, 

1997), poor working conditions and time pressures (Abel & Sewell, 1999) and 

working overtime (Bauer et al., 2007). A study on Irish psychologists conducted by 
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Roncalli and Byrne (2015) concluded that a positive liaison with one’s manager/ 

supervisor and satisfactory teamwork and relationships with one’s colleagues are 

important factors in enhancing job satisfaction and in protecting from emotional 

exhaustion and depersonalisation in the workplace. Raising the issue of age-related 

experience and expertise, research by Thomas et al., (2016) suggests that older 

adults have better mental health and are less impacted by stress than those in their 

20s and 30s. They postulate that this may be due to an increase in wisdom with 

ageing. They stated that older adults tend to be better at emotional regulation and 

complex social decision making as well as exhibiting more positively valanced 

information processing. 

Underlining the importance of collegiality in the workplace Trépanier, Fernet and 

Austin (2012) found that workplace bullying leads to greater burnout and less work 

engagement. Ryan and Deci (2017) believe it is critical for managers to be 

supportive of employees’ autonomous motivation in highly stressful contexts and to 

refrain from any undermining behaviours. Hesketh and Cooper (2018) advise that 

role clarity, job satisfaction, healthy work relationships and job control factors are 

critical to reducing occupational stress. They point out that highly stressed 

employees often resort to excessive smoking, excessive alcohol consumption and 

unhealthy eating habits in response to chronic stress which, in turn, exacerbates the 

health problems already caused by stress. 

Hesketh and Cooper (2018) report that, in his study of how human and non-human 

primates process trauma and stress, Sapolsky (2004) concludes that humans fare 

worse than their non-human counterparts. They suggest that awareness 
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programmes and resilience training enhance cognizance of the signs and symptoms 

of toxic stress and support in coping with stress in the working environment. To this 

end, I believe that mindfulness training would be of benefit to employees in highly 

stressful occupations.  

As occupational stress has been identified as a workplace health hazard, I believe 

that effective management of stress and burnout in the workplace is an important 

inclusion in my CFOW-B. Accordingly, management of occupational stress & 

burnout is included as my final critical component being measured through use of 

the  Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (CBI) designed by Kristensen, Borritz, Villadsen 

& Christensen (2005). Reliability and validity of the CBI was tested during the Danish 

PUMA study and found to have high internal reliability as well as differentiating well 

between occupational groups in the human services sector. Expected patterns 

regarding correlations with other measures of fatigue and psychological well-being 

were found. Additionally, the CBI accurately predicted future sickness absence, 

sleep problems, use of pain killers and turnover intention (Kristensen et al., 2005). 

Multiple public service studies have since confirmed the reliability and validity of 

the CBI in measuring well-being of teachers ( Bauer et al., 2007; Cunningham, 1983;   

Kantas & Vassilaki, 1997; Kyriacou, 1987, 2001; Milfont et al., 2008; Salo, 1995; 

Santavirta et al., 2007; Seidman & Zager, 1991;) and medical sector employees 

(Montgomery, Azuero & Patrician, 2020; Papaefstathiou, Tsounis, Malliarou and 

Sarafis, 2019; Roncalli & Byrne, 2015). Milfont et al., (2008) were the first to assess 

the construct and criterion-related validity of the CBI amongst a cohort of teachers 

and they declared the scale to be a reliable and valid measure for use within an 
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educational context thereby justifying my choice of the CBI to measure burnout 

levels of IPPs. 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

        
This literature review has explored the work environment of the IPP from the 

perspective of occupational health and well-being, with particular focus on the 

phenomenon of psychosocial hazards in the workplace. In my review and selection 

of well-being literature towards the creation of my CFOW-B I was mindful of my 

EU/Irish legal framework relative to occupational well-being and deliberately sought 

literature from Ireland and Europe as opposed to the vast body of well-being 

literature from other parts of the world as such research was considered more 

contextually appropriate to my study and the employment conditions under which 

IPPs work. Nevertheless, a considerable amount of American and Canadian research 

was drawn on relative to SDT and its various mini-theories including BPNT. 

With BOMs holding primary responsibility for the OSH well-being of the principal a 

historical contextualisation of the composition and functions of primary school 

BOMs has been presented along with an overview of the employment conditions 

and various responsibilities attached to the role of school principal. Despite the 

paucity of academic research specific to primary principal well-being in Ireland, and 

within the framework of EU and national OHS legislation, there is some evidence of 

job strain resulting from excessive workload, demands from increased bureaucracy 

and accountability, working overtime, staff relations, HR management and 

perceived lack of training for the position (Darmody & Smyth, 2011; INTO, 2000, 
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2015; Riley, 2015). A report of a high incidence of SAD within the Irish education 

sector (Russell et al., 2016) does not include information specific to IPPs, warranting 

further investigation in light of the long-term health hazards associated with 

occupational stress, depression and anxiety (Boseley, 2012; Buchanan & Hucyzynski, 

2018; Hesketh & Cooper, 2018).  

This literature review has aimed to clarify the challenges associated with the role of 

IPP and in particular, the psychosocial hazards inherent in the role. Emerging from 

this literature review six indicators of occupational well-being are identified which 

can support principal well-being including BPN satisfaction, healthy levels of work 

motivation, the capacity for mindfulness, job satisfaction, a perception of fairness 

within the workplace and management of occupational stress and burnout. All six 

indicators are distinct, yet inter-connected constructs which combined form the 

basis of my CFOW-B.  

The following chapter will proceed to detail the design of research instrumentation 

which aims to ascertain levels of the six identified well-being indicators amongst 

IPPs in light of this study’s research questions and aims.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
 

All life is problem solving. 

    - Popper (1999). 

 

3.1 Introduction  
 

This study aimed to determine if the work environment of the IPP is conducive to 

their psychosocial well-being. Supporting and thwarting factors within their work 

environment and their leadership role were investigated. The research inquiry is led 

by two questions: 

1.  Is the work environment of the Irish primary principal adequately supportive 

of their psychosocial well-being? 

2. What is the day-to-day occupational experience of being a primary school 

principal in Ireland? 

 

This chapter guides the reader through the entire research process and serves to 

elucidate the chronology of that journey, from initial identification of the research 

problem to the threshold of the study’s findings. A discussion of the research 

paradigm and conceptual framework is presented, followed by a detailing of the 

methodological decisions which determined the selected research approach and 

research design. Details of the collection and analysis of the data will be described. 

In light of this being a MM study, with a complex explanatory sequential design, a 

final section on the synthesis and interpretation of the quantitative and qualitative 

findings will close the chapter.  
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3.2 Research Problem 

 

      3.2.1 Researcher Positionality 
 

The concept of researcher positionality emerged from the inductive approach to 

social science research as an exploration of the researcher’s reflection on one’s own 

place within the many contexts and subjectivities of the viewpoint (Throne, 2012). 

By establishing where the researcher is situated, relevant to the study, researcher 

bias and preconceived opinions can be addressed from the outset. While Kuhn 

(1972) attested that complete researcher objectivity is impossible, acknowledging 

researcher bias as a naturally occurring human characteristic can serve to inform 

rather than invalidate a research study. Throne (2012) advises that researcher 

positionality is of particular significance when the researcher has pre-existing 

relationships with peers, colleagues, co-workers, or management within the 

research setting. Thus, it is critical that the practitioner researcher first identifies 

and fully articulates the positionality from which the inquiry will be undertaken as 

this reflexive process of identifying and articulating researcher positionality serves 

to enhance researcher objectivity.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) propose that 

this articulation supports reliability and validity of research results. Accordingly, St. 

Louis and Barton (2002) attest that an understanding of researcher positionality is 

as necessary for the researcher as it is for the reader.  

This study featured a move for the researcher from an initial emic perspective, as a 

practising IPP, to an etic perspective, as a PhD researcher who had left the field of 

primary education for employment in Higher Education. Coghlan states that “Insider 
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research is valuable because it draws on the experience of practitioners as complete 

members of their organizations and so makes a distinctive contribution to the 

development of knowledge about organizations”(Coghlan, 2003, p. 406). 

Having spent seventeen years as a primary principal, I was very familiar with the 

day-to-day experiences and demands of being a school leader. I had also 

represented the interests of primary principals in my roles as IPPN county 

representative, IPPN National Council member and INTO branch committee 

member and Secretary of a regional branch of the Principals’ & Deputy Principals’ 

Forum. These positions brought me into contact with numerous principals and 

provided additional first-hand experience of many work-related challenges facing 

principals involving staff employment conditions, DES initiatives, school 

management, HR management, workload, legal responsibilities, work-related 

grievances, staffing issues, SEN provision, school resourcing and school funding, to 

name a few. Having earned certification in both Family Counselling and Stress 

Management I was all too aware of the personal toll that ongoing W-RS can place 

on an individual’s holistic well-being. 

 As a principal, I was also aware of the findings of Drea & O’Brien’s Hay Report 

(2002), which had been commissioned by the IPPN, and its identification of the 

challenges facing IPPs, specifically the lack of role clarity, workload, and a range of 

issues surrounding work relationships, i.e. the relationships held by the principal 

with the BOM, the parents, the DES and other external bodies. The Report 

concluded that the principal is at the centre of a complex network of relationships 

which can cause a disproportionate level of anxiety and consumption of time (Drea 
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& O’Brien, 2002). Challenges regarding interactions with the BOM included 

problems with the individualistic nature of this relationship from board to board 

and its dependence on the personal relationship between the principal and the 

chairman (Drea & O’Brien, 2012).  

Another highlighted challenge with BOM relations was that the composition of the 

Board and the skillset possessed by the members tends to have a significant impact 

on the respective roles of the principal and Board (Drea & O’Brien, 2012). The Hay 

Report also pinpointed the lack of clarity around the dividing line between principal 

and BOM responsibilities which escalates principal workload. Having experienced 

both exemplary and deplorable BOM management practices during my years as a 

principal in two primary schools, and mindful of the many confidences shared with 

me by principals regarding stressful BOM relations, I was interested in further 

exploring the challenges facing primary principals in their day-to-day management 

of their schools, what supports were in place for them as school leaders and how 

the demands of their professional life were impacting their holistic well-being.  

However, as I moved to employment in Higher Education within weeks of beginning 

my PhD journey, my researcher stance was as an ‘outsider’ rather than an ‘insider’ 

for the vast majority of this research. Hence, while I had a distinctively emic 

understanding of the research problem, I steadily adopted an etic stance 

throughout the research process. Throne (2012) advises that for a practitioner 

researcher, determining positionality involves an aspect of identity transformation. 

While you will always have had an appreciation of your role as an insider within 

your professional community, this role changes when a research problem emerges 
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from within the field and you realise that returning to practice as a researcher 

initiates an internal shift in perspective as you become an outsider to the research 

setting within the once-familiar professional practice.  

 As this MM study featured two distinct phases of design, data collection and data 

analysis, I became aware of this ‘identity transformation’ between the two phases. 

While the initial survey design cannot but have been somewhat influenced by my 

practitioner experiences and observations, I was aware during the survey data 

analysis stage, and undoubtedly during the secondary interview stage, that I no 

longer identified as a primary principal. My interest was solely in the research 

process and my identity was as a researcher, not a practitioner. 

Onwuegbuzie and Burke Johnson (2008, p. 290) highlight the importance for the 

researcher of maintaining a well-informed and balanced perspective throughout the 

research process and they suggest that mixed methods research (MMR) can help 

provide ‘inside-outside legitimation’. They argue that one might be able to make 

the case that quantitative research often seeks the objective outsider view while 

qualitative research often seeks to provide the insider’s subjective view, and that 

MMR seeks to balance fully these two viewpoints. Consistent with this sentiment, 

and mindful of my initial insider-outsider researcher positionality, I opted to both 

survey and interview primary principals, in the belief that a large scale survey would 

test the generalisability of my subjective experiences by providing an objective 

perspective on the role of principal, while interviews would provide a subjective 

human narrative on the lived experience of leadership in Irish primary schools, not 

mine, but from the perspective of other primary principals. 
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 It was also important to me as a researcher to include principals in the study who 

would represent a broad school patronage demographic profile, as I had only ever 

worked in Catholic primary schools and had only ever encountered Catholic BOMs 

during my teaching career. With over 90% of Irish primary schools under the 

patronage of the CC, the majority of principals I had encountered in my professional 

roles with IPPN and INTO were also working in Catholic schools and were employed 

by Catholic BOMs. Capturing the experiences of principals from other school 

patronage profiles for comparison purposes was intended to help put any of my 

lingering subjective experiences, specific to Catholic primary school principalship 

and dealings with Catholic BOMs, into perspective. These efforts were made in the 

wake of reflection on my emic-etic researcher positionality with an intention to 

maximise ethical neutrality as a researcher. 

 

    3.2.2 Dewey’s Five Step Approach to Problem Solving 

 

Life, in general, and especially within the workplace, involves constant response to 

new challenges and experiences. This is particularly true for the leader of any 

organisation whose knowledge and expertise in problem solving is tested on a daily 

basis. For Karl Popper (1999) knowledge lies in the organic increased capacity to 

adapt to new situations, to problem solve through constantly revising one’s 

expectations when confronting challenges. Humans are hard-wired to make 

connections between experiences in an effort to give meaning to those experiences. 

Pring (2016) attests that for educators facing workplace problems, research takes 

the form of practical inquiry, seeking to reach practical solutions, warranted 
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through experience and further observation, but always provisional and open to 

further development through further inquiry. In this sense, Pring (2016) describes 

this ground-level teacher research as a refreshing counterbalance to those 

professional researchers who treat educational practice as an object of science. He 

further states that it is ‘a reassertion of the crucial place of professional judgement 

in an understanding of a professional activity’ (Pring, 2016, p. 163).  

However, research, in essence, constitutes more than the reflective practice or the 

considered action of the teacher. By design, it evolves and extends beyond this to 

an inherent context of openness, public scrutiny and criticism. Such was the case for 

me in this research study as I progressed from an initial emic view of the research 

problem to a broader, more objective etic perspective.  From my previous roles as a 

teacher and principal, along with my professional experiences working with IPPN 

and the INTO, I had encountered numerous principals, and witnessed first-hand the 

plethora of work-related challenges they faced in a timespan extending over two 

decades. Evolving from this emic experience, I became interested in exploring the 

extent of principal dis/satisfaction with their schools’ management practices, the 

degree of constriction of professional autonomy experienced by principals relative 

to their BOMs, the nature and quality of the principal’s work relationships, the 

supporting and thwarting factors associated with their leadership position and the 

impact that all of these issues were having on them from both professional and 

personal perspectives.  

I was also aware that findings from a 2016 ESRI survey of the incidence of work-

related SAD amongst Irish employees warned that the education sector represented 



 

119 
 

the highest risk group for SAD-related illness and absences (Russell et al., 2016). The 

survey uncovered that 50% of Irish employers do not know how to assess the risk of 

SAD in their employees, and recommended targeting employer groups in the high-

risk sector for support in conducting audits of work-related risks for SAD. As these 

results were for education sector employees in general, figures pertaining to school 

principals, specifically, were unknown and became of interest to me, stemming 

from my background knowledge of stress management and the ill-effects of stress 

on one’s holistic well-being. As principals carry the greatest level of role 

responsibility within the school environment, I was interested in examining their 

levels of work-related SAD.  These are the factors which led to the determining of 

my research interest and the identification of the research problem and research 

questions. 

According to Morgan (2014a), within the Deweyan pragmatic approach to inquiry, 

all experience begins with a problem or question to be addressed leading to a 

research design followed by a choice of available research methods. As a 

pragmatist, Dewey believed that all inquiry is practical and concerned with 

transforming and evaluating the features of situations within which we find 

ourselves. For Dewey, experience is a process through which we transact with and 

evaluate our surroundings and meet our needs (Dewey, 1986). Legg and Hookway 

(2020) outline Dewey’s belief that when we face a problem, our first task is to 

understand it through describing its elements and identifying their relations. From 

there, identification of a concrete research question is a sign of progress. Insofar as I 

began my research journey with my research questions, which emerged from my 

professional experience when encountering a research problem within my field of 
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work, it follows that the natural progression of this research falls within the 

parameters of a pragmatic approach as detailed in Table 4 which illustrates Dewey’s 

Five Step Model of Inquiry representing a practical, problem-solving approach to 

social scientific research. 

 

Table 4 

Dewey’s Five-Step Model of Pragmatic Inquiry 

1.  Encountering and Identification of research problem and research 

questions (no action taken). 

2.  Reflection on the nature of the problem and questions (using existing 

beliefs based on conducting of a literature review and own reflection). 

3.  Proposal of possible solutions to address the research problem and 

answer the research question (research design stage). 

4.  Reflection on the effects of the proposed solution (using existing 

beliefs to contemplate likely outcomes – reflect on choice of research 

methods stage). 

5.  Action (research stage). 

Note. Dewey’s Five-Step Model of Inquiry (1933) – adapted by researcher for this study. 

 

 

Stage 1 - Encountering and Identification of research problem & research questions: 

As outlined, I first encountered the research problem in my field of work. Having 

personally experienced and professionally encountered both exemplary and 

egregious BOM management practices I identified the research problem and 

formulated my research questions around supporting and thwarting factors 
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impacting primary principals in their role as school leader and resultant impacts on 

their well-being. 

Stage 2 - Reflection on the nature of the problem and questions: Having both 

reflected on the research problem and conducted a comprehensive literature 

review, this stage consisted of refining of the research questions following 

reflection on what was learned and internalised from literature. Through 

uncovering peer-reviewed literature which supported my concerns about W-RS and 

physical ill-health resulting from poor management practices, workload, frustration 

of professional autonomy and strained work relationships I was led to the next 

stage. 

Stage 3  - Proposal of viable solutions and research design to address the research 

problem: I decided to examine the extent (on a national level) to which primary 

principals are happy/unhappy in their work environments and what, if any, resulting 

ill-effects they perceived their jobs were having on their well-being. A proposed 

scientific study, as well as interviewing of principals, was considered the best 

approach with the qualitative aspect serving to clarify and add gravitas to the initial 

quantitative survey findings. To this end, I identified pre-validated scales which 

measure BPNs, work motivation, trait mindfulness, job satisfaction and levels of 

burnout amongst employees. In the absence of a suitable scale to measure 

perception of fairness, the resulting survey also included items which I designed to 

capture IPPs’ perception of fairness of their employment conditions and 

remuneration. 
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Stage 4 - Reflection on the effects of the proposed solution: This stage involved 

reflection on the outcomes of this research study, and I believed that the proposed 

study would provide a timely appraisal of, and encourage debate on, factors 

impacting the occupational well-being of primary school leaders and the 

management of Irish primary schools. I anticipated that the findings would generate 

new knowledge about the psychosocial well-being of IPPs along with establishing 

their levels of BPNs and style of work motivation (amotivation, extrinsic, 

introjected, identified or intrinsic), their levels of trait mindfulness, their job 

satisfaction and burnout level. This study represents the first recorded use of SDT in 

an Irish setting (personal communication, R. Ryan [developer], 23rd May 2019) and 

the first known application of the CBI amongst IPPs.  

It was hoped that it would provide an accurate picture of the current working 

conditions of principals and the efficacy of their work environment for human 

flourishing. It would also provide an updated qualitative aspect to the quantitative 

study carried out by the ESRI which identified education sector employees in Ireland 

as having the highest prevalence of work-related SAD (Russell et al., 2016). The 

research would generate new and useful knowledge which would be of interest to 

many stakeholders within the education, occupational health and 

leadership/management sectors. 

Stage 5 - Research stage: This final stage involved the conducting of the research.  
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3.3 Paradigmatic and Epistemological Perspectives 
 

A central determinant of design selection is the researcher’s theoretical 

perspective, or paradigmatic worldview, which guides the research. The concept of 

paradigms was first introduced by Kuhn in his book The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions (1962) defining them as ‘shared beliefs within a community of 

researchers who share a consensus about which questions are most meaningful and 

which procedures are most appropriate for answering those questions’ (Morgan, 

2007, p. 53). Thus, paradigms facilitate the evaluation of whether a proposed 

research project is worth doing and whether the proposed methods can produce 

the desired results. Creswell (2009) advises researchers to identify and state their 

overarching philosophical framework as it helps to explain their choice of 

methodology. 

For Crotty (1998), justification of our choice and particular use of methodology and 

methods is something that reaches into the assumptions about reality that we bring 

to our work as researchers. He argues that to ask about these assumptions is to ask 

about our theoretical perspective, or paradigm. Crotty (1998) defines a paradigm as 

the philosophical stance which informs the methodology, thus providing a context 

for the research process which grounds it in logic and criteria. Laughlin (1995) 

likewise agrees that all researchers approach the research process with some form 

of personal philosophical positioning which affects the way they view the world and 

how they conduct their research. 

Historically, the social sciences have been dominated by two competing paradigms, 

namely positivism and interpretivism (or constructivism). Positivism has origins 
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dating back to the 19th century philosopher Auguste Comte (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 

1998). According to Lincoln & Guba (1985) the characteristic axioms ascribed to 

positivism are an epistemological stance of believing that the knower and the 

known are independent, an ontological belief that there is one single reality, an 

axiological belief that inquiry is value-free, a  belief that time-free and context-free 

generalisations are possible and the existence of causal linkages which are 

temporally precedent to or simultaneous with effects. Positivism offers a scientific 

model which aligns with measurement, quantification and numerical representation 

of findings. It represents deductive reasoning. Accordingly, it is associated with 

quantitative research.  

Conversely, interpretivism underlies qualitative research. For the interpretivist, the 

ontological position is that there are multiple realities or multiple truths based on 

one’s own construction of reality. Bryman (2016) explains that in qualitative 

research there is an inductive view of the relationship between theory and 

research. He claims that epistemologically, for the interpretivist researcher, there is 

no access to reality independently of our minds, as the emphasis is on “the 

understanding of the social world through an examination of the interpretation of 

that world by its participants” (p. 375). The researcher and the object of study are 

interactively linked so that findings are mutually created within the context of the 

research situation which shapes the inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002). Techniques 

utilised in qualitative research include in-depth interviews, focus groups and 

participant observation. Thus, while positivists advocate measurement, 

interpretivists advocate meaning. There is an acknowledgement and appreciation of 

nuance as opposed to numbers. 
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Sale, Lohfeld and Brazil (2002) inform that the underlying assumptions of positivism 

and interpretivism result in differences that extend beyond philosophical and 

methodological debates and claim that “one cannot be both a positivist and an 

interpretivist or constructionist” (p. 47). Morgan (2007), however, rejects this sharp 

distinction between the reasoning process of positivism and interpretivism which 

appears to place both at opposite ends of a research continuum. He advises that in 

reality, the research design is not so polarised. For Morgan, pragmatism involves a 

researcher typically relying on abductive reasoning, moving back and forth between 

an inductive and a deductive reasoning process with the research problem as the 

central focus. Morgan (2007) holds that combining the two approaches with an 

emphasis on adopting a pragmatist stance is the best philosophical foundation for 

MMR. Advocates of pragmatism recognise that there are multiple ways of 

interpreting the world and undertaking research. They believe no single point of 

view can ever give the entire picture and there may be multiple realities (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). 

 As a philosophical underpinning for MMR, Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) advocate 

pragmatism for its characteristic focusing of attention on the research questions 

and using pluralistic approaches to acquire knowledge about them. Hence, 

pragmatism is associated with a matter-of-fact approach to problem solving and its 

advocates argue that ontological and epistemological questions such as the nature 

of truth and how knowledge is possible should be addressed by drawing upon the 

resources offered by our practices, and with reference to the consequences they 

have for our lives (Bacon, 2012). Consistent with pragmatism, MM researchers rely 

on a dialectical approach of considering conflicting positions and attempting to find 
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a third or alternative position that synthesises important parts of the positivist - 

interpretivist positions. Tashakkori & Teddlie (2010) suggest this is done because 

different positions usually have something important to say about human concerns. 

They describe this MM standpoint as emphasising multiple realism, multiple 

epistemological standpoints, balance of extremes, pluralism, complementarity, 

respect and coexistence, anti-dogmatism and the integration of theory and practice, 

reason and emotion, quality and quantity, objectivity and subjectivity. 

For Biesta (2010) the work of John Dewey represents the most detailed and 

developed form of pragmatism regarding questions of knowledge, reality and the 

conduct of inquiry. He asserts that the contribution of Deweyan pragmatism lies, 

first and foremost, in the domain of epistemology. Dewey’s theory of knowledge 

offers an understanding of knowing that is not premised on the dualistic objective-

subjective scheme. Dewey’s ideas about knowledge construction depart from the 

subjective-objective dualism and introduce a unique pragmatic perspective: 

intersubjectivity (Greene & Hall, 2010). An intersubjective world is a world “in which 

we live and act together and for which we have a shared responsibility” (Biesta & 

Burbules, 2003, p. 108). Within the context of social inquiry, this shared 

responsibility includes thinking (considering various lines of action), cooperating 

(conducting actions together) and communicating (developing mutual 

understandings) (Morgan, 2007).  

Dewey’s philosophical pragmatic stance has consequences for the way we think 

about inquiry as well as the relationship between inquiry and practice and their 

results (Greene & Hall, 2010). Dewey proposes a framework that starts with 
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transactions between living organisms and their environment and holds that 

through these experimental transactions learning is achieved. Dewey did not 

believe that it is only through knowledge that we can develop an understanding of 

reality. For Dewey, all modes of experience are equally real because they are all 

modes of the transaction of living organisms and their environments. Biesta (2010) 

informs that Dewey’s transactional view sees the objects of knowledge as the 

outcomes of the processes of inquiry where knowledge always concerns the 

relationship between our actions and their consequences and, in this way, 

knowledge arises from an active adaptation between humans and their 

environment. This leans towards the notion of knowledge as a social construction, 

but Biesta (2010) reminds us that Dewey’s constructivism is transactional in nature 

and is, thus, at the same time constructed and real.  

Morgan (2014a) states that while pragmatists generally agree that knowledge is 

socially constructed, some versions of those social constructions match individuals’ 

experiences more than others. Pragmatist epistemology does not view knowledge 

as reality (Rorty, 1980). Rather, it is constructed with a purpose to better manage 

one’s existence and to interact with the world and, through inquiry, create 

knowledge in the interest of bringing about change and improvement (Goldkuhl, 

2012). In fact, Dewey defined inquiry as the controlled transformation of a 

problematic situation into one that is sufficiently integrated with knowledge or 

coherent action (Ormerod, 2006). Dewey’s inquiry is concerned with understanding 

the relationship between our actions and their consequences, thereby helping us 

gain more control over our actions as opposed to what we have by using a trial and 

error approach (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). The focus here is on intelligent planning 
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and directing our actions to achieve desired consequences (Biesta, 2010). 

Accordingly, when conducting research, a pragmatist considers the consequences of 

different actions and the potential benefits of one action over another in 

consideration of achieving one’s research goals (Morgan, 2014a). Therefore, a 

pragmatist researcher always considers the various differences that designing and 

conducting the research study would make (Creswell & Clark, 2018).  

Following reflection on the likely outcomes of various research designs and various 

ways of conducting the research, the pragmatist researcher will forge ahead with 

what Dewey referred to as “warranted assertions” (beliefs that arise from the 

consequences of actions as opposed to speculative beliefs) about potential 

consequences from designing and conducting the study in a particular way 

(Morgan, 2014b). The overriding issue for pragmatists is whether the philosophical 

assumptions and methodology are useful and instrumental in producing desired 

results (Goles & Hirscheim, 2000) as the research question, and not philosophical 

considerations, is the main concern of the pragmatist researcher (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 2008).  

Further vindicating my adoption of Dewey’s problem-solving approach to inquiry 

(3.2.2) Dewey suggests that, when conducting research, a pragmatist would identify 

genuine problems that evolve from actual social situations, would then carefully 

define the problem(s), and initiate the inquiry to address them. In fact, Dewey 

insists that a research problem is legitimate for inquiry only if it is socially situated, 

that inquiries are natural, situational and grounded in problems (Kaushik & Walsh, 

2019). He stated: “Any problem of scientific inquiry that does not grow out of actual 
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(or practical) social conditions is factitious; it is arbitrarily set by the inquirer” 

(Dewey, 1938, p. 499).  

 

Morgan (2014b) describes a strong fit between pragmatism and advocacy of social 

justice. Pragmatists are concerned with human welfare and the need to build just 

institutions (Dieleman, Rondel & Voparil, 2017). As a paradigm, pragmatism 

grapples with the analysis of contemporary social issues and engages with themes 

of institutional power and politics (Collins, 2017) and features an ethical basis of 

“the greatest good for the greatest number” (Maxcy, 2003, p. 55). It has an interest 

in what the world might be – it orients itself towards a prospective world, a world 

not yet realised. Its primary goal is the creation of practical knowledge that has 

utility for action in making purposeful differences in practice (Goldkuhl, 2012). As 

my research was concerned with the occupational welfare of IPPs and an 

examination of institutional factors inherent in the patronage and management of 

Irish primary schools which impact the psychosocial well-being of its employees, it 

follows that a MM pragmatic approach to inquiry was considered the optimum 

approach to addressing my research questions which naturally evolved from 

identified problems within my professional social situation and, echoing Tashakkori 

& Teddlie’s (2010) earlier assertion, whose resolution demanded the integration of 

theory and practice, reason and emotion, quality and quantity, objectivity and 

subjectivity. 
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3.4 Research Methodology: Mixed Methods Research 
 

The term ‘mixed methods research’ (MMR) refers to an approach which combines 

research methods that cross both qualitative and quantitative research strategies 

(Bryman, 2016) for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of understanding 

(Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007). One of the most common ways of 

understanding the essence of quantitative and qualitative research is captured by 

Niglas when he stated that “The study is quantitative if it makes use of structured 

numerical data and statistical analysis techniques and qualitative if the 

argumentation is not based on numbers and calculations but on the substantial 

analysis of unstructured data” (Niglas, 2004, p. 163).  

Advocates of the quantitative approach predominantly align with positivism and 

maintain that social science research should be objective. It represents a deductive 

approach to research involving quantification in the collection and analysis of data. 

Burke Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) inform that this school of thought 

proposes elimination of researcher bias, emotional detachment from the object(s) 

of study and empirical justification of the stated hypotheses.  

Aligning with the interpretivist paradigm, advocates of qualitative research are 

often observed to reject the positivist approach and instead adopt an inductive, 

constructionist stance. This represents a fully contextualised approach as it 

examines the “whole person” holistically, within that person’s natural environment 

(Gelo, Braakman & Benetka, 2009). Bryman (2016) describes the main 

preoccupations of qualitative researchers as emphasising description and context, 

process, flexibility, lack of structure and seeing through the eyes of the research 
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participants. MM studies, on the other hand, are products of the pragmatic 

paradigm and combine quantitative and qualitative approaches at different phases 

of the research process (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2008). 

Debates about the suitability of the positivist paradigm in researching the human 

condition from a scientific perspective can be traced back to the mid-nineteenth 

century and occurred  in sociology in the 1920s and 1930s (Hammersley, 1992) but 

what are commonly referred to as the Paradigm Wars are debates which were 

situated in the 1970s and the 1980s in the social and behavioural sciences regarding 

the superiority of one or other of the two dominant social science paradigms. The 

debates raged across several fields, e.g. education, psychology, anthropology and 

sociology. The underlying assumptions inherent in qualitative and quantitative 

research approaches result in differences which extend beyond philosophical and 

methodological debates. Burke Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) inform that both 

sets of purists advocated the incompatibility thesis (Howe, 1988) which posited that 

quantitative and qualitative research could not be combined. This provoked a 

discussion on the feasibility of combining data that were perceived as originating 

from very different philosophical viewpoints (Timans, Woulters & Heilbron, 2019). 

Sale et al., (2002) recount that these differences have given rise to different 

journals, different sources of funding, different expertise and different methods as 

well as differences in the scientific language used to describe them.  

 Mingers (2004) described a ‘ceasefire’ between the opposing paradigmatic camps 

in claiming that positivists came to accept that there are important aspects of the 

social and psychological world that simply escape measurement and quantification, 
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while interpretivists accepted that there are important aspects of the world that 

“go beyond the individual’s meanings and beliefs, and that qualitative data can 

sometimes be useful” (p. 165). The end of the Paradigm Wars signalled the 

emergence of MMR. Tashakkori & Teddlie (2010) tell us that writers in the 

education field presented the compatibility thesis based on Pragmatism and 

proponents of this paradigm can be referred to as the pacifists in the Paradigm 

Wars. 

Tashakkori & Teddlie (2010) consider the first general characteristic of MMR to be 

methodological eclecticism which they define as the freedom to combine methods 

in choosing “what we believe to be the best tools for answering our (research) 

questions” (p. 9). This characteristic is consistent with the tenets of pragmatism 

which was the paradigm selected for this research study owing to is flexibility of 

approach and its granting of freedom to use whatever methods and techniques 

considered most useful to addressing the study’s aims. 

MMR has steadily become an accepted methodological option in research practice. 

Schrauf (2016) confirms its growing popularity since the 1970s by informing that a 

raw key word search for “mixed methods” in the social science collection of Web of 

Science from 1975 to 2005 returned 408 hits, whereas for the period 2006-2015 

there were 8,004 hits, representing more than 1800% increase in 15 years. 

Accordingly, it is fair to deduce that this pluralistic research approach is now well 

and truly established in the field of social and behavioural science research.  

Onwuegbuzie and Burke Johnson (2008) propose that while quantitative research 

seeks the objective outsider’s view and qualitative research seeks the insider’s view, 
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MMR seeks to balance fully these two viewpoints. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) 

propose that MMR provides a way to harness strengths that offset the weaknesses 

of both quantitative and qualitative research as well as encouraging the use of 

multiple worldviews / paradigms while remaining practical in the sense that the 

researcher is free to use all methods possible to address a research problem. 

Morgan (2007), likewise, commends the practicality and flexibility of the MM 

approach as it supports people’s tendency to problem-solve using both numerical 

calculations and words by combining inductive and deductive logic through 

abductive thinking. Bryman (2006) suggests that employing both quantitative and 

qualitative approaches enhances the credibility of findings and facilitates diversity 

of views, namely the researcher’s and the participants, by uncovering relationships 

between variables through quantitative research while also revealing meanings 

among research participants through qualitative research. 

However, there are factors which need consideration when planning MMR. Bryman 

(2016) reminds us that MMR is not intrinsically superior to mono-method or mono-

strategy research. He points out that poorly conducted research will yield suspect 

findings, regardless of how many methods were used in the research process. From 

this perspective, the researcher is required to be competent at both qualitative and 

quantitative research design, data collection, data analysis procedures including the 

synthesising of findings. Bryman (2016) advises not thinking of MMR as comprising 

of two separate components, but instead considering from the outset how the 

quantitative and qualitative aspects are related to each other. He makes a salient 

point that it is imperative for the MM researcher to integrate their quantitative and 

qualitative findings as opposed to presenting and discussing the findings separately 
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which, for Bryman, does not constitute MMR. It is also important to have a clear 

rationale for choosing MMR as opposed to believing that it is universally applicable 

or as a panacea. Its selection must derive from its superiority over mono-method 

approaches in addressing the research questions. In this sense, it is important to 

remember when choosing a research approach that broader is not necessarily 

better.  

Regarding the study in hand, the selection of MMR evolved from the requirement 

of using the survey instrumentation incorporated in BPNT research, which 

introduced a quantitative aspect by default. This represents a positivist approach 

consistent with the preferred research approach of the scientific community of 

BPNT psychologists who developed the instruments. However, as I am neither a 

positivist nor a psychologist, an examination of the selected pre-validated 

questionnaires which were chosen to measure levels of psychological well-being, 

work motivation, mindfulness, job satisfaction and occupational burnout resulted in 

an instinctive decision to augment the survey with an additional survey section (SS-

C). As a pragmatist, I did not consider the BPNT lens alone sufficient to adequately 

construct meaning from the findings in order to address both of my research 

questions and provide a comprehensive overview and understanding of the current 

state of psychosocial well-being amongst IPPs. Neither would the scales capture the 

principals’ opinions on their job characteristics and employment conditions. This 

supplementary survey section included 48 questions emerging from personal and 

reported observations and work climate anomalies encountered as a principal and 

as a principals’ representative, respectively. SS-C comprised of both closed and 

open-ended questions and was populated with 14 optional textboxes giving 
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participants ample opportunity to provide a narrative account of their tick-box 

responses and provide any other comments which they deemed relevant to the 

study, thereby simultaneously collecting both quantitative and qualitative data. 

Additionally, as I had not made any radical changes to the pre-validated scale items, 

for fear of dilution of internal reliability, there were several questions which I had 

wanted to include on the various scales which I did not. These questions were 

included in SS-C and served to expand on the findings from the pre-validated scales 

as well as being useful for comparison and contrasting purposes. 

 I also decided to include a follow-up interview phase as I anticipated the 

opportunity to extract explanatory qualitative data from the study participants 

thereby creating three layers of data in the overall study – the quantitative survey 

results, the nested SS-C qualitative survey results and the final qualitative interview 

results. This design does not follow any standard MMR design as listed by Johnson 

and Christensen (2017): 

• QUAL + QUAN (equal-status concurrent design), 

• QUAL + quan (qualitatively driven concurrent design), 

• QUAN + qual (quantitatively driven concurrent design), 

• QUAL → QUAN (equal-status sequential design), 

• QUAN → QUAL (equal-status sequential design), 

• QUAL → quan (qualitatively driven sequential design), 

• qual → QUAN (quantitatively driven sequential design), 

• QUAN → qual (quantitatively driven sequential design), and 

• quan → QUAL (qualitatively driven sequential design). 

 

Neither does it fit neatly into any of the typologies described by Creswell, Plano 

Clark, Gutmann, and Hanson (2003): 
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• sequential explanatory design 

• sequential transformative design 

• sequential exploratory design 

• concurrent triangulation design 

• concurrent nested design 

• concurrent transformative design. 

 

My design is QUANqual→qual featuring both concurrent and sequential qualitative 

aspects to a predominantly quantitative study thereby introducing a level of 

complexity to the design which represents a relatively novel approach to MMR. 

With my first research question focusing on assessment of principals’ occupational 

environment relative to psychosocial well-being, I anticipated that the quantitative 

survey results would address that question. However, as my second research 

question was qualitative in nature, I sensed that it required additional and 

confirmatory qualitative data for satisfactory knowledge construction. I sought the 

human voice, personal stories, narrative as opposed to numbers. I felt this was 

somewhat akin to involving the wider community of principals in helping me extract 

meaning from the positivist survey results. This research was conducted for 

principals and about principals and I wanted them as directly involved as possible in 

the study. I believe that the best way to understand someone’s narrative is to spend 

time with them. Due to time limitations I could not personally visit a sufficient 

number of principals (for generalisation purposes) in their schools and witness their 

individual experiences or listen to each of them recounting their lived experience of 

leadership. Nonetheless, the addition of the embedded qualitative section in the 

survey, along with follow-up interviews, garnered the rich data required to satisfy 
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the addressing of the second research question. In this way, I secured as much 

information as I could that was credibly generalisable via the survey, whilst also 

acknowledging that where there are humans there are nuances and the 

complementary qualitative aspect captured, I believe, what would have fallen 

between the cracks of a uniformly positivist approach. Table 5 illustrates the 

timeline of this research study’s data collection stages. 

Table 5 

Timeline of mixed methods data collection stages 

MMR Stage Format Timeframe 

QUANqual Online survey (n = 480) November, December 2018 

qual Interviews (n = 20) January → May 2019 

 

Regarding the design of a MM study it is important to determine where the point of 

integration of data will be, and how the results will be integrated. Morse and 

Niehaus (2009) identify two possible points of integration: the results point of 

integration and the analytical point of integration. Most commonly, integration 

takes place in the results point of integration. At some point in writing down the 

results of the first component, the results of the second component are added and 

integrated. Other authors assume more than two possible points of integration. 

Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) distinguish four different stages: the 

conceptualization stage, the methodological experimental stage (data collection), 

the analytical experimental stage (data analysis), and the inferential stage where 

conclusions are drawn. According to these authors, in all four stages, mixing is 

possible, and thus all four stages are potential points or integration. This study 

aligns with that model as it featured integration at these four stages from 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5602001/#CR23
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5602001/#CR28
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conceptualisation to conclusions. Another MM aspect of this study resides in the 

fact that, as recommended by Yin (2006), Research Question One is quantitative by 

design while Research Question Two is qualitative in nature. Figure 5 illustrates the 

research design. 

 

Points of integration of data in this MMR study: 

• at formulation of research questions stage, 

• at design stages 1 & 2: conceptualisation of survey and generation of 

interview schedule, 

• at data collection stage 1: concurrent quantitative and qualitative 

(embedded) data collection, 

• at data analysis stages 1 & 2: synthesis of quantitative & qualitative data 

from survey; synthesis of all survey findings with interview findings 

• at presentation stage - reporting & discussion stages. 

 

Figure 5 illustrates the unique QUANqual→qual research design of this study: 
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Figure 5. QUANqual→qual MMR design developed for this study. 

 

 

• Web-based survey (n  = 480) 

• Concurrent collection of quant & 

qual data 

• Production of both numeric and 

narrative data 

• SPSS 25, data screening (univariate, 

multivariate), missing data, 

frequencies, multivariate outliers, 

descriptive + inferential statistics, 

linearity, normality, discriminant 

function analysis, Pearson’s 

correlation, t-tests 
• Quantification of qualitative data 

• Integration of quan & qual results 

• Generation of interview schedule 

from QUANqual analysis 

• Selection of interview sample from 

Phase 1 volunteers (n  = 11) and 

purposeful selection of participants 

(n  = 9) by criterion sampling 

• Sequential individual in-depth 

semi-structured interviews with 

20 participants 
• Audio recording of interviews 

• NVivo 12 qualitative software 

• Coding: attribute, provisional, 

simultaneous, structural, sub-

coding; thematic analysis 

• Interpretation and explanation of 

synthesised quantitative and 

qualitative results 
• Discussion, implications, future 

research 

QUANTITATIVE DATA COLLECTION 

QUAN / qual DATA ANALYSIS 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

DEVELOPMENT; CASE SELECTION 

QUALITATIVE DATA COLLECTION 

QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 

NESTED QUAL DATA COLLECTION 

INTEGRATION OF QUANTITATIVE 

& QUALITATIVE RESULTS 
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Following on from research design, Crotty explains that epistemology bears mightily 

on the way in which we conduct our research. He asks: 

 Is there an objective truth out there that we need to measure and identify? 

Or are there just humanly fashioned ways of seeing things whose processes 

we need to explore and which we can only come to understand through a 

similar process of meaning making? (Crotty, 1998, p. 9). 

 

 Reflecting my appreciation for flexibility of research approach, for freedom to 

choose whatever techniques best facilitate addressing my research questions and 

acknowledging the limitations and potential complementarity of various research 

methods it follows that pragmatism is the philosophical stance informing the MM 

methodology and thus providing a grounding and context for the research process.  

 

3.5 Research Design 
 

  3.5.1 Sampling Procedures 
 

Sampling is the process of selecting a subset from a larger group or population of 

interest and its purpose is to address the study’s research question (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 2003a). The selection of a sampling design for monomethod studies 

requires decision on the sampling strategy to select participants, and the sample 

size. Collins (2010) advises that this process elevates in complexity when conducting 

MMR as the decisions made around sampling design affect the quality of the 

researcher’s meta-inferences and the degree to which the findings are 
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generalisable. Tashakkori & Teddlie (2003b, p. 687) define meta-inferences as “the 

integration of generalizable inferences that are derived on the basis of findings 

stemming from the quantitative and qualitative components of a MM study”. MM 

sampling involves combining well-established quantitative and qualitative 

techniques in creative ways to answer research questions posed by MM research 

design (Teddlie & Yu, 2007).  

Traditionally, researchers employ either probability, non-probability or purposive 

sampling strategies. Probability sampling randomly selects the sampling units that 

are representative of the population of interest. Creswell and Plano Clarke (2018) 

identify four variations of probability sampling – simple random sampling, 

multistage random sampling, stratified random sampling and cluster sampling. Non-

probability sampling strategies involve selecting individuals who are available and 

willing to be studied. Examples of this form of sampling include convenience 

sampling and volunteer sampling. Purposive sampling occurs when researchers 

select participants who have experienced the central phenomenon or key concept 

which is being explored in the study (Creswell & Plano Clarke, 2018). Maxwell 

(1997) echoes that purposive sampling strategies are employed when the 

researcher wishes to yield a depth of information or a unique perspective relative to 

the phenomenon of interest. There are several variations of purposive sampling 

including maximal variation sampling, extreme case sampling and homogenous 

sampling.  

Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007) presented a typology of 24 sampling strategies for 

MMR. In it they describe the mixed purposeful sampling strategy as choosing more 



 

142 
 

than one sampling strategy and comparing the results emerging from both samples. 

Teddlie and Yu (2013) underline the importance of creativity and flexibility in the 

practical design of MM sampling and state that the success of a MMR project in 

answering a variety of quantitative and qualitative questions is a function of the 

combination of sampling strategies that are employed. They further assert that 

combining both quantitative and qualitative orientations in MMR allows the 

researcher to generate complementary databases which include information that 

has both depth and breadth regarding the phenomenon under study. 

 This study featured a blend of three sampling strategies. Initially, I utilised 

homogenous sampling of IPPs for the quantitative online survey followed by a 

combination of convenience sampling and criterion sampling for recruitment of 

interview participants who provided rich supporting qualitative data. Hence, the 

selected sampling strategy employed in this research study was mixed purposeful 

sampling.  

Homogenous Sampling Procedures 

Creswell and Plano Clarke (2018) describe homogenous sampling as the selection of 

individuals who have membership of a subgroup with distinctive characteristics. All 

those completing the online survey were a homogenous group of primary principals 

employed in Irish primary schools. An online government database of work email 

addresses of all 3,246 IPPs was sourced and all were invited to complete the survey. 

The intention was to give all IPPs equal opportunity to participate in the study. From 

over 700 responses, 480 surveys were fully completed and thereby included in the 
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study. A cover letter which accompanied the survey included an invitation to 

principals to volunteer to be interviewed at a later stage.  

Convenience Sampling and Criterion Sampling Procedures 

Those volunteering to be interviewed from the survey cohort were conveniently 

available and willing to also participate in the interview stage of the research. 

However, these research participants, selected by means of convenience sampling, 

were almost exclusively employed in Catholic primary schools (n = 11). As I sought a 

broader representation of school patronage models, principals from a variety of 

other patronage models (n = 9) were invited by telephone to participate. These 

were selected by means of criterion sampling as individuals who represented 

comparative patronage models and could therefore contribute to the generation of 

a more balanced perspective on the experience of school leadership within a variety 

of patronage models. All nine participants were employed within my home province 

of Connacht, consisting of five counties, to facilitate driving to and from their 

schools within one day. Only one stated that they had already completed the online 

survey; the other eight only participated in the interviews (adding a further eight 

IPPs to the 480 who had already completed the survey). This brings to 488 the 

number of IPPs taking part in the overall study. The 20 interview participants 

represented four patronage models (CC, COI, EdT and Gaelscoileanna) drawn from 

seven counties with 13 urban-based principals and seven rural-based principals. The 

ratio of male to female interview participants was 3:7 respectively.  
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3.5.1.1 Control measures for sampling error 
 

Bryman (2016) reminds us that there are a number of potential errors associated 

with the sampling stage of research. He warns that sampling error occurs when the 

sample is not truly representative of the population. Indeed, Teddlie and Yu (2007) 

state that the aim of sampling in QUAN research is to achieve representativeness. 

Mindful of this potential problem, and aware of the potential compromising of 

reliability and validity of findings, the survey and interviews were conducted on an 

intra-organisational basis, thus securing a homogenous group of participants who 

are all primary principals employed in Irish primary schools, which limited, as far as 

possible, the danger of this form of sampling error. Principals from 10 different 

patronage bodies responded to the survey which is a widespread representation of 

patronage profiles. Those volunteering to be interviewed represented four distinct 

patronage profiles. To this end, every effort was made to avoid sampling error. 

 Bryman (2016) also warns that generalisability of findings can be diminished by 

inaccuracies in the sampling frame and issues of non-response. To this end, the 

survey sampling frame was sourced from a DES database which was correct to two 

years prior to the research (September 2016). This was the most up-to-date 

database available at time of survey distribution (December 2018). Principal 

retirement statistics confirm that 181 primary principals retired in 2017 (DES, 2017) 

and a further 270 retired in 2018 (DES, 2018c). From September 2016 (anchor time 

for publication of the database) and December 2016, 79 primary principals retired 

(DES, 2016c) totalling 530 principal retirements from the primary sector (and the 

sampling frame) for this period. Contact details for an additional equal number of 
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newly appointed principals was not on the database rendering 530 schools 

uncontactable. Consequently, the total population of primary principals was not 

accessible for this research study.  

Another factor affecting the survey sample frame was that some principals had 

provided the school email address instead of one which would have directly 

reached the principal. In many schools, it is the school secretary or a post holder 

(e.g. DP) who responds to emails. To this end, I had taken pre-emptive action by 

firstly alerting all respondents in the cover letter, and also on Page 1 of the survey, 

that the survey was for principals only and secondly by requiring all respondents, in 

the first survey question, to declare whether they were a principal or otherwise. 

Those respondents selecting ‘other’ were immediately routed to the end of the 

survey, thereby preventing over 100 non-principals from completing the survey. 

This preserved, as far as possible, the homogeneity of the survey sample group. On 

reflection, had a DES database of current IPPs existed, designed to automatically 

upload data regarding IPP retirements and new appointments, and including IPP 

contact details instead of school office email addresses, then my sampling error 

risks would have been greatly reduced. It is likely that a greater response to my 

survey may also have resulted from such a database. 

Regarding non-response, only survey responses which were fully completed were 

used in the analysis of survey data. This provided sufficient numbers to satisfy 

sample size requirements. Regarding overall sample size, 488 responses (from both 

the survey and subsequent interviews) equate with 19.5% of the total population of 

primary principals (3,246), allowing for those who retired (n = 530), those omitted 
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due to incompletion (110) and the non-principals who were excluded from the 

survey (n = 106).  

Bryman (2016) advises that when a sample is homogenous the amount of response 

variation is less than with a heterogenous sample and therefore the sample can be 

smaller. The survey was generated using Qualtrics software which gave the same 

figures as my manual calculations when using Cochran’s formula to calculate 

acceptable sample size. For this population (3,246), with a 5% margin of error and a 

confidence level of 95%, the suggested sample size is 344 

(https://success.qualtrics.com/rs/qualtrics/images/Determining-Sample-Size.pdf).  

This confirms that a sample size of 480 for the survey, and 488 for the overall study, 

is satisfactory. 

Bryman (2016, p. 194) also cautions against data collection error which he defines 

as “such factors as poor question wording in self-administered questionnaires or 

structured interviews; poor interviewing techniques; and flaws in the administration 

of research instruments”. To this end, the survey featured pre-validated survey 

items and only survey questions from SS-C were worded by me. All confusions 

attributed to the Americanisms in the original wording of questions were detected 

at the piloting stage following which only a minimal amount of semantic 

harmonisation on the wording of the American pre-validated scales was required. 

During interviews, participants were able to directly ask for clarification if they 

misunderstood a question. Additionally, if an interviewee misinterpreted a 

question, I was immediately able to rephrase the question more clearly. Barratt, 

Ferris and Lenton (2014) inform that purposive sampling relies on the researcher’s 
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situated knowledge of the field and their rapport with members of the targeted 

network. Thus, I am satisfied that my survey design and interviewing skills, 

supported by my insider knowledge of the field, were adequate for the 

requirements of this study as I secured a vast amount of relevant and informative 

data from both the survey and the interviews. This was, no doubt, aided and 

enriched by the intelligence and articulation skills of the cohort under study. 

Bryman’s (2016) fourth and final warning is against data processing error and he 

advises that care must be taken in the analysis of data. To this end, the utilisation of 

SPSS 25 (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) for all quantitative data analysis 

and NVivo 12 for qualitative data aided in extraction of reliable data from both data 

sets, a discussion of which follows in sections 3.5.3.5 and 3.5.4.4, respectively. 

 

 3.5.2 Ethics 
 

It is recognised that researchers working under the auspices of an educational 

institution are required to seek ethical review and clearance from that institution. 

Accordingly, it is incumbent on every researcher within the University of Lincoln to 

complete and submit an ethics application (EA2) for consideration to the relevant 

school’s Ethics Committee. All proposed research must align with the ethical 

guidelines of the university which, in turn, reflect the ethical guidelines set forth by 

the British Educational Research Association 2018 (BERA). Ethical approval for this 

research was granted from the School of Education Research Ethics Committee on 

12th December 2017.  
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 The University of Lincoln’s Research Ethics Committee advises that researchers are 

cognizant of the following ethical principles which apply to research with human 

participants: 

• The principle of beneficence requiring the researcher to protect 

individuals by seeking to maximise anticipated benefits and 

minimise possible harm, 

• The principle of justice requiring fair treatment of subjects, 

• The principle of respect for persons which acknowledges the 

autonomy and dignity of individuals and requires that subjects give 

informed consent to participation in the research. It also stipulates 

that the researcher must carefully assess and actively protect any 

potential vulnerability of research subjects. 

 These principles are encompassed within BERA 2018 ethical guidelines for 

educational research and adherence to them was pursued by means of my 

observance of the following responsibilities for researchers as stipulated in BERA 

2018: 

 Voluntary Informed Consent  

(i) Survey participants completed an online survey which had been 

directed to their work email addresses. The survey had been 

generated on Qualtrics. The opening pages of the survey provided 

details on the background to the study, along with an overview of 

their rights as study participants. The opening pages also included a 

Consent Section where, having been informed of the research 

background and aims, principals could select to either participate or 

withdraw from the survey at that point. Participation followed on a 

voluntary basis and was interpreted as voluntary informed consent. 
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(ii) Interview participants (n = 20) emerged from two sources. All survey 

participants were informed at the end of the survey that interviews 

would follow at a later date and anyone interested in being 

interviewed was invited to contact me by email to confirm their 

interest. Eleven principals emailed me to consent to be interviewed. 

They had already been briefed on the background and aims of the 

survey but were additionally informed, by email, that the interviews 

aimed to clarify and expand on the survey findings. Follow-up emails 

confirmed the time and location of interviews and were interpreted 

as informed consent. The interviewees who were sourced from 

telephone invitations were emailed the cover letter which outlined 

the background and aims of the study, along with their rights as 

participants, and informed them that the interviews aimed to clarify 

and expand on the survey findings. Nine consented to be interviewed 

by return email which was interpreted as informed consent. 

 

 Transparency 

BERA (2018) requires that researchers are open and honest with study participants, 

avoiding non-disclosure unless their research design specifically requires it. I 

considered that there was no justification for the use of deception or non-disclosure 

in the research design of this study and to that end there was total transparency of 

purpose for participants in written format. The research aims and objectives were 

clearly communicated to participants prior to engagement with the research along 

with my intention to publish the findings. 
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Right to Withdraw  

Participants were informed by cover letter of their right to withdraw from the 

research at any stage of the process without question or penalty. Additionally, data 

from all participants who did not fully complete the survey were deleted having 

been interpreted as withdrawal from the survey. Only two potential interviewees 

withdrew from the study prior to the scheduled interviews. Having initially 

volunteered by email, neither responded to a request for confirmation in a follow-

up email. There was no further contact with either principal, and their non-response 

was interpreted and accepted as withdrawal from the research. 

Incentives 

No incentives were offered for participation in this research. Nevertheless, 

principals were informed in the cover letter that their participation would support 

my ultimate research aim of promoting a healthy and productive work environment 

for all Irish-based primary principals. 

Harm Arising from Participation in Research  

In advance of data collection, researchers have a responsibility to consider their 

duty of care in order to recognise potential risks, and to prepare for and be in a 

position to minimise and manage any distress or discomfort that may arise (BERA, 

2018). To this end, while participants were not considered to be in a vulnerable 

category, all participants were made aware of their right to withdraw from the 

research at any stage and were assured that all information they provided was on a 

confidential and anonymous basis. For their convenience, interviews were held in 

the familiar and safe surroundings of participants’ private offices at a time chosen 
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by them. All study questions were work-related and did not pose any obvious risk of 

psychological distress. Survey participants were enabled to expand on any arising 

matters, should they wish, in the optional text boxes.  No distress was noted during 

the interview process. Interestingly, several survey and interview participants 

expressed that they felt great after completing the survey / interview as it felt as 

good as a therapy session. My overall impression was that the process of 

participating in the research facilitated the anonymous venting of some work-

related frustrations which served as a favourable consequence of participation. 

Privacy  

Participants were assured of confidentiality and anonymity in all aspects of this 

research. No identifying data were requested or collected in the online survey. All 

data from the survey were exported for analysis to Excel and to SPSS 25 on my 

personal computer which is password protected.  Interviews were held on a one-to-

one basis at the workplace of each principal, typically in their office. Interviews 

were recorded on a voice recorder and on my iPhone (as a backup measure). 

Following same day transferral of interview recordings to my personal computer 

both the voice recordings and the iPhone recordings were immediately deleted.  All 

interview recordings were uploaded to NVivo 12 on my personal computer in 

anonymised format. I personally conducted the lengthy transcription of all 20 

interviews to protect the anonymity and trust of my interviewees. To this end, I 

believe that I took all reasonable precautions to protect the identification of my 

research participants. The storage and use of both survey and interview data 

complied with the Data Protection Act 2018. Participants were informed of how 
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their data would be stored, how they would be used and to whom they would be 

made available. No sensitive personal data were collected during this research. All 

research data have been securely stored on a password protected personal 

computer. No data from this research were shared via email due to their 

vulnerability to hacking. 

In case of the death of the researcher during the research process provision was 

made to have all data wiped from my computer by my first supervisor which would 

terminate all evidence of the research. My cloud storage, being password protected 

and requiring annual payment, would naturally expire. No hard copy data exists 

which could identify participants as all interviewees were anonymised in NVivo 12 

and interviews were deleted form my voice recorder after transcription. Transcripts 

from interviews were also anonymised. NVivo 12 and Qualtrics accounts were 

closed after analysis leaving only Excel and SPSS 25 data on my computer which, as 

stated, I made provision to have wiped from my computer by my supervisor. 

Disclosure  

BERA (2018) advises that researchers need to consider making disclosure to the 

relevant authorities should participants report engaging in any illegal or harmful 

behaviour during the course of the research. No such disclosure came to light in the 

course of this research. 

 Children, Vulnerable Young People and Vulnerable Adults  

This research did not include the participation of children, vulnerable young people 

or vulnerable adults.  
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Risk Assessment 

 An evaluation of potential risks and dilemmas was carried out prior to starting the 

research phase as outlined in my EA2. Both the survey and interview participants 

were protected from the inclusion of any questions which could have led to 

psychological distress. Principals responded to questions pertaining only to relations 

with their BOMs, their work environment and its impact on their well-being. No 

intimate details of their health or psychological well-being emerged or was 

deliberately sought. Nevertheless, I was aware that I could not control the 

possibility of a participant volunteering surplus unsolicited information regarding 

any past, or present, distressing work-related situations. With a view to protecting 

both my participants’ and my own welfare, I was prepared to listen impartially to 

any such disclosure and recommend that the participant organise an appointment 

with a relevant professional if deemed appropriate or necessary. No data from such 

revelations would be recorded and participants would be assured of confidentiality, 

privacy and anonymity. 

Researchers must remain cognizant of being part of a research community and 

should not bring any disrepute on the research community (e.g. the university) or 

jeopardize the opportunities for further research by any lapse in ethical judgement 

or behaviour. Cohen Manion and Morrison (2010) suggest that while it is impossible 

to anticipate every possible ethical dilemma or moral issue, the researcher should 

construct a set of rational principles appropriate to their own circumstances and 

based on personal, professional and societal values. BERA (2018) reminds 

researchers that they should aim to protect the integrity and reputation of 

educational research by ensuring they conduct their research to the highest 
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standards. Researchers also have a responsibility when publishing their work not to 

falsify, distort, suppress or sensationalise their research in any way (BERA, 2018). 

 

3.5.3 Research Instrument 1: The Survey 
 

This MMR study consisted of an initial survey stage and subsequent interviews. In 

what is described as a QUAN→qual design the greater emphasis is given to the 

quantitative research stage while the follow-up qualitative stage serves to expand 

on and clarify the initial quantitative findings. As previously outlined, this study did 

not follow the typical QUAN→qual sequential explanatory format and is therefore 

more complex in design. As the initial survey featured an embedded qualitative 

aspect, followed by interviews, it represents a relatively novel design which I shall 

describe as QUANqual→qual arising from exercising my pragmatic liberty to create 

a design that worked for my particular research needs (see Figure 6). 

 

Following a cover letter, and completion of the consent page, survey participants 

shared demographic data including category of principalship, experience, gender, 

qualification, religious affiliation, marital status, age range and school patronage 

profile. Following this was the main body of the survey which features six sections:  

 

(i) BPNT scales 

(ii) Motivation scale 

(iii) Mindfulness scale 

(iv) Burnout scale 
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(v) Job Satisfaction scales 

(vi) Survey Section C (inclusive of Perception of Fairness questions). 

 

 

 

 

       Figure 6: Illustration of work-related environmental and psychological factors impacting principal 

                        well-being. 

 

 

All sections, apart from SS-C, were developed following consideration and 

adjustment of pre-validated scales for each construct. In an effort to preserve the 

integrity and internal consistency of the pre-validated scales, minimal adjustment 

was performed which left a lot of questions per construct emerging from my own 

experience as a primary principal along with my knowledge of other principals’ work 

experiences from my involvement with the IPPN and the INTO. Additionally, 

questions regarding school leadership, patronage and governance were not covered 
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in the pre-validated scales. Thus, while adding credibility to the study, the scales did 

not entirely address the study’s aims. Exemplifying a pragmatic problem-solving 

approach, I designed SS-C to cater to those neglected inquiries with a belief that this 

supplementary information would support and expand on the findings from the 

other constructs as well as addressing all residual questions on school patronage 

and governance, thereby exercising the inherent flexibility in research design of the 

pragmatic paradigm which facilitates the adoption of any approach in order to 

comprehensively address the research questions.  

Apart from Likert scale and slider questions this section featured 14 optional 

textboxes which, along with a further seven textboxes in the demographics section, 

yielded a large amount of rich qualitative data as several hundred principals opted 

to further clarify and expand on their tick box answers. This introduced a nested 

qualitative aspect to the predominantly quantitative survey instrument and, 

consequently, the study is not a straightforward QUAN→qual sequential 

explanatory design. Rather, it represents a complex sequential explanatory design 

as previously presented in Figure 5.  

Here follows an outlining of the design of the five survey sections developed from 

pre-validated scales.           
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3.5.3.1 Design of Survey  
 

Pre-validated scales are available to SDT researchers and adaptation of scale items, 

relative to the specific research context, is not just common practice within the field 

of SDT research, but is encouraged (personal communication, R. Ryan, May 23rd, 

2019). For the purposes of this study, a combined 22 Likert scale items from the 

following SDT scales were selected to measure frustration and satisfaction of 

autonomy, competence and relatedness of IPPs. I added one item to the 

relatedness scale specific to the work context of the principal and the suspected 

role isolation inherent in the job. This completed the 23-item BPNT survey section 

(See Appendix G). I conducted semantic harmonisation on scale items relative to 

their American development ahead of their application in an Irish educational 

setting: 

(i) Autonomy - nine items selected from the Basic Psychological Needs 

Satisfaction and Frustration Scale (BPNS&FS), the Basic Psychological 

Needs at Work Scale (BPN@WS), the Index of Autonomous Functioning 

and the Work-related Basic Needs Satisfaction Scale, 

(ii) Competence – seven items selected from the BPNS&FS and the 

BPN@WS, 

(iii) Relatedness – six items selected from the BPNS&FS AND THE BPN@WS; 

one item developed by researcher. 

 

 

Two additional SDT constructs were included in the survey – Motivation (See 

Appendix H for scale) and Mindfulness (see Appendix I for scale). These were 

developed from the following SDT Likert scales: 
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(iv) Motivation – 11 items selected from the Multidimensional Work 

Motivation Scale (MWMS). The MWMS was developed by SDT 

researchers Gagné et al., (2014). I also included three items from the 

MAWS (Gagné at al., 2010) along with four items of my own design 

particular to this specific work cohort totalling 18 items on this scale. 

Items represent scales for extrinsic regulation (social and material), 

introjected regulation, identified regulation, IM and amotivation.  

(v) Mindfulness – I5-item Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS) 

designed by Brown and Ryan (SDT developer) in 2003 to assess a core 

characteristic of mindfulness, namely, a receptive state of mind in which 

attention, informed by a sensitive awareness of what is happening in the 

present, simply observes what is taking place.  

 

 

Burnout  - developed from the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory  

 

The CBI is a public-domain 19-item Likert scale questionnaire which measures the 

degree of psychological fatigue experienced in three subdimensions of burnout: 

personal (PB), work-related (WRB) and client-related burnout. Eleven items from 

the PB and WRB were used in this survey. Client-related items were deemed 

unsuitable for inclusion relative to principals interacting with colleagues and 

personnel from management. PB is defined by the CBI developers as “the degree of 

physical and psychological fatigue and exhaustion experienced by the person” while 

WRB is defined as “the degree of physical or psychological fatigue and exhaustion 

that is perceived by the person to be related to his/her work” (Kristensen et al., 

2005, p. 197). Since development in 2005, the CBI has been translated from Danish 

into multiple languages e.g. English, Chinese, Spanish, French, Japanese, Swedish, 
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Finnish, Italian, Persian, Slovenian, German and Dutch, indicating its widespread 

usage in international research on burnout and stress. See Appendix J for Burnout 

Inventory employed in this study. 

 

 

Job Satisfaction  

 

The construct of job satisfaction was measured by a combination of items from two 

scales - the Job Descriptive Index (JDI) and the Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) along 

with some items which I added for this specific work cohort. Cornell University 

researchers Smith, Kendall & Hulin designed the JDI in the 1960s to measure the 

construct of job satisfaction. Described as the “gold standard” of job satisfaction 

scales (Landy et al., 1994, p. 271) it has remained one of the most widely used 

measures due to its strong emphasis on psychometric rigour and its frequent 

updates over the years (Lake et al., 2010).  The original (1969) format featured five 

subdimensions with 72 items measuring levels of satisfaction with work, 

supervision, co-workers, pay and promotion prospects. It was updated and abridged 

in the 1990s by Stanton, Balzer, Sinar & Thoresen (2002). According to Kinicki, 

McKee-Ryan, Schriesheim & Carson (2002) average reliability estimates for the 

revised JDI were .87 (pay), .88 (opportunity for promotion), .86 (co-workers), .88 

(work) and .89 (supervision). A further revision of the JDI occurred in 2009 by Lake 

et al., (2010). Items used in the current study derived from this (2009) version. 

Only one subdimension (satisfaction with supervision) from the abridged JDI was 

used in this research study as items from the other four subdimensions were either 

deemed irrelevant to the study or represented an overlap of JSS items. The 
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abridged JDI supervision subscale contained 18 items, of which I used nine. 

Principals were required to answer the questions based on their satisfaction with 

their BOM Chairperson. The items were both positively and negatively phrased with 

the stem My manager: is supportive / tactful / stubborn / around when needed / a 

poor planner / praises good work / impolite / tells me where I stand / up to date. I 

added a further nine items which related to BPNT (is caring, authoritative, 

trustworthy, democratic, gives me free rein) and burnout / stress (delegates excess 

work to me, overly depends on me, contacts me outside of work hours, is 

demanding). Principals used a slider scale ranging from 0-100 to indicate the degree 

to which each of the 18 statements were true in their experience. 

 

The JSS was developed and validated in the USA and it comprises nine-subscale 

measures of employee job satisfaction applicable specifically to public service and 

non-profit sector organisations (Spector, 1985). The scale measures nine aspects of 

job satisfaction and its developer claims that the JDI covers only five of these nine 

areas of interest (Spector, 1985). Along with measurement of satisfaction with pay, 

promotion opportunities, co-workers, the nature of the work and supervision, the 

additional four constructs in the JSS include employee benefits, contingent rewards, 

communication and operating procedures. Internal consistency reliability 

(coefficient alpha) was computed for each subscale and the total scale on a sample 

of 2,870 and all but two subscales were above .70 with the total scale scoring .91 

(Spector, 1985). The JSS contains 36 items from which 13 were selected for 

inclusion in my survey. Items omitted were deemed either an overlap of questions 

already asked in a previous survey section or unsuitable for the study context, e.g. 
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the goals of this organisation are not clear to me, work assignments are not fully 

explained to me, I am satisfied with my chance of promotion, there are benefits we 

should have which we do not have. However, more recent cross-cultural validation 

testing of the (American) JSS resulted in its developer Spector reporting that “…the 

further one is removed from the US language and cultural values, the less reliable 

the JSS becomes” as its subscales “… may not maintain  their psychometric 

properties when utilised in another time and place”(Lamond & Spector, 2000, p. 

10). Accordingly, it is recommended that researchers review the content of their 

scales as it is “….necessary for scale developers to look to producing items and 

scales that, as far as possible, have similar meanings in different cultures” (Lamond 

& Spector, 2000, p. 10). 

Accordingly, while cognisant of work environment factors specific to this cohort of 

IPPs, I designed a further two items relative to Pay and Co-workers subscales: The 

amount of tax I pay is fair; I work best on a team. Selected items from the JSS were 

presented as a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly 

agree’. See Appendix K for the final version of Job Satisfaction scales used in this 

study comprising items from the JDI, the JSS and 11 items designed by myself 

appropriate to this particular study. 

 

3.5.3.2 Reliability and Validity of Instrumentation 
 

 The terms reliability and validity are associated with quantitative research.  

“Reliability refers to the consistency and stability of a measurement and is 

concerned with whether the results of a study are replicable” (Hartas, 2010, p. 71). 

Bryman (2016) describes validity as referring to the issue of whether an indicator 
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that is devised to gauge a concept really measures that concept. Bush (2011) 

reminds us that in survey research reliability depends on highly structured 

instrumentation. Fowler (1993) emphasises the need to ensure that all participants 

are asked the same questions in the same way if the procedure is to be reliable. 

 

The employment of pre-validated scales in this study indicated an intention to 

preserve, as far as possible, the internal reliability and validity of survey 

instrumentation. Cronbach’s alpha is a commonly used test for internal reliability 

which calculates the average of all possible split-half reliability coefficients (Bryman, 

2016). According to Berthoud, (as cited in Bryman, 2016, p. 158) a minimum level of 

0.60 is acceptable. Tests for internal reliability were performed on the adjusted 

scales by means of SPSS 25 and the Cronbach’s alpha readings for each of the scales 

are as follows: 

 

(i) Adjusted Copenhagen Burnout Inventory used to measure principals’ 

Personal Burnout levels (α .84) and Work-Related Burnout levels (α 0.85). 

(ii) Adjusted SDT scales used to measure principals’ satisfaction and 

frustration levels of autonomy, competence and relatedness in the 

workplace. Cronbach’s alpha scores for the six subscales ranged between 

0.60 and 0.81 (See 4.6 for details). 

(iii) Adjusted Job Satisfaction scales scored Cronbach’s alpha readings 

between 0.72 and 0.78 (see 4.5 for details). 

(iv) Adjusted Mindfulness scale scored a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89. 

(v) Adjusted Motivation scales used to measure principals’ levels of work 

motivation ranged between 0.67 and 0.82 (see 4.8 for details). 

 

 



 

163 
 

The scales which I developed for use in SS-C had the following Cronbach’s alpha 

readings for internal validity: 

 

(i) Principals’ perceived degree of W-RS scale α 0.94 

(ii) Principals’ perceptions of appreciation of work by various bodies α 0.81 

(iii) Sources of W-RS α 0.67. 

 

 

Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) define validity in MMR as employing strategies that 

address potential threats to drawing correct inferences and accurate assessments 

from the integrated data. They expound that each MM design has its own inherent 

logic and intent to obtain certain types of inferences and therefore, the validity 

threats vary among the different core and complex designs. Table 6 delineates the 

potential validity threats to my sequential explanatory design and the corrective 

measures I took to address those threats: 
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Table 6 

Potential threats to validity and minimising strategies employed 

Type of Design Validity Threats Strategies to minimise threats 

Sequential 

Explanatory 

Design 

Failing to identify 

important quantitative 

results to explain 

All possibilities (significant and 

non-significant predictors) were 

considered for explanation of 

results. 

 Not explaining surprising, 

contradictory 

quantitative results with 

qualitative data 

Textboxes were included in the 

survey to allow participants to 

expand on and clarify their 

responses; SS-C added a further 

explanatory qualitative aspect to 

the survey; the interview 

schedule was developed directly 

from the surprising, contradictory 

survey findings to probe them. 

Not connecting the initial 

quantitative results with 

the qualitative follow-up 

The interview sample was 

purposefully selected from those 

survey participants interested in 

contributing further to the study, 

along with some who could 

provide a comprehensive 

explanatory narrative. 

Note. Designed by researcher for use in current study. 

 

 

Face validity involves approval of a proposed measure by people who are in a 

position to judge the degree to which it reflects the concept concerned. To this end, 

highly experienced principal colleagues were sourced at the piloting stage and their 



 

165 
 

recommendations were taken on board in the adjustment and development of 

scales. Additionally, my development of separate scales and other Likert scale 

questions in SS-C served to provide a wealth of comparative data for the findings 

from the pre-validated scales as they both measured some of the same constructs. 

In this way, cross-checking of validity of findings from the pre-validated scales was 

enabled. This represents convergent validity which Bryman (2016) defines as 

comparing a measure to alternative measures of the same concept developed 

through other methods. 

 

 

 3.5.3.3 Piloting of Survey 
 

Campanelli (2008) reminds us that no researcher can write the perfect survey while 

sitting in their office. She states that testing is the only way of assuring that the 

survey questions written, do indeed communicate to respondents as intended. In 

this study, piloting involved examination and discussion of the pre-validated 

questionnaires with two primary principals to ascertain their opinions firstly on the  

Americanised wording of the questionnaires in their original format, and secondly 

on how the questionnaires could be adapted to successfully garner the required 

information from the sample population, thereby ensuring best potential for valid 

generalisability amongst all IPPs. This required a preliminary discussion with two 

principals about the research study, its aims and objectives and the research 

questions. Both live locally and were known to me, through my involvement in INTO 

North Mayo Principals’ Forum, as being highly experienced in their dealings with 
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staff and successive BOMs for between 20 – 35 years. Each viewed my EA2 Form 

prior to participation which provided an overview of the study.  

I met with both participants (one male and one female) for approximately one hour 

each. The six proposed questionnaires were examined along with a further five 

prospective SDT questionnaires also developed by Ryan and Deci. I was considering 

inclusion of some of these in my battery of scales and sought the opinions of the 

piloting participants regarding their relevance to the study. It was felt, predictably, 

that considerable adjustment was required for some of the questionnaires to make 

them relevant to an Irish work setting.  

 

Suggestions and observations from the survey piloting stage were as follows: 

• all proposed questionnaires have in-built Likert Scale measurements which 

was approved of by both principals as exact degrees of satisfaction and/or 

frustration can be identified, 

• there was some recurrence of question similarity between questionnaires 

which would need attention, 

•  the Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction in Relationships (BPNSR) 

questionnaire is relevant to intimate human relationships as well as work 

relationships, hence the need to omit certain items,  

• it may be interesting to include the Religious Self-Regulation Questionnaire 

(RSQ) as it would establish how many of the principals of Catholic schools 

are practising Catholics, 

•  the phrasing of questions and settings described in the questionnaires were 

‘very American’ and would need adjustment to an Irish setting, 

• the SDT satisfaction scales measure well-being while the SDT frustration 

scales measure what Ryan and Deci term as ‘ill-being’. Therefore, there 
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should be a balance of these scales used to get an accurate picture of 

current principal welfare, 

• both principals predicted that the survey would likely need to include a vast 

number of items to cover all aspects of SDT being tested and said it would 

likely take 20 - 30 min. to complete carefully, 

• both principals approved of the proposed questionnaires but felt that the 

overall survey would be enhanced by the inclusion of additional SDT 

questionnaires, e.g. the BPNSR and the RSQ, with some having only 7 – 10 

items which could quickly be answered. 

 

 

  3.5.3.4 Collection of Survey data 
 

Following approval from my PhD supervisor the survey was released to the IPPN for 

circulation in their newsletter Leadership Plus which is emailed to primary principals 

on a monthly basis. I had hoped to get a large response rate within the one-month 

period. It was included in their November 2018 issue and contained a hyperlink to 

the survey. This yielded a poor response rate of 50. Two principals who are well 

known within the INTO & IPPN contacted me to say they had seen the survey and 

felt it was important to get as many principals as possible to complete it. They 

offered to promote it amongst other principals, one on their education blog and the 

other on their Twitter page. I consented to this with a request that each principal 

completing the survey would forward it to one other principal thereby attempting 

to source some more responses by means of a snowballing technique. The survey 

was also circulated to principals from a number of Education Centres, but only a 

further 72 responses were received. The survey had been live for three weeks at 

this point and I feared not having a sample group sufficiently large to make any 

generalisations from my findings. I suspected that if I contacted principals directly 
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and asked for support for my research, I may get a better response rate. 

Consequently, I sourced an online government database of all primary schools in 

early-December which included the email addresses of school principals. I emailed 

the survey to all principals on the database and received over 700 responses within 

a fortnight of which 480 were fully completed and therefore included in the study. 

To this end, while the indirect promotion of my survey by various organisations and 

individuals was appreciated, what yielded the best response rate from principals 

was my direct request for support of my research. 

 

 3.5.3.5 Analysis of Survey data  
 

Following deletion of incomplete and ineligible surveys on Qualtrics’ online survey 

platform all remaining surveys were downloaded as an Excel file and subsequently 

exported to SPSS (Version 25) for analysis. A check for IP duplication was performed 

and nine duplicates were removed from the database. Variable names were 

inputted per question along with variable labels and values. Levels of measurement 

(nominal, ordinal) were assigned to each variable. An error check was conducted by 

means of running a frequency distribution for each variable to see if all data fell 

between the expected ranges. Scatterplots were made to check for outliers and a 

small number were identified. Subsequent removal of all incomplete surveys from 

the database had the added effect of removing the outliers after a second round of 

scatterplots were created and no outliers found.  
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Likert Scales 

The survey included eight Likert scales, five of which had been developed from pre-

validated scales and a further three in SS-C that I developed. Likert-type scales are 

used to quantify psychological, social and educational constructs. SPSS 25 facilitates 

the calculation of a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for Likert scales and the statistics 

inherent to the calculation of the reliability coefficient of internal consistency.  

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were computed for each Likert scale and, ranging 

between 0.69 and 0.90, all scored satisfactorily high for internal reliability. Likert 

scale measurement methodology requires the quantification of the construct as a 

summated score or a mean-item summated score for all items comprising the scale 

and/or subscales within a scale. Accordingly, total summated scores for the scales 

and summated scores for the subscales were computed, details of which are 

included in Chapter Four. 

Cronbach’s alpha readings for the pre-validated scales were:  0.71 (SDT scale), 0.69 

(Motivation Scale), 0.90 (CBI Scale), 0.89 (Mindfulness scale), 0.76 (Job Satisfaction). 

Slider scale format was selected for the development of a further three scales. 

Funke, Reips & Thomas (2011) claim that slider scales can be more cognitively 

engaging for survey participants versus traditional radio button scale formats. 

Cronbach alpha readings for these scales were 0.94 (well-being scale), 0.67 

(workplace stressors), 0.81 (competency scale). 

The following recommended strategies and procedures (J. R. Warmbrod, personal 

communication, October 7, 2019) for reporting and interpreting Likert-scale scores 

were employed: 
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1.  Construction of a frequency table stating each item comprising the Likert 

scale that records the percentage of respondents choosing each option of 

the response continuum.  The content of the multiple items comprising the 

scale and subscales within the scale were used to describe the meaning and 

name for the constructs.  

2.  Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the summated total score and any 

summated subscale scores were computed and reported. Specifically, the 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients corresponding to the summated total score 

and summated subscale scores were identified.  

3. Descriptive statistics for the summated total score and summated subscale 

scores, including central tendency (mean, median, and mode), variability 

(standard deviation and range), skewness, and symmetry (kurtosis) were 

computed and reported on frequency tables.  

4. Each frequency table was accompanied by a description of the content and 

meaning of the construct and any subconstructs for the summated total 

score and summated subscale scores. 

 

Survey Section C 

Further to the three Likert scales which I developed, SS-C (See Appendix L) featured 

45 questions centred on matters pertaining to school governance, leadership and 

principal well-being. Participants were instructed that this section sought to 

ascertain the professional and personal impact that their work was having on them. 

Some questions revisited earlier themes from the pre-validated scales, for cross 

comparison / triangulation purposes, e.g. autonomy, competence and relatedness 

satisfaction and frustration, stress and burnout factors, work motivation, job 

satisfaction and capacity for mindfulness. Additionally, these questions facilitated 

further probing of these constructs.  
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Thirteen optional textboxes were included in SS-C which yielded a large amount of 

rich qualitative data. These questions represent the nested qualitative aspect of the 

predominantly quantitative survey instrument. A priori themes raised by SS-C 

textbox questions included: leadership training, BOM relations, school patronage, 

school management practices, relations with parent body, workplace bullying, 

employment conditions (sick leave), workload, organisational justice, work 

disengagement, work frustrations, incidence of SAD and MSDs. 

 Data transformation involves the transformation of one data type into the other to 

facilitate statistical or thematic analysis of both data types together (Carracelli & 

Greene, 1993). It occurs when qualitative data are transformed into quantitative 

data through quantitising or when quantitative data are transformed into 

qualitative data through qualitising. Quantitising involves assigning numerical values 

to qualitative data and it was employed as an analytical strategy for the integration 

of qualitative and quantitative data in this MMR study. The qualitative data from 

the textboxes were manually coded, tallied, quantified and subsequently 

transformed into numeric ratings. An example of this is the quantitising of 

qualitative data emerging from the survey question which asked IPPs if the BOM 

workload was evenly shared. Those responding ‘no’  were asked to explain who 

completes the BOM workload (See Section 4.6.4.1 Table 26 which illustrates the 

numeric data extracted from this question) yielding 350 responses which were 

manually tallied under the labels ‘principal alone’ (n=250) representing 71% of 

respondents, ‘principal and chairperson combined’ (n=31) representing 9% of 

respondents, ‘principal, chairperson and treasurer combined’ (n=24) representing 
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7%, and so forth. Table 26 was created to illustrate these qualitative responses in 

numeric form. 

This conjoint analysis of quantitative and qualitative data provided an enriched 

understanding of work-related factors affecting principals’ holistic well-being. 

Sandelowski, Voils and Knafl (2009) consider the transformation of qualitative data 

into quantitative data for the purpose of combining it with a quantitative data set to 

be representative of MMR as it enables the fusion of data sets, and not merely their 

juxtaposition with each other or their parallel use (Driscoll, Appiah-Yeboah, Salib & 

Rupert, 2007). 

 One additional optional textbox was provided at the end of the survey for 

participants to add any other comments of relevance to the study. Data from this 

textbox remained in narrative format and participants’ comments served as 

supportive data in the reporting of SS-C findings. 

 The design of SS-C was informed by a review of both national and international 

literature on occupational well-being and factors which support or thwart 

psychosocial well-being in the workplace. I was particularly mindful of my intention 

to update some of the Hay Report (2002) findings relative to the workplace 

experiences of the primary principal and the 2016 ESRI findings regarding the high 

incidence of SAD in the education sector. The ESRI findings did not provide specific 

data on IPPs and hence, SS-C sought to provide statistics for SAD in this cohort.  

Analysis of these data involved the generation of descriptive statistics using SPSS 25. 

Frequencies were calculated and percentages of participants choosing each option 

were recorded for binary and multiple-choice variables. Results were triangulated 
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with the relevant findings from the pre-validated scales. Triangulation commentary 

and tabled results for SS-C are presented in Chapter Four. Analysis of this section, 

and reflection on the emergent results, influenced the creation of the interview 

schedule. 

A Jungian word association (WA) question asked for participants’ first three 

unedited words relative to their job. Fitzpatrick, Playfoot, Wray & Wright (2015) 

describe WA protocols as attractive to researchers as they offer a quick and 

straightforward method for gathering rich language data lending itself to 

quantitative data analysis more readily than discursive language data. They are also 

congruent with well-established psycholinguistic theories. Schmitt (as cited in 

Fitzpatrick et al., 2015, p. 24) states “it is clear that association data provides 

insights in the organisation of the mental lexicon…”. Responses were coded 

manually and reduced using the Microsoft Word synonym function yielding 22 

topics from 1,248 words (n  = 416). Results are displayed in percentage 

representation in Chapter Four Table 17.   

     

   3.5.4 Research Instrument 2: Interviews 
 

          3.5.4.1 Design of Interview Schedule 
 

According to Morse and Niehaus (2009), the addition of a sequential component 

facilitates addressing the questions that have emerged from the first phase of a 

study. Following analysis of survey data, the interview schedule was designed to 

further investigate emerging themes, in this way forging a connection from the 

quantitative results to the follow-up qualitative phase. While the embedded 
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qualitative method within the survey was guided by the dominant quantitative 

survey method and served to enhance the interpretation of the survey findings, this 

sequential qualitative phase was designed to further explore and clarify the initial 

survey results. Hence, the interview phase represents the explanatory aspect of the 

sequential explanatory design. Overarching emergent themes included leadership, 

principal well-being, school patronage and management issues. 

Seventeen questions were included in the interview schedule (Appendix M). The 

questions were structured although some peripheral exploration of study themes 

occurred during the interview process with individual interviewees. Twelve 

questions addressed School Leadership & Well-Being while five centred on School 

Patronage & Management issues.  

 

Tables 7 and 8 illustrate the process involved in designing the interview schedule. 

This process consisted of analysis of survey data (both manual and computer-

assisted), reflecting on findings and identifying the overarching emerging themes 

which warranted further investigation. 

With regard to piloting the interview instrumentation, I viewed the interview 

schedule as an extension of the survey instrument, a by-product of my MM 

approach, rather than a stand-alone interview schedule, per se, as utilised in a 

monomethod qualitative study which would require a piloting stage. For this 

reason, I saw no particular benefit to piloting the carefully constructed interview 

schedule. Nonetheless, one highly experienced principal was consulted with regard 

to the design of the interview schedule and he indicated that he was satisfied to go 
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along with whatever questions naturally emerged from the analysis of survey data. 

His main concern was that there should be some questions on the topic of 

professional support for principals in their leadership role and if they felt they had 

enough support. As this question had already been included in the survey (Q. 65), 

no adjustments were made to the design of the interview schedule. 
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Table 7 Mixed Methods Design Process of Interview Schedule resulting from QUAN /qual Analysis of Survey – Part A 
 Leadership & Well-being Section 

 
Interview Item* 

Derived from analysis & integration of QUAN & embedded 
qual (SS-C) data: 

Aim / 
Objective 
addressed 

Research 
question 

addressed 
1. What have been your best & worst experiences in dealing with 

BOMs, i.e. the best support given and most frustration caused by 
them in your leadership role? 

BOM workload distribution results; BOM meetings causing anxiety results; WA results; Hay 
Report findings; micromanagement results; leader/follower results; SDT - Autonomy frustration 
results 

A: 2, 3 
O: 2, 3 

1, 2 

2. Do you think principals have more leadership traits in their 
personalities than other staff members? 

Survey Q. 25 – desire for more prof. autonomy; SDT – competency scores; voluntary overtime 
figures; working while ill; micromanagement results; leader/follower results; Survey Q. 58 – 
frustration scores. 

A: 2, 3 
O: 2 

1, 2 

3. Have you experienced isolation in your role and, if so, how does it 
affect you personally & professionally? 

Workplace bullying results; SAD results; work-related stress results; CBI results; Survey Q. 66 – 
dissatisfaction with level of prof. supports for principals; SDT literature 

A: 2, 3 
O: 2, 3 

 
1, 2 

4. Do you think there are enough support mechanisms in place to 
support principals who are experiencing difficulties with their 
chairpersons? 

Survey Q. 66 – dissatisfaction with level of prof. supports for principals; Survey Q. 24 – support 
from chairperson results; Hay Report findings; BOM meetings causing anxiety results; SAD 
results; micromanagement results; leader/follower results 

A: 2, 3  
1, 2 

5. What are the changes that most need to happen to improve well-
being and work conditions for principals? 

CBI results; WA results; JJS dissatisfaction with pay & job characteristics; SAD results; Survey Q. 
73 principal reflections; voluntary overtime results; workplace bullying stats; BOM workload 
results; micromanagement & leader/follower results; Equity Theory results 

A: 1, 2, 3 
O: 2, 3 

1, 2 

6. Considering the amount of overtime that principals and teachers do, 
is this proof that teaching is a vocation or is the job undoable in its 
current format? 

SDT – Motivation results; Working while ill; SAD results; CBI results; WA results; BOM workload 
results; JSS dissatisfaction with pay & job characteristics; CBI results 

A: 1, 3 
O: 2, 3 

1, 2 

7. What training would you suggest should be available to new 
principals? 

Survey Q. 18 – dissatisfaction with training for role; WA results; SAD results; SDT – Competency 
scores; leader/follower results; CBI results; Quickfire question – advice for new principals 

A: 3 
O: 2, 3 

1, 2 

8. Would you agree that there has been a negative shift in the public 
perspective of the teaching profession in recent years? 

Results from perceived appreciation from outside entities; relations with parents; behaviour 
affected outside work hours; SAD results 

A: 3 
O: 2 

1, 2 

9. What are your views on standardised testing, Pisa ratings etc. Are 
principals under pressure to ‘produce the grades’ and compete with 
other schools? 

SDT result – Autonomy scores; consistent dissatisfaction with DES (several survey questions); 
micromanagement results; leader/follower results 

A: 3 
O: 2 

 2 

10. What do you think the future holds for small schools and teaching 
principals? 

Work motivation literature; consistent narrative from teaching principals re feeling 
overwhelmed, unsupported, isolated; SAD results; JSS dissatisfaction with job characteristics 

A: 3 
O 2 

1, 2 

11. Are you in favour of a set-term for principalship (7/10yrs) and / or a 
step-down facility?  

CBI results; SAD results; WA results; JSS job characteristics dissatisfaction; work-related stress 
results 

A: 3,  
O: 2, 3 

1, 2 

12. What are the best and worst examples of parental involvement you 
have experienced? How can schools best harness parental interest in 
their child’s education? 

Survey Q. 37 – results from parents’ role in school management; workplace bullying results 
(parents); work-related stress results (parents – 55% of principals); SAD results; SDT – 
relatedness scores 

A: 2, 3  
O  2, 3 

 
1, 2 
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Table 8 Mixed Methods Design Process of Interview Schedule resulting from QUAN/qual Analysis of Survey – Part B 
 

School Patronage and Management Section. 

 
Interview Item * 

Ctd. 

Derived from analysis & integration of QUAN and 
embedded qual (SS-C) survey data: 

Aim / 
Objective 
addressed 

Research 
question 

addressed 
13. As Ireland becomes increasingly diverse culturally and 

religiously, which school model / patronage model would 
best support integration and tolerance for all cultures 
and faiths? 

Survey Q. 31 responses – opinions on community control vs CC 
control of school affairs; Survey Q. 32 responses: should religion 
be taught outside school?; Survey Q. 33 responses – should church 
and state be separate in provision of primary education in Ireland? 

 
A: 3 
O: 3 

 
2 

14. What has the Catholic Church got to offer the primary 
education system, moving forward? Do you think it is an 
effective model, or is it outdated? 

Survey questions 31, 32, 33 as above; high levels of frustration in 
textboxes re BOM incompetency and uneven spread of BOM 
workload; micromanagement results; SDT – competency 
frustration results; workplace bullying results; WA results 

 
A: 2, 3  
O: 2, 3 

    
       1, 2 

15. A majority of principals believe that CPSMA training does 
not adequately prepare incoming BOMs resulting in the 
principal bearing the brunt of the BOM workload. Do you 
think this school management model is dysfunctional? 

CBI results; commentary on unfair BOM workload distribution; 
Dissatisfaction with BOM training; SAD results; WA results, 
voluntary overtime results; micromanagement and leader / 
follower results; SDT results – work motivation, competency 
results 

 
A: 1, 2, 3 
O: 2, 3 

 
1, 2 

16. Have you any views on the undemocratic appointment 
procedure for BOM chairpersons of (catholic) primary 
schools? Should the appointment be democratic 
instead? 

Need to explore positive and negative experiences with 
chairpersons – Survey Q. 57- what description best fits your 
relationship with chairperson.? / workplace bullying results / 
micromanagement and leader / follower results; SDT - autonomy 
frustration results 

 
A: 2, 3,  
O: 2, 3 

 
1,2 

17. As the principal and teacher’s representative are the 
only professionals with any expertise in education on the 
BOM, is it degrading that they are answerable to an 
untrained BOM with no education expertise regarding 
their professional judgements / decisions? 

JSS job characteristics dissatisfaction results; SDT – high 
Autonomy frustration in BPNSFS and SS-C (re BOM); BOM 
workload statistics; workplace bullying results (re Chairperson & 
BOM); micromanagement and leader / follower results. 

 
A: 1, 2, 3 
O: 2, 3 

 
1, 2 
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     3.5.4.2  Trustworthiness and authenticity measures at qualitative research stage 
 

While matters of reliability and validity are essentially concerned with the adequacy 

of measures and, by extension, with quantitative research, Bryman (2016) informs 

that questions of the representativeness of research participants have a more 

obvious application to quantitative research. Because the application of reliability 

and validity presuppose a single absolute account of social reality, Guba & Lincoln 

(1994) argue that qualitative research should be evaluated according to quite 

different criteria from those employed by quantitative researchers and they 

propose two alternative criteria for assessing the quality of a qualitative study: 

trustworthiness and authenticity. Lincoln and Guba (in Nowell, Norris, White and 

Moules, 2017) refined the concept of trustworthiness by introducing the criteria of 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability to parallel reliability and 

validity. Table 9 details the steps taken to ensure that trustworthiness criteria were 

met in this study. 

An additional measure I adopted to enhance trustworthiness in qualitative research 

is the maintaining of an audit trail by carefully keeping records of all raw data, field 

notes, transcripts and a reflexive journal as recommended by Koch (as cited in 

Nowell et al., 2017). Finlay (2002) also advises that the key to validity in qualitative 

inquiry is reflexivity. Accordingly, a reflexive journal was kept during this research 

process to document the daily logistics of the research along with methodological 

decisions and personal reflections in light of Starks and Trinidad’s (2007) assertion 

that when conducting qualitative data analysis, the researcher becomes the human 

instrument for analysis, making judgements about coding, theming, contextualising, 
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decontextualizing and recontextualising the data. To this end, a diary was created in 

NVivo 12 and daily logs were created to trace each step of the qualitative analysis 

process, my decision-making around coding procedures and my personal 

reflections. 

In addition to trustworthiness criteria, Lincoln and Guba (1985) additionally propose 

criteria of authenticity encompassing fairness, ontological authenticity, educative 

authenticity, catalytic authenticity and tactical authenticity. Bryman states that 

these criteria raise a wider set of issues concerning the broader political impact of 

research and have an affinity with action research. Nonetheless, the measures 

which I adopted to ensure trustworthiness and authenticity in the qualitative phase 

of this study are illustrated in Table 9. 
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Table 9  
Measures adopted by researcher to ensure trustworthiness & authenticity during the 
qualitative research phase of this study        
TRUSTWORTHINESS 

Criteria Description Recommendation Steps taken  

 
 
 

 
 

        Credibility 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

   Transferability 
 
 
 

 
 
 

   Dependability 
 
 

 
 

     Confirmability 

Credibility addresses the “fit” 
between respondents’ views and 
the researcher’s representation 
of them (Tobin & Begley, 2004); 
When coresearchers are 
confronted with the experience 
they recognise it (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985) 
 
Parallel to internal validity in 
quantitative research. 

 Respondent 
triangulation. 
 
Data collection 
triangulation. 

Respondent triangulation: 
Piloting of interview schedule 
with principal colleague. 
 
 Data collection triangulation: 
more than one method of 
investigation & source of data 
was employed in this study 
(qual data sourced from SS-C & 
interviews. 
 

Referring to the generalisability 
of inquiry Lincoln & Guba (1985) 
describe it as the degree to 
which findings “hold in some 
other context, or even in the 
same context…”. 
 
Parallel to external validity in 
quantitative research. 

Production of thick 
description – rich 
accounts of the 
details of a culture. 

Textbox data and interview 
data facilitated detailed 
personal accounts providing 
others with a rich database for 
making judgements re 
transferability to other milieux. 

 Achievable by ensuring a logical, 
traceable and clearly defined 
research process (Tobin & 
Begley, 2004). 
 
Parallel to reliability in 
quantitative research. 

Adoption of an 
auditing approach – 
create an audit trail. 

Creation of reflexive journals – 
A4 notebook and on NVivo12. 
All raw data, transcripts, 
personal notes on decision-
making process retained. 

Acting in good faith; not allowing 
personal bias or theoretical 
inclinations to sway findings. 
 
Parallel to objectivity in 
quantitative research. 

Clearly explain 
reasons for 
theoretical, 
methodological & 
analytical choices. 

Etic researcher positionality; 
Piloting; Cross-checking with 
quantitative findings & 
literature; verbatim 
transcription; reflexive journal. 

AUTHENTICITY 

Criteria Poses the question: Researcher’s response 

Fairness 
 
-------------------------------- 
 

Ontological 
Authenticity 
----------------------------- 
Educative 
Authenticity 
 
 
----------------------------- 
 
Catalytic Authenticity 
 
----------------------------- 
 
Tactical Authenticity 

Does the research fairly 
represent different viewpoints 
amongst participants? 

Participants from as many patronage models as 
possible were invited to participate in the research for 
the purpose of broad representation of perspective. 

Does the research give 
participants a better 
understanding of their social 
milieu? 
------------------------------------------- 
Does the research help 
participants appreciate better 
the perspectives of other 
participants? 

 
On publication it is envisaged that the study will 
provide principals with a comprehensive overview and 
a broader understanding of the position of 
principalship, what the job entails and how their 
unique narrative and circumstances compare with 
other principals. 

Did the research act as an 
impetus for change of 
circumstance amongst 
participants? 
------------------------------------------- 
Did the research empower 
participants to engage in action? 

 
 
 
 Unknown / To be confirmed. 

Note. Source – designed by researcher. 
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         3.5.4.3 Collection of Interview data 
 

Data collection for the qualitative stage of this study commenced in January 2019 

and was completed by May 2019. Eleven survey participants had expressed a 

willingness to also participate in the second phase of the study and a further nine 

participants were recruited by means of invitation, based on the patronage profile 

of their schools. This measure was intended to facilitate a balanced representation 

of opinions from principals employed in a variety of school profiles. Each interview 

participant was visited at their workplace and interviewed in the privacy of their 

office at an agreed time. Interviews took up to 45 minutes. The semi-structured 

interviews were recorded on a voice recorder, and also on my iPhone in case of any 

malfunction of the voice recorder. Participants were read each question in the same 

order and while I was guided by the interview schedule, a degree of flexibility was 

built into the approach. Accordingly, participants were encouraged to describe their 

own unique experiences with some providing tangential information from further 

off-script probing questions.  

Following each interview, all recordings were transferred to my computer in mp3 

format and deleted from the recording devices. Transcription conventions were 

applied: each interviewee was assigned a pseudonym; hesitations were recorded 

with ellipses, symbols for laughter, nonverbal communication and voice intonation 

changes were recorded; confidential / identifying information was protected. NVivo 

12 was selected for analysis of qualitative data from the interviews. 
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        3.5.4.4 Analysis of Interview data  
 

Miles and Huberman define codes as tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to 

the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study and their 

development is the first stage in analysing interview data (as cited in DeCuir-Gunby, 

Marshall & McCulloch, 2011). Codes can be developed a priori from existing 

concepts, and this is a common feature of MMR, and they can also be data-driven, 

emerging from the raw data (DeCuir et al., 2011). The codes developed in this MM 

study derived from both of these sources. Saldana (2016) suggests that the 

qualitative analytic process is cyclical in nature and accordingly, code development 

in this study was an iterative process involving repeated examination of the raw 

qualitative data from the interviews. Acknowledging the MM nature of this study I 

also remained mindful of my survey findings and guiding literature throughout the 

coding / recoding process. Figure 7 illustrates the cyclical nature of my coding 

process. The interview schedule contained 17 questions, 12 under the heading 

Leadership & Well-being and five under the heading School Patronage & 

Management.  
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Figure 7: Iterative process of coding interview data employed in this study. 

 

 

Following the importing of the interview mp3 audio files to NVivo12 I transcribed all 

20 interviews making use of a Transcription Foot Pedal’s Rewind-Pause-Fast 

Forward functions, a process which necessitated repeated, prolonged and focused 

listening to each interview. I then read and re-read the transcribed interviews. 

These procedures helped me completely familiarise myself with the interview data 

to the point that, when later coding segments of interview data, I knew which 

interviewee had uttered each segmented statement. Three analytic memos were 

created with the intention of documenting the chronology of the coding process, 

my daily reflections and decision-making on the process and a to-do list. 

 These became my NVivo 12 points of entry and departure throughout 

the entire process, “equivalent to a lab notebook in experimental research” (Vogt et 

al., in Saldana, 2016, p. 44).  
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Having created a case per interviewee I added demographic information by 

assigning attributes to each case, exemplifying an Attribute Coding technique (Table 

11). I created three case classifications under the heading ‘Demographic 

Information’: gender, school patronage, school setting (rural / urban) as displayed in 

Table 10.  

  
  
Table 10 
 

Demographic Profile of Interviewees 
  
(n = 20)  

Gender    
 Male  7  
 Female  13  
    
School Patronage    

 Catholic Church  10  
 Church of Ireland  4  
 Educate Together  4  
 An Foras Patrúnachta (Gaelscoil)  2  

    
School Setting    
 Rural   7  
 Urban  13  

  
  
 

Saldana (2016) outlines two stages to coding: first cycle coding and second cycle 

coding. First cycle coding methods selected for this study included: Attribute 

Coding, Simultaneous Coding, Provisional Coding and Structural Coding as detailed 

in Table 11. Regarding the coding categories assigned to these coding methods, 

Saldana (2016) informs that Grammatical Methods enhance the organisation, 

nuances and texture of qualitative data. Elemental Methods consist of foundation 

approaches to coding while Exploratory Methods permit open-ended investigation.  
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Table 11 

 Coding Process Employed in Qualitative Analysis of the Interview Data 

Coding method Coding category  Description   Application 

Attribute coding Grammatical method Data management of 

essential participant 

information. 

Initial organisation 

of demographic 

data 

 

Simultaneous coding Grammatical method Occurs when two or 

more codes are applied 

to / overlap a qualitative 

datum to detail its 

complexity. 

 

 

First cycle coding 

 

 

 

 

First cycle coding 

 

 

 

 

 

First cycle coding 

Provisional Coding Exploratory method Build on / corroborate 

previous research. 

Establishes a pre-

determined start list of 

codes. 

Structural coding Elemental method Foundation for further 

detailed coding. Applies 

a conceptual phrase 

representing a topic to a 

segment of data for 

coding / categorisation. 

Sub-coding Grammatical method Assigns second-order 

tag after primary code. 

Useful when general 

code entries later require 

deeper qualitative 

analysis. 

 

Second cycle 

coding 

    

 

Saldana indicates that, depending on how first cycle coding progresses, one may not 

need to progress to a second cycle method. He states: “You may find that … a re-

coding of your data with a first cycle method will suffice to tighten or condense the 

number of codes and categories into a more compact set for analysis” (Saldana, 

2016, p. 232).  
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Such was the case for me and accordingly, having considered the six various second 

cycle methods, sub-coding, which is considered a first cycle method, was later 

selected as the best option for my second cycle of coding. 

 

Exemplifying a Provisional Coding technique, ahead of the first round of coding, the 

initial pre-determined parent nodes created were Leadership, Workload, BOM 

Positive and BOM negative as these nodes focused on workload, school 

management issues and leadership which were the emergent overarching themes 

from the survey. I was also mindful of the body of literature on workplace well-

being and SDT needs satisfaction and frustration. Before beginning the coding 

process, I assigned some child nodes to the BOM nodes as follows:  

 

BOM Positive - effective model, SDT enhancing, supportive, 

BOM Negative - flawed model, SDT thwarting, unsupportive.  

 

On commencing the first round of coding, interviews were examined one by one. I 

used the drag-and-drop function which facilitated the creation of additional parent 

nodes and/or child nodes as the need arose. This process resulted in a total 

of nine nodes (Workload, BOM Positive, BOM Negative, Leadership, The Teaching 

Profession, Primary School System, Parents-related, Chairperson-related, Notable 

Quotations). The Quotations parent node was constructed for any quotations I 

encountered which encapsulated a concept particularly well and which I considered 

particularly useful for presentation within this thesis. As the coding process 

progressed some nodes overlapped within particular text segments which reflects 

Simultaneous Coding. Saldana (2016) advises that Simultaneous Coding is 
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appropriate when the content of the data suggests multiple meanings that 

necessitate and justify multiple codes. Table 12 illustrates this phenomenon.  

Table 12 

 

An example of Simultaneous Coding of Interview Data (this study) 

 

Text Segment Parent Nodes Child Nodes 

 

“Well, the workload is 

impossible so that would be 

the first thing to look at as 

regards making the job more 

manageable. We get [DES] 

initiative after initiative 

thrown at us and we complain, 

whinge a bit, but accept them. 

We need to be more vocal 

about our well-being needs. 

Enough is enough. 

I think the INTO should 

represent us better regarding 

the ridiculous workload. I’m a 

teaching principal. That is a 

hugely stressful job; teaching 

multiple classes before you 

even start on the 

administrative workload. I 

think there should be no 

teaching principals. It’s 

double jobbing for one salary. 

Also, principals need more 

administrative days. Ideally, 

we should have one per week, 

at least. Work shouldn’t spill 

over into our home life the 

way that our paperwork does. 

It’s crazy” (IPP). 

 

 

 

Workload: 

• Effects of 

       workload 

• Working overtime  

• Workload 

description 

• Recommendations 

to ease workload 

 

 

 

Primary school 

system 

 

 

• DES-related 

• Work conditions 
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Structural Coding is question-based coding which both codes and categorises the 

data corpus to examine comparable segments’ commonalities, differences and 

relationships. Saldana (2016) recommends this coding procedure in particular for 

interview transcripts. An example of Structural Coding from this study is evidenced 

in the following excerpt from an interview with a TP (retirement age) which includes 

the research question, participant’s responses, probes and follow-up questions: 

Research Question: What is the day-to-day occupational experience of being a 

primary principal in Ireland? 

Structural Code: Reason for working overtime. 

I: Most principals do a considerable amount of unpaid overtime. Do you think this 

is proof that the job is a vocation, or is it just undoable in its current format? 

PARTICIPANT: Oh, I wouldn’t say that the job is undoable. I’m actually happy as can 

be [pause]. I actually love my job and I don’t mind spending hours in the office 

because things are quiet at home and that’s actually [pause]. I see it as an 

opportunity to learn different things and do different things. 

I: So, you enjoy being absorbed in your work, even if it’s overtime? 

PARTICIPANT: I do, yeah. I’m a good organiser and I do actually love it and I don’t 

think the job is undoable. 

I: But, within the working day [pause] you can’t get all your work done? 

PARTICIPANT: Oh, I can’t see how any teacher would get everything done in the 

working day and the way we were trained [pause] in college [pause] we were never 

given that impression. You were told that delivering the lesson is only a short part of 

your work. Sure, fifty or sixty percent of your work is preparation that is done before 

teaching. 
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I: So, that part of your work, the preparation, is not doable within the allotted 

time? You need to be willing to do an amount of unpaid overtime? 

PARTICIPANT: Yeah, you do, if you put it like that, but that would be, that would just 

be the job. 

I: So, you see overtime as being part of your job? 

PARTICIPANT: I do, yeah. 

 

As mentioned, Subcoding was employed for the second round of coding. Saldana 

(2016) explains that Subcoding may be employed when the initial general coding 

scheme has been too broad, and the researcher realises the need to condense the 

data into subcategories for further analysis. Following Subcoding as my second 

round of coding, the original nine parent nodes encompassed 40 child nodes and the 

iterative process of coding resumed until I was satisfied that I had extracted the 

required explanatory qualitative data to support and expand on the survey findings 

and reconcile the two research questions. 

 

3.6 Integration of Mixed Methods Research findings 
 

 It is customary to contrast the objective approach of the ancient Greeks with the subjective 

approach of the moderns…But whether we be ancients or moderns we can deal only with 

things, in some sense, experienced.  

                                                                                                                   - Whitehead, 1933, p. 287. 

 

All MMR studies, by definition, attempt some form of integration of qualitative and 

qualitative findings. Bazeley (2009) states that, from a pragmatic perspective, the 

primary issue for researchers is to determine what data and analyses are needed for 

their particular research needs to ultimately answer their research questions. Yin 
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(2006) advocates integrating through all the steps of a MM study – the formulation 

of the research question, the structure of the samples being studied, the 

instrumentation and data collected and the analysis stage. As previously outlined, 

this study featured multiple points of integration (Section 3.3) as opposed to one 

complete integration of findings at the end of the study.  

Integration of quantitative and qualitative data can take multiple forms. Greene 

(2007) informs that where integration is intentional, it can occur through iteration, 

as exemplified in the iterative process of designing the interview schedule (see 

Figure 7), through nesting, as exemplified in the embedded qualitative aspect in the 

predominantly quantitative survey, through blending, as conducted in the 

combining of all survey and interview findings, and through serving a common, 

holistic purpose, as is the case in this study which aimed to generate a 

comprehensive understanding of levels of holistic well-being of the IPP in light of 

limiting and supportive well-being factors in their workplace through the collection, 

analysis and integration of both quantitative and qualitative data. 

As the interview schedule was specifically designed to resolve outstanding issues 

from the survey, interview findings were not seen as stand-alone findings. Rather, 

they were viewed as explanatory qualitative extensions of exceptional survey 

findings. For this reason, interview findings were thematically segregated and 

subsumed into the overall study findings which were arranged for reporting 

according to the following themes: BPNT, Work Motivation, Mindfulness, Job 

Satisfaction, Burnout, Leadership, School Management & School Patronage issues. 
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Finally, in the reporting and discussion of study findings, as well as serving to 

provide supporting and explanatory data, interview findings were triangulated with 

quantitative survey findings from the pre-validated scales and also with data from 

SS-C. 

3.7 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has traced the chronology of this research study from identification of 

the research problem to completion of data analysis. Details of my considerations, 

decisions and actions around methods, methodology, theoretical perspective and 

epistemology have been outlined. The application of Dewey’s Five Step Approach to 

inquiry was employed as a research framework. Consistent with my pragmatist 

worldview, a MM approach, featuring a novel QUANqual→qual design was 

employed. A discussion on the design of the survey sections and subsequent 

interview schedule has been provided with a view to exploring levels of 

psychosocial well-being amongst IPPs and providing an evaluation of their 

satisfaction levels with current school patronage and management models. 

Sampling, piloting and data collection issues have been discussed as well as ethical 

considerations. Issues around reliability and validity of my quantitative findings and 

the trustworthiness and authenticity of my qualitative findings have been detailed. 

Five points of integration of quantitative and qualitative aspects in this study have 

been illustrated. An outlining of the data analysis process, involving the 

employment of SPSS 25 and NVivo 12 has been provided. Chapter Four proceeds to 

present the findings of this MM study. 



 

192 
 

 

Chapter Four: Findings                      
 

4.1 Introduction  

This research aimed to determine if the work environment of the IPP adequately 

supports their psychosocial well-being. Supporting and negating factors impacting 

their daily occupational experiences and their leadership role were explored. 

Quantitative and qualitative data were collected from a survey (n = 480) and 

subsequent interviews were held (n = 20) which gathered further supporting 

qualitative data. In accordance with my CFOW-B, I sought multiple perspectives on 

the characteristics of the role, thereby adjusting a selection of pre-validated scales 

measuring employee burnout, job satisfaction, work motivation, trait mindfulness 

and BPN satisfaction and frustration levels. I designed an additional survey section 

(SS-C) to capture supplementary quantitative and qualitative data of relevance to 

principals’ general well-being and their daily experiences as principals. Three 

questions on the construct of perception of fairness (as included in my CFOW-B) 

were designed for inclusion in SS-C as no suitable pre-validated scale was available. 

SS-C further aimed to compensate for any deficits in my design and adjustment of 

the pre-validated scales which may have resulted in insufficient data being 

collected. The design of SS-C evolved, in the first instance, from a substantial 

literature review. It was also influenced by my own 17 years professional experience 

as a primary principal involving several roles in principal representation and 

collaboration. Finally, suggestions from highly experienced principal colleagues 

during the piloting phase were also considered in the design of SS-C. 
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4.1.1 Chapter Outline  
 

While the reporting of MMR has few writing conventions, it typically adopts the 

format of separate quantitative and qualitative result sections. In a QUAN→qual 

study the common approach is to present findings from the quantitative data in the 

first instance, followed by the presentation of supporting results from qualitative 

data analysis while deferring the ‘mixing’ of data to the Discussion chapter. In 

consideration of the atypical research design of this study, i.e. QUANqual→qual / 

complex sequential explanatory, and the abundance of rich qualitative data 

collected in two phases which directly link with, support and explain the 

quantitative results, I determined that the quantitative and qualitative results were 

inextricable from each other and approached their presentation thematically, 

across the two sets of results in terms of substantive issues rather than in terms of 

different methods. The chapter is divided into a further twelve sections: 

 

1. Participant demographic data 

2. Burnout results 

3. Perception of Fairness results 

4. Job Satisfaction results 

5. BPNT: Autonomy results 

6. BPNT: Competence results 

7. BPNT: Relatedness results 

8. Mindfulness results 

9. Motivation results 

10. Inferential Analysis of CFOW-B constructs 

11. Principals’ reflections on patronage, leadership and school management 

12. Conclusion 
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For Sections 2- 9, the order in which results are presented follows the order of 

collection and analysis of data in logical sequence: 

1. Quantitative survey results from the pre-validated scales measuring 

employee Burnout, Perception of Fairness, Job Satisfaction, Motivation, 

Mindfulness, Autonomy, Competence and Relatedness levels will be 

presented in the first instance, and will conclude with inferential statistical 

analysis exhibiting results from a Pearson’s correlation of the CFOW-B 

constructs, 

 

2.  Findings from SS-C which collected both quantitative and qualitative data, 

will be presented in the second instance. These findings will refer to, and 

expand on, the quantitative survey results from the adjusted pre-validated 

scales, 

 

3.  Qualitative data gathered from interviews will follow the presentation of all 

survey findings. These results will refer to, expand on and clarify previous 

quantitative and qualitative survey results from the adjusted pre-validated 

scales and SS-C. 

 

This three-tier presentation format, which I designed specifically for this unique 

study, represents my contribution to MMR reporting of findings. Data presented in 

Section 4.10 (Principals’ reflections on patronage, leadership and school 

management model) did not derive from a pre-validated scale but from SS-C and 

interviews. Hence, Section 4.10 findings integrate stage 2 and stage 3 above. 
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4.2 Demographic data 
 

As illustrated in Table 13, the majority of IPPs who completed this study hold a 

bachelor’s degree (56%). Additional post graduate diplomas are held by 11.4% of 

principals. There were still a small number of N.T.s in the system (<1%). This two-

year national teacher (N.T.) training course ended in 1974 with the introduction of 

the three-year Bachelor of Education degree. Academic year 2018-19 was likely the 

last year that N.T.s were employed in Irish primary schools with majority of 1974 

graduates reaching retirement age by June 2019. Almost 3% of participating IPPs 

hold a Doctorate/PhD degree (2% female, 0.8% male). A majority of female AdPs 

responded to this survey with 70% of respondents being female and AdPs 

representing 60.2% of respondents. TPs represented 35.6% of respondents and 

4.2% were Acting Principals. This statistic may suggest that AdPs, though a minority 

amongst the national cohort of principals (an estimated two thirds [O’Rourke, 2018] 

of all principals are TPs) were able to find time to respond to an email survey 

compared to the under-represented cohort of TPs who responded. The average 

(mean) number of years worked in a principalship position was 8 years (Standard 

Deviation .548; median 9 yrs) signifying a high level of work experience amongst the 

cohort. The majority of IPPs are married (79%) or living with a partner (4%). Of the 

remaining 17%, singletons represent 11%, 2% are separated, 2% are divorced, 1% 

are widowed and 1% did not disclose their marriage status. Seventy-five percent of 

principals have dependent children, 2% have other dependents and 23% report 

having no dependents. The demographics also reveal that the majority of IPPs are in 

the 35-60 age bracket with almost half of respondents aged 46-55 years. 
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Table 13 
 
 Demographic Characteristics of Survey Participants 
 

Characteristic  n % 

Gender   
          Male 144 30 
          Female 336 70 
Category of Principalship   
          Administrative Principal 289 60.2 
          Teaching Principal 171 35.6 
          Acting Principal 20 4.2 
Education   
          Bachelor’s degree 269 56 
          Master’s degree 195 41 
          Doctorate degree 14 2.9 
          N.T. 2 ≤1 
Age   
          20 – 25 0 0 
          26 – 30 7 1.5 
          31 – 35 30 6.2 
          36 – 40 58 12.1 
          41 – 45 64 13.3 
          46 – 50 66 13.8 
          51 – 55 142 29.6 
          56 – 60 89 18.5 
          61 – 65 24 5 
Religious Affiliation   
          Catholic – devout 107 22.3 
          Catholic – dissenting 241 50.2 
          Catholic – lapsed / non-faith 60 12.5 
          Church of Ireland 18 3.8 
           Atheist 13 2.7 
           Spiritual 8 1.7 
           Agnostic 5 1 
           Buddhist 1 .2 
           Presbyterian 1 .2 
           Anglican 1 .2 
           Methodist 1 .2 
           Christian – non-denominational 7 1.5 
           Evangelical 1 .2 
           Prefer not to say 16 3.3 
Patronage of School (workplace)   
          Catholic 408 85 
          Church of Ireland 20 4.2 
          Educate Together 15 3.1 
          An Foras Patrúnach 15 3.1 
          Special Schools (various patrons) 10 2.1 
          Minister for Education 5 1 
          Prefer not to say 7 1.5 

Note. n =480.    All participants were principals in the Irish primary sector.   
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                         Figure 8. Gender Profile of Principals and Chairpersons. 

 

 

 

As outlined in Figure 8, 70% percent of principals completing the survey were 

female and 30% were male. Conversely, principals reported that 30% of their BOM 

chairpersons were female (28% lay; 2% nuns/religious) while 70% of chairpersons 

were male (42% lay; 26% Catholic priests; 2% other religious).  

 

4.3 Burnout Findings  
 

4.3.1 Copenhagen Burnout Inventory Scale Results 
 

The CBI was developed by Kristensen, Borritz, Viladsen and Christensen (2005) and 

validated during the Danish longitudinal PUMA study on approximately 2,000 public 

service employees between 1999 – 2004 (Sestili et al., 2018). It defines work 

burnout as the degree of physical and psychological fatigue that is perceived by the 

person as related to his/her work. Table 14 shows the mean distribution of scales, 

items and response frequencies in the CBI as recorded for IPPs. The possible score 

range is 0 – 100. Additional central tendency results (median) along with skewness 

30%
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and kurtosis results are outlined in the table. The Cronbach’s Alphas for internal 

reliability are high (0.84, 0.85).  

Both the Personal Burnout scale and the Work-Related Burnout scale are negatively 

skewed indicating that most of the survey respondents used the response 

categories corresponding to high burnout levels. The results reveal that 24.3% of 

principals were in the highest exhausted category with a Personal Burnout score of 

≥ 70. A further 34.3% of principals were in the moderately burnt out category with a 

PBS of ≥ 50. With regard to the Work-Related Burnout scores (WBS), 19.6% of 

principals were in the highest burnout category with a WBS of ≥70 while a further 

16.2% of principals feature in the moderately burnt out category with a WBS of ≥ 

50. The proportion of non-responders of the individual items was 7%. 
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Table 14 Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (CBI). Scales, items and response frequencies 

 
 
 
 

α = .90 (total scale) 

Response category and scoring:  
Missing 

       n 

 
Skewness 

 
Kurtosis 

 
Median 

 
Mean 

 
SD Always 

 
(Scoring 100) 

 
% 

Often 
 

(Scoring 75) 
 

% 

Sometimes 
 

(Scoring 50) 
 

% 

Rarely 
 

(Scoring 25) 
 

       % 

Never 
 

(Scoring 0) 
 

% 

Personal Burnout (α = 0.84) (n = 480)            
How often do you feel tired? 21.0 56.4 20.1   2.2 0.2 33 -.440   .417 75 73.9 18.0 
How often are you physically exhausted? 8.1 40.7 36.9 13.0 1.3 33 -.271 -.199 50 60.3 21.6 
How often are you emotionally exhausted? 5.6 46.2 37.9   8.7 1.6 34 -.515   .400 75 61.4 19.9 
How often do you feel weak and susceptible to 
illness? 

0.9 15.4 42.3 34.7 6.7 33 .049 -.334 50 42.3 21.1 

            
Total average score (0-100):          59.5 13.0 

            
Work-Related burnout (α = 0.85) (n = 480)            
How often do you feel burnout because of your 
work? 

2.5 28.7 46.9 16.4 5.6 34 -.398   .034 50 51.5 22.0 

How often does your work frustrate you? 5.1 42.3 43.8   8.7 0 33 -.069 -.299 50 61.0 18.1 
How often do you feel worn out at the end of a 
workday? 

15.5 53.4 26.5   4.5 0.2 34 -.376   .129 75 69.8 19.0 

How often do you feel tired in the morning facing 
a workday? 

7.4 33.6 39.0 17.5 2.5 34 -.151 -.336 50 56.5 22.9 

How often can you easily ‘switch off’ and relax 
after work? 
(reverse scoring) 

2.0 22.2 40.8 29.6 5.4 34 -.005 -.447 50 53.5 22.3 

How often do you feel energised at work? 
(reverse scoring) 

1.3 36.1 47.3 13.2 2.0 34 -.476   .117 50 44.6 19.1 

How often have you enough energy for family and 
friends after work? (reverse scoring) 

2.5 21.1 49.9 23.6 2.9 35 .012 -.004 50 50.8 20.4 
 
 

Total average score (0-100):          55.4 8.1 

Note. Possible score range for all scales is 0-100.            
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4.3.2 Work-Related Burnout: SS-C Results 
 

 Qualitative data on principal burnout levels gathered from SS-C support the 

findings in Table 14 revealing that 31.2% of principals ‘always’ or ‘often’ experience 

Work-Related Burnout with a further 46.9% ‘sometimes’ experiencing it. SS-C 

results reveal that principals feel they are ‘pulled in several directions’ by their job 

with 83.4% reporting they feel this way ‘frequently’; 14.9% feeling this 

‘occasionally’; 1.5% chose ‘seldom’ and 0.2% reported ‘never’ experiencing this 

feeling (n = 475).  

As a contributory factor to burnout, a majority of principals reported going to work 

despite feeling ill with 92.8% admitting to this practice (n = 475). Reasons given 

included feeling a sense of duty (84.2%); unavailability of substitute teachers 

(67.3%); work demands outweighing health concerns (63.6%) and feeling that only 

they could effectively perform their role (42.6%). Principals were asked if there 

were any other reasons why they would consider going to work while unwell. 

Answers included (i) the need to give good example to staff and pupils, e.g. “I 

believe I have a duty to the children in the school and need to give good example to 

my staff. Our kids are vulnerable and need consistency and stability in school. I 

believe all staff should attend work unless extremely unwell”; (ii) not wishing to 

indispose other staff members, e.g. “To avoid putting extra pressure on my 

colleagues who are already stretched”; (iii) to avoid complaints from parents, e.g. 

“The complaints from parents for not turning up plus the excessive workload I return 
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to is not worth the time off”; (iv) concern regarding sick leave conditions and loss of 

pay, e.g. “Paid sick leave was drastically reduced in recent years. Financial worries 

would force me to school even when unwell”; “Chronic illness reduces your pay…I 

cannot afford not to go”; (v) unwillingness of middle management team to step up 

to fill principals’ role in their absence, e.g. “My Deputy wouldn’t be happy to come 

out of her classroom to do my job – unless it is a long-term absence”; “There is an 

unwillingness by middle management to manage”; (vi) a belief that substitute 

teachers cannot fill the role of the TP, e.g. “There is usually too much happening in 

my principal role which has to be done and a sub would only do the teaching part of 

my job’; (vii) concern for pupils with special needs, e.g. “We have inadequate SNA 

[special needs assistant] cover in our school, and I provide extra cover and care for 

the pupils inadequately supported”; “Lack of substitute cover and this puts the 

Special Education teacher under pressure to teach my class. The special needs 

children are losing their slots. I have often gone to school extremely unwell…I spend 

hours trying to find subs. It’s just not worth it”. 

 

4.3.2.1 Stress, Anxiety and Depression (SAD) in Irish Primary Principals 
 

Analysis of SAD data collected from SS-C revealed that 58% of principals suffer from 

anxiety and 23.3% suffer from depression. Table 15 illustrates the level of 

occupational stress and ill-being which principals attribute to their jobs: 
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Table 15 
 
 Principals’ responses to perceived degree of work-related stress and ill-being 
 

 Range: 0-100. 
 

To what degree do 
you believe that your 
job… 

Mean Median Standard 
Deviation 

Missing 
n 

Skewness Kurtosis 

is stressful? 76.6 81 21.9 13 -1.125 .763 

negatively affects your well-
being? 

61 66 27.8 19 -.357 -.984 

negatively affects your 
peace of mind? 

62.9 71 28.1 18 -.454 -.917 

negatively affects your 
mental health? 

54.4 53 31.2 29 -.092 -1.281 

negatively affects your 
physical health? 

54.1 54 30.3 33 -.100 -1.202 

Note.  n  = 480.  α = .94. 

  

A very high Cronbach’s Alpha rating of 0.94 for internal reliability is evidenced in 

Table 15 and all items exhibit negative skew indicating experience of high levels of 

stress, psychological ill-being and physical ill-being being attributed to their job by 

principals. These findings were expanded on in subsequent interviews where 

principals described the pressurising aspects of their job which negatively affect 

their well-being: 

 

“It’s actually crazy…it’s becomes a crazy job and it has affected me. I was off 
sick a few years ago with stress, anxiety and depression at one point when I 
didn’t know what was going on but thankfully my board have been 
supportive. I’ve had to take the steps, but it’s taken its toll, that’s for sure”. 

 “I think every person I know who has become a principal has 

underestimated what's involved - everyone. And it’s a job that has unlimited 

responsibility. Where does it end?” 

 “I suppose more admin time would be a help. Also, maybe, a facility to step 

down from the job back into your own staff…and a job description for 

principals. But I think that there should be the opportunity that when people 
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get burnt out, they should be able to step down from it…and still be a 

teacher if they want to”. 

“There is no opportunity for principals to step down without being financially 

punished or perhaps people would look at you and say, “Well you couldn’t 

cut it… so you went back teaching”. 

 

In order to better understand the precise sources of W-RS the principals were asked 

to rate the degree of W-RS relative to seven aspects of workload, work relationships 

and management. The results are displayed in Table 16. 

 

Table 16 
 
Principals’ responses to sources of work-related stress 
 
Range 0 – 100  

Workplace 
stressors 

Mean Median Standard 
Deviation 

Missing  
      n 

Skewness Kurtosis 

Workload 72.2%  80 24.0 21 -.985   .533 
Staff 54.1% 52 30.4 25 -.103 -1.265 
Parents 55% 57 27.8 24 -.092 -1.097 
Pupils 45% 43 27.0 37 .238 -1.021 
B.O.M. 29% 21 24.2 98 1.187   .779 
Chairperson 21.5% 13 23.9 116 1.594 2.038 
Self-inflicted 35.6% 30 26.3 117  .622  -.459 

   Note.  Scale α = 0.67.  n  = 480.  

 

Table 16 highlights that workload (72.2%), in particular, along with staff issues 

(54.1%) and dealing with parents (55%) scored the highest response rates. It is 

noteworthy that over a third of principals (35.6%) surveyed admitted that some of 

their stress is self-inflicted.  

Serving to clarify these survey findings, interview participants shared the following 

regarding workload pressure:  



 

204 
 

 “I've worked with a coach. I have actually gone to the employee assist 

program. I'm not embarrassed about that. I was at that from pure stress 

from dealing with the Board that I had in my school…I had a lot of difficulty 

there with the staff and board. And I found them supportive alright”. 

“Well, the workload is impossible so that would be the first thing to look at 

as regards making the job more manageable. We get initiative after 

initiative thrown at us and we complain, whinge a bit, but accept them. We 

need to be more vocal about our well-being needs. Enough is enough”. 

 

W-RS arising from interactions with parents scores 55% in SS-C. Interview data 

regarding parents provided both positive and negative feedback from principals as 

evidenced in the following quotations: 

“…the best involvement is when the parent just respects the boundary… 

respects the teacher's position as being the teacher and understands their 

role. Understands that the parent role is a different role to the teaching role 

and that the parent has to be interested in just one child, but the teacher has 

to be interested in others and that there are confidentiality issues and that it 

has to be left to the teacher to decide how best to deal with things within the 

classroom. If the parent understands that… they can be a huge support”. 

 “We know from all the research and study that parents who have this 

positive attitude towards schooling and schools and learning and 

development and all of that…their children tend to do better so, as a teacher, 

well, why would I leave that really good tool on the shelf? If I was a 

carpenter, I wouldn’t be leaving my hammer out in the car”. 

 

Principals also outlined in interviews some of the negatives they encounter with 

parents listing disrespect for principal and teachers, non-compliance with school 

procedures, prejudice towards their own child’s needs and forcing their own 

agenda: 

“When I was in school, whatever the teacher said…went…end of story. It 
wasn’t questioned unless it was particularly contentious. It just wasn’t 
questioned. Now, parents are more than willing to come to your door for any 
number of reasons…Johnny is doing too much work…Johnny isn’t doing 
enough work…what are you saying to Johnny?... this kind of stuff. Parents 
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have absolutely no problem coming to your door and more or less telling you 
what they think of you. People need to unload instantly. That’s just what 
people need now. Whatever is the reason for it…I don’t know”. 

 “People in authority in a school aren’t treated with the proper level of 
respect sometimes…the job that’s being done is not being seen. The things 
that parents are seeing are in isolation often and the big picture is just not at 
all understood or appreciated by parents. I used to enjoy teaching before I 
had the principal’s position…but now it’s just too much as a TP”. 

“…it boils down to basic bad manners and disrespect for staff. For example, 
turning up without an appointment and interrupting class time demanding 
they be heard; being over-protective about their child; their child can do no 
wrong and somebody else is always to blame even when their child was 
witnessed doing wrong, some can’t accept it and will deny it, or won’t 
cooperate with the school rules. So that would be the worst - bad manners - 
immaturity really”. 

“I think one of the problems we have with parents’ groups is they see it as an 

opportunity to moan about teachers they don't like, and I've been involved in 

some Parents’ Associations and their view, to me, would be they don't just 

want to be fund raisers; the problem is some want to be dictators”. 

 

 

Twenty-nine per cent of principals named the BOM as being a source of W-RS. SS-C 

asked if upcoming BOM meetings were a source of anxiety. Results reveal that 

63.8% of principals experience anxiousness before BOM meetings, 6.5% were 

unsure and 29.7% are not affected (n = 475). 

Principals completed a Jungian WA exercise providing the first three unedited 

words they could think of regarding their job (n = 416). This yielded 1,248 words. 

Percentage representation of words are displayed in Table 17. 
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Table 17 

 
Principals’ Jungian word association responses 
 
Q. What are the first three unedited words you associate with your job?  

 n % 

Stress  247 59.4 
Work overload 195 46.9 
Rewarding 128 30.8 
Challenging  110 26.4 
Responsibility 85 20.4 
HR management 74 17.8 
Happy 65 15.6 
Frustrating 55 13.2 
Pupils 50 12.0 
Exhausting 47 11.3 
Unpredictable 34 8.2 
Stimulating 30 7.2 
Lonely  28 6.7 
Poorly paid 20 4.8 
Thankless 18 4.3 
DES / Inspectorate 16 3.8 
Privilege 
Burnout 
Retirement 

12 
12 
10 

2.9 
2.9 
2.4 

Boring 9 2.2 
Hate 9 2.2 
Bullied 4 1.0 

Note. n = 416. 

 

Findings show that almost 60% of principals associate their work with stress, first 

and foremost, and almost half (46.9%) with work overload. Other associated words 

reflect isolation, burnout, frustration, exhaustion, bullying, feeling unappreciated, 

work relationships and dissatisfaction with remuneration. There are only four words 

with obvious positive associations including rewarding, happy, stimulation and 

privilege. There are many more words with obvious negative association including 

stress, work overload, frustrating, exhausting, lonely, thankless, burnout, 

retirement, boring, hate and bullied. 
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Incidence of SAD relative to work experience of IPPs 

An SPSS 25 analysis of the incidence of stress, anxiety and depression of youngest 

and oldest IPPs found that younger IPPs have higher mean stress scores (84.6 vs 

59.7); higher mean anxiety scores (1.47 vs 1.38) and higher mean depression scores 

(1.83 vs 1.75). This supports findings from Thomas et al., (2016) relative to 

improvements in mental health which come with age  and life experience (Section  

2.6.8). 

4.3.3 Work-Related Illness and Musculoskeletal Disease 

 

To explore the associated link between perceived occupational stress and MSDs 

principals were asked if they suffered from any musculoskeletal pain or conditions. 

SS-C results reveal that 44.2% of principals suffer from various conditions including 

osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, neck pain, back pain, repetitive strain injury, 

migraine and insomnia amongst others. While education sector workers are not 

amongst the highest incidence category of the Irish workforce experiencing work-

related MSDs (see Section 2.5), some principals, nevertheless, attributed their ill-

being to their work: 

“Tension headaches and sleeplessness. There’s so much going on at work 

and it keeps racing around in my head. My job is the first thing on my mind 

every day when I wake up, including weekends”.  

“I have an auto-immune condition, brought on by stress”. 

“Back pain, neck pain and tendonitis in thumbs from computer work since I 

became principal”. 
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“I am a crock! Back gone. Knees painful. Too much lifting children in and out 

of wheelchairs and not always using the hoists provided because I was young 

and healthy. You reap what you sow!” 

“I suffer from post-stress migraines (I'm fine until the issue is resolved and 

then my head goes), stress sweating, back pain, joint pain (especially in the 

knees), eyesight”. 

“I suffered a brain haemorrhage ten years ago; meningioma on my brain for 

past four years; insomnia; musculoskeletal pain; vertigo; depression 

secondary to stress...this is why I’m retiring. I believe I will have a second 

chance at regaining my well-being. I lead a lovely school with hard-working, 

dedicated staff. I’m happy there but there are unrealistic expectations of 

me”. 

“Just recently I am attending physio for back pain. I have also gained weight 

since being appointed”. 

“I have been to see an osteopath, have regular massages, attend yoga 

classes, all in an attempt to manage muscle tension due to stressful job”. 

“I am constantly going for physiotherapy - doctor and physiotherapist says it 

is due to stress - much worse during school time”. 

 

Paradoxically, one AdP claimed their musculoskeletal symptoms have improved 

since securing principalship: 

“Disc issues and back pain but predating the principalship. This has improved 

as now I tend to visit classrooms / walk around the school more!” 
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4.3.4 CBI: Work-Related Frustration 
 

The CBI confirms that job frustration levels are high in principals with 41% scoring 

≥70 in the highest category of frustration including 7.4% with the maximum score of 

100. A further 43.8% report ‘sometimes’ feeling frustrated by their jobs. No 

principals chose the option for ‘never’ indicating that all principals experience job 

frustration to some level. Supporting qualitative data from SS-C reveal that the most 

frustrating aspects reported by principals are (i) workload demands and lack of 

supports from DES (75.4%); (ii) personal toll of job, with principals citing stress, 

anxiety, lack of role clarity, work demands eroding holiday time and family life 

(27.3%); (iii) HR management (12%); (iv) dichotomy of TP role demands (9%); (v) 

B.O.M. dysfunctionality (5.6%); (vi) awkward parents (3.9%); (vi) dissatisfaction with 

pay conditions (3%). 

It is noteworthy that, without a prompt, principals gave a similar score in the open-

ended survey question regarding workload stress (75.4%) to when they had a 

prompt (72.2%) in the survey scale as evidenced in Table 16. This is not the case for 

frustration levels with B.O.M.s (29% in the survey scale versus 5.6% from the open-

ended survey question) or parent interactions (55% in the survey scale versus 3.9% 

in the open-ended survey question). This indicates a strong awareness in principals 

of the degree of stress they endure from workload and a lesser awareness of the 

stress caused by work relations which required a prompt. 

Qualitative data from SS-C present a clearer picture of the frustrations experienced 

by teachers. Principals responded to the question ‘What aspect of your job most 

frustrates you?’ (n = 443). The following is a sample of responses: 
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“Salary is based on classroom teachers, not staff; deputies in big schools get 

paid more than I do”. 

“Staffing: I manage ten teachers (reflected in my salary allowance) but SIXTY 

staff overall.  This is unsustainable.  I am at breaking point and that is only 

after three years”. 

“Constant extra unclear partially formulated new initiatives and unexplained 

requirements coming from the DES without warning”. 

“Overload and unrealistic expectations to be a master of all roles and 

responsibilities when we all trained as teachers but are expected to be as 

competent as accountants, labour lawyers, psychiatrists, HR managers, 

plumbers, electricians, gardeners, babysitters, therapists, counsellors”. 

“The ever-increasing admin workload required by the DES, with hardly any 

dedicated admin time to tackle it. Trying to do admin after a full day 

teaching, followed by correcting and preparing lessons, is impossible and 

unsustainable. Throw in prep for BOM meetings, meetings with Special Ed 

professionals etc and the stress of trying to manage all the threads can 

become unbearable” (TP). 

“The lack of acknowledgement from the DES about how important our job is 

- and the constant implementation of more initiatives and circulars without 

any reflection in our pay”. 

“Having too many bosses: DES, BOM, CPMSA, Parents’ Association”. 

“No switch off: inability, sometimes, to enjoy holidays in the same way most 

colleagues do”. 

“I’m not properly trained for Principalship. I was trained as a teacher, not a 

manager”. 

 

SS-C reveals frustration with workload, DES demands, salary, work conditions and 

management. Additionally, some principals feel they are not properly trained for 

their position and this adds to their W-RS. When asked if they had received any 

training for their principalship post 82% stated they had received training and 18% 

had received no training (n = 474). Those who received training were then asked if 

this training adequately prepared them for their job. 76% said it did not adequately 

prepare them and 24% felt adequately prepared for principalship (n = 386) revealing 
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that over three quarters of primary principals believe they are not adequately 

trained for their job.  

 Principals were asked if they were satisfied with the level of professional support 

available to them for work-related problems such as HR management, workload 

issues, problems impacting on health/well-being or problems with management. SS-

C results indicate that 44.2% of principals are dissatisfied with the level of 

professional support, 33.4% indicated satisfaction and 22.4% were neither satisfied 

nor dissatisfied. This was reiterated in the interviews: 

 “I don’t think there are enough supports… I feel the INTO and the IPPN do 

provide some support, but it’s more fact-based. Sometimes you could need 

emotional or personal support and that’s really not there, and there 

definitely is no specific job description…because the day-to-day varies”. 

“I do think there’s a need for more access to support… readily available…and 

an awareness about what advice you can seek and that it's okay to talk and 

it's okay to feel vulnerable or whatever it is”. 

“I think the INTO should represent us better regarding the ridiculous 

workload. I’m a TP. That’s a hugely stressful job: teaching multi classes 

before you even get started on the administrative side. I think there should 

be no TPs. It’s double-jobbing, for one salary”. 

 

Specific comments from the interviews relative to the lack of support for principals 

experiencing problems with management echo Hay Report (2002) findings of 

relationships between principals and chairpersons being highly individualistic. Some 

principals raised the issue of lack of professional or personal support being available 

to principals who may be experiencing difficulties with their chairperson:  

“I don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have a good relationship with my 
chairperson - probably have to go to the patron. But I’m not aware of any 
procedure around that”. 
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“I think there’s a limited pool that the patron can draw from to appoint a 

chairperson. The chairperson should only be one of eight. I could imagine 

that there could be situations in smaller schools where the parish priest 

might be involved. Now I know they are not necessarily the chairperson now, 

but it might be a bit more difficult”. 

“Absolutely no support. Absolutely not. Not speaking personally, but I always 

say if you have an ineffective chairperson, there is nothing really that can be 

done about that”. 

“It is probably the most precarious position. You get the wrong chairperson 

and you're gone and that's it”. 

 

 

 

4.3.5 CBI: Work-Related Exhaustion 
 

The CBI revealed that 41% of principals are ‘often’ (33.6%) or ‘always’ (7.4%) tired in 

the morning facing a workday. Another 39% experience morning tiredness 

‘sometimes’. Qualitative data from SS-C expand on this finding. Principals 

responded to the question ‘Have you ever lost sleep over work-related matters?’ as 

follows: ‘Frequently’ 51.5%; ‘Occasionally’ 38.2%; ‘Seldom’ 8.6%; ‘Never’ 1.7%.  

The CBI also revealed a high percentage of principals feeling ‘worn out at the end of 

a workday’ with 68.9% experiencing it ‘often’ (53.4%) or ‘always’ (15.5%). A further 

26.5% stated that they ‘sometimes’ experience feeling worn out after work. Only 

2.5% of principals ‘always’ have ‘enough energy for family and friends’ after work. 

Qualitative findings from SS-C uncover that, in response to the question ‘Does your 

job ever cause you to become irritable with family / friends / in personal 

relationships?’, 80.9% of principals responded ‘Yes’, 11.9% responded ‘No’ and 7.2% 

were ‘unsure’ (n = 461). This aligns with the number of principals from the CBI who 
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said they found it hard to ‘switch off and relax after work’ (75.8%) with only 22.2% 

finding this easy on a regular basis (‘often’ or ‘always’). 

 The Personal Burnout scores for principals in the CBI were also high with 77.4% 

scoring ≥ 70 and 21% of those in the highest category of Personal Burnout scoring 

100. 48.8% of principals were in the highest category of physical exhaustion scoring 

≥ 70 and 51.2% of principals are in the highest category of emotional exhaustion 

scoring ≥70. Interview findings were consistent with these findings: 

“I’m exhausted a lot of the time and my kids are busy and I have migraine 

and I'm kind of thinking – right, will I go hell for leather and try and retire 

early, or do I take a break now and then have to work later? And, you know, I 

have no ability to stay in my school and step down. So, in reality, do I stay 

and do my job badly?” 

“My job has definitely impacted on my health. It has affected my mental 

well-being…not to the extent that I took any time off, but, I suppose, self-

care doesn’t get an awful lot of attention”. 

“You’d want to be inhuman now, not to bring it home. I feel that the role, 

depending on what you’re going through at the time, it can take from your 

sleep. If you’re dealing with a child who has been neglected or who has been 

the subject of abuse…definitely you don’t sleep while you’re going through 

that”. 

“I don’t think I can keep this up at this pace for much longer without it 

impacting on my health” (TP). 

 

 

4.3.5.1 Voluntary Overtime Findings 
 

Quantitative data from SS-C show that 99.6% of principals do overtime as displayed 

in Table 18. This supports the high occurrence of feeling worn out after work (68.9% 

chose ‘often’ or ‘always’) evidenced in the CBI and is a possible factor in the levels 

of irritability after work (80.9%) expressed in SS-C. 
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Table 18 
 
 Occurrence of voluntary unpaid overtime worked by principals 
 

Q. How much unpaid overtime do you do on a weekly basis?  

 n % 
None 2 0.4 
1 – 5 hours 27 5.7 
6 – 10 hours 119 25.2 
11 – 15 hours 157 33.2 
0ver 15 hours 168 35.5 

Note. n = 473. 

 

 In response to a question asking how many hours unpaid overtime they do on a 

weekly basis survey findings show that 99.6% of principals work overtime (n = 480): 

36% complete over 15 hours overtime on a weekly basis; 33% complete 11 – 15 

hours overtime; 25% complete 6 – 10 hours overtime; 5.7% complete between 1 – 5 

hours overtime and 0.4% declared that they do not do any overtime. I did not 

include a 16 – 20 hours category or any higher category and thus am unable to 

determine the exact ceiling as regards highest amount of overtime completed on a 

weekly basis by principals. As over 15 hours is completed by the highest percentage 

of principals responding to the survey question, it seems likely that some would 

have chosen a 16 – 20 hours category or above, if provided. Nevertheless, it can be 

deduced from the table, based on the number of overtime hours worked, that 

68.7% of principals are working at least two days unpaid overtime per week, 

including 35.5% who are volunteering upwards of three days unpaid overtime on a 

weekly basis. It is interesting that this figure is almost identical to the percentage of 

principals who claimed that some of their W-RS is self-inflicted (35.6% in Table 16). 

Principals were asked if they were happy to do unpaid overtime. Satisfaction levels 

are displayed in Table 19. 
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Table 19 
 
Principals’ satisfaction levels with completion of unpaid overtime 
 

Q. Are you happy to do unpaid overtime?  

 n % 

Yes 52 10.9 
Unsure 14 2.9 
No, but it’s part of the 
job 

346 72.8 

No, and I resent it 63 13.3 
               Note. n = 475. 

 

The high level of principal dissatisfaction (86.1%) with the amount of overtime they 

work is another possible explanatory factor in levels of irritability after work (80.9%) 

and feeling worn out after work (68.9%). 72.8% of principals are unhappy with the 

need for overtime but accept it as ‘part of the job’ exhibiting a resignation that 

there is an inherent need for overtime attached to the job. SS-C showed that 10.9% 

of principals are happy to do unpaid overtime. Interview data provided an insight 

into the type of work demands which render overtime ‘part of the job’: 

“The day we got the midterm break I sat down here at 7pm correcting, and I 

stopped at half twelve. That’s five and a half hours, and I did three hours 

overtime the next day. The first day back I stayed in school until 6.30pm, and 

that’s just keeping the ship afloat. That’s not anything extra” (TP). 

“Because I am a TP I just think that I am double jobbing all the time. I mean, 

it’s just the hours that I have to put in after school, because I have already 

four classes to teach and correct copies and all of that, and then take on the 

duties of administration after school time. Whereas AdPs do the same work 

and yet we have to spend the day teaching and then do the admin”. 

“With all of the changes that have come around in Special Ed in the last few 

years, and we have an enormous amount here in the school, the 

recommendation is that the teacher and Special Ed teacher meet and 

collaborate and plan and all that, but when do you do all that? You do it 

after school. So, I do think it is something that needs to be looked at…but at 
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times you feel like you never leave the job because you bring it home with 

you and there’s always something else to be done”.  

 

In light of the excessive amount of voluntary overtime uncovered in the survey, 

principals were asked, during interviews, if they believed there is a vocational 

aspect to the job or if the overtime was due to the workload being undoable during 

allocated work hours. Only three (of 20) stated that they thought it was a vocation 

while 10 principals said the job is undoable in its current format. Seven principals 

thought it was a mixture of both: 

“Oh, the job is undoable. It just can’t be done between nine and three. It just 

can’t. I mean, when you’re at home as well, there are things that need to be 

done every day and there are things that you’d like to get to. The things that 

need to be done in a school take a lot longer than five or six hours a day”.  

“It’s a vocation. I would definitely have said that all I ever wanted to do was 

teach….and I see my son now, who has also become a teacher, and that was 

all he ever wanted to do even though his career subjects were gearing him 

towards STEM, he wanted to be a teacher”. 

“I think it’s both. I think, we’re dealing with human beings. It’s very hard just 

to switch off and forget about them at ten past three or whatever. But, at 

the same time, it is undoable”.  

 

Over a third of principals admit that some of their stress is attributable to 

themselves, a sentiment which is perfectly captured in the following interview 

excerpt: 

“I could probably spend two hours longer a day at something than I need to, 

just because I feel that I have to try and catch up and I think that there is a 

certain element of guilt and a certain element of the job being undoable and 

some of that fault is probably on the principals themselves, in the sense that 

we don’t want to let go of certain things, and I have often said that it’s easier 

for me to do something than to spend half an hour telling someone else how 

to do it. I’d have it done quicker”. 
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4.4 Perception of Fairness Findings 
 

4.4.1 Perception of Fairness: Croke Park Hours 
 

                         Croke Park Hours killed the good will in schools. 

                                                                                                        - IPP. 

 

SS-C investigated principals’ attitudes to the introduction of CPHs. Under the Croke 

Park Agreement all teachers and principals suffered pay cuts and the introduction of 

an obligation to work one extra hour unpaid overtime per week. When introduced, 

this measure was met with objections from teachers’ groups who voiced 

disappointment with the apparent lack of recognition or appreciation from 

Government of the amount of unpaid overtime already being worked voluntarily. 

Accordingly, I sought to uncover whether, in line with the tenets of Adam’s Equity 

Theory (1963), Solow’s Wage Efficiency Theory (1979) and Akerlof and Yellen’s 

(1990) Fair Wage-Effort Hypothesis, employees work input may possibly be 

impacted by feelings of resentment (consciously or subliminally) towards 

Government-directed obligatory unpaid overtime, and whether this has resulted in 

any reduction in voluntary unpaid overtime from teaching staff. Responses to the 

question, ‘How do you feel about having to work Croke Park hours? uncovered that 

42.7% were unhappy (20.7% dissatisfied; 22% resentful); 32.3% accept them as fair 

and 25% were neutral. Probing further, principals responded to a series of three 

questions (which constituted the construct Perception of Fairness in CFOW-B) 

designed to ascertain (i) their attitudes towards the introduction of a pay cut which 

involved no decrease in workload, ‘Do you think it is fair for an employee (in any line 

of work) to reduce their work input in response to a pay cut which does not include a 
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reduction in their work responsibilities?; (ii) their attitudes towards a pay cut 

involving an increase in workload, ‘Do you think it is fair for an employee (in any line 

of work) to reduce their work input in response to a pay cut which involves an 

increase in their workload?’; (iii) whether they had witnessed any work 

disengagement since the introduction of pay cuts and CPHs, ‘Have you witnessed 

any disengagement from work (however subtle) in any of your staff members, or 

yourself, since the introduction of pay cuts and increased workload for teachers?’ 

Responses are illustrated in Table 20. 

Table 20 
 
Principals’ perceptions regarding fairness of pay cuts and CPHs 
 
 Yes 

% 
Unsure 

% 
No 
% 

Missing SD Skewness Kurtosis 

 It is fair to 
reduce work 
input in 
response to pay 
cut with no 
reduction of 
workload 

41.2 37.4 21.4 12 .767 .355 -1.222 

It is fair to 
reduce work 
input in 
response to pay 
cut with 
increased 
workload 

55.6 24.9 19.5 14 .789 .734 -1.012 

I and/or my staff 
have disengaged 
from work since 
pay cuts and 
CPHs 

46.0 13.1 40.9 15 .932 .103 -1.845 

Note. Range: 0-100. n = 480. 

 

Table 20 aligns with additional study findings of strong dissatisfaction with pay 

(Table 21). It further uncovers that 41.2% of principals feel it is fair to reduce work 

input following a pay cut, with only 21.4% considering it unfair. At 55.6%, a higher 

percentage of principals feel it is fair to reduce work input if the pay cut also 
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includes an increase in workload, which is the case with the terms of the Croke Park 

Agreement impacting Irish educators. 

 “CPHs are a joke. Previously teachers would meet on Mondays to discuss 

issues and would also meet as members of programme teams as needs 

arose. Since CPHs and cutbacks were introduced, all meetings are held during 

CPHs and we’re finished within the hour. As Principal I have no intention of 

doing CPHs; I do enough extra time already”. 

 “No more after school activities for children. Why should we do any after 

school activities when we don't get rewarded for them?” 

 

In line with the tenets of Adam’s (1963) Equity Theory, Solow’s Wage Efficiency 

Theory (1979) and Akerlof and Yellen’s (1990) Fair Wage-Effort Hypothesis, almost 

half (46%) of principals acknowledged that they and / or their staff have disengaged 

from work since the introduction of CPHs. As 99.6% of principals do voluntary 

overtime on a daily basis, this is not reflective of disengagement from work, but 

may indicate a reduction in voluntary overtime. This may alternatively point to staff 

behaviour in consideration of reduced pay, a two-tiered pay scale and the raising of 

retirement age for new entrants while selected senior staff members hold coveted 

posts of responsibility which earn an allowance.  

“The CPHs were an increase in our working day for a reduction in our pay.  

Since they were introduced the level of volunteerism amongst our staff is 

non-existent. They are no longer willing to give of their free time when they 

have been so blatantly disrespected and disregarded by the DES”.  

“Since CPHs have been introduced it feels like every contribution is measured. 

The lack of opportunity for promotion to Posts of Responsibility has also had 

an impact on teachers volunteering… a lot of staff are reluctant to take on 

roles that are unpaid. Newer teachers see this as getting extra work without 

extra payment. I can see their point in some ways. That is an example of DES 

seeking extra work that is COST NEUTRAL”. 

“Because we are in Dublin, teachers are struggling financially, and many 

younger teachers now hold after school jobs to make ends meet. The time 
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which may have been used to prepare for the next day is now gone. They’re 

running out the door to get to their next job. And who can blame them?” 

 

Reduced work input arising from frustration with perceived lack of reward parity for 

similar work would support both Equity Theory and the Fair Wage-Effort Hypothesis 

which espouse that a perceived inequality in rewards for work input (pay) or 

perceived inequality in fringe benefits will result in an individual seeking to restore 

the balance between their work input and the received rewards for their efforts. 

The comparisons made are based on pay, benefits, job security and promotion 

prospects relative to qualification, experience, effort, loyalty and commitment to 

the organisation. To ascertain if these were, in fact, the reasons for the observed 

reduced work input reported in Table 20, principals were invited to elaborate on 

their responses. A strong sense of disillusionment, and in particular on behalf of 

staff, is apparent in their replies with many of the comments supporting the 

predictions of all three aforementioned wage theories: 

“Pressures of the job are making teachers become more disaffected and 

disengaged from their work and it is extremely difficult to keep motivation 

levels up when salaries are being cut”.  

“Teachers only willing to stay back on CP days, whereas before CP, teachers 

would naturally have been in the school for more hours during the week. 

Also, teachers reluctant to take up any projects outside of their classroom – 

‘not my job’ attitude”. 

“True of staff, but not myself. Although teachers do all they can for pupils 

they are reluctant now to go to anything outside of school hours or take on 

extra responsibility. I regularly hear things like "What's the point? Sure, we're 

on a lower pay scale and worse contracts than teachers before us" or "My 

post of responsibility only pays me to do 20 minutes a week”. 

“Resentment over having to do supervision before school; anxious to leave 

'on the button'; overly concerned about taking their breaks even if others’ 
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breaks are disrupted. Some staff have withdrawn from doing after school 

training etc. They are fed up with pay cuts”. 

“Teachers often go through the motions of CPHs, but do not engage”. 

 

 

There is a strong undercurrent of staff disengagement from feeling undermined and 

undervalued for their work contributions in these comments. The worrying effects 

of lack of parity in pay and benefits for younger teachers is also evidenced with 

some city-based young teachers needing a second job to survive financially. 

Principals’ comments, relative to Table 20, uncover feelings of lack of appreciation 

by the DES in particular, amongst education sector employees. This finding also 

occurs in the next section which outlines the Job Satisfaction results from the 

survey. 

 

4.5 Job Satisfaction Findings 
 

4.5.1 Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) Results 
 

The JSS measures employees’ attitudes about their job and aspects of their job. 

From nine available subscales, including 36 items, I used four JSS subscales, 

including 13 items, for the purposes of this study. These measured principals’ levels 

of satisfaction with: (i) Pay (α = .77), (ii) their Manager (Chairperson) (α = .72), (iii) 

Co-workers, a (α = .77) and (iv) Job Characteristics (α = .78). Results of the survey 

are evidenced in Table 21. 
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Table 21 
 
Principals’ job satisfaction responses 
 
 

Subscale 

Dissatisfaction 
% 

Ambivalence 
% 

Satisfaction 
% 

Pay 73.6 10.4 16 

Manager 8.8 7 84.2 

Co-workers 20.9 14.9 64.2 

Job Characteristics 55 13.4 31.6 
Note. n = 444. 

 

 

Distinct dissatisfaction with salary is evident in Table 21 with 73.6% of principals 

expressing unhappiness with remuneration. This reiterates the findings from the 

previous Perception of Fairness at work section. Items on this subscale included (i) I 

feel I am being paid a fair amount for the work I do; (ii) Pay raises are too few and 

far between; (iii) The amount of tax I pay is fair. With 99.6% of principals engaging in 

unpaid overtime (as uncovered in CBI), this figure is understandable. A high level of 

satisfaction with their manager was expressed by principals (84.2%) and with co-

workers (64.2%). Examples of items on these subscales include My Chairperson 

(manager) is competent in his/her role and I like the people that I work with. Over 

half of principals expressed dissatisfaction with job characteristics (55%). Items on 

this subscale included (i) I have too much paperwork; (ii) Many rules and procedures 

make doing a good job difficult; (iii) When I do a good job, I receive the recognition I 

deserve; (iv) Sometimes, I feel my job is meaningless. 

 

 



 

223 
 

Table 22 
 
Principals’ perceptions of level of appreciation for their work by various bodies 
 

To what degree do you feel appreciated for your work by the following entities?  

(α = .81) Mean Median n Missing SD Skewness Kurtosis 

D.E.S. 23.4 14.5 374 106 22.78 1.092 .335 

B.O.M. 73.5 81.0 465 15 25.01 -1.086 -.429 

Parents 66.9 71.5 464 16 23.58 -.745 -.052 

Staff 71.9 76.5 466 14 22.10 -.888 .388 

Pupils 73.5 80.0 461 19 23.34 -.932 .191 

Patron 45.5 49.0 409 71 32.34 .180 -1.295 

Chairperson 78.8 88.0 460 20 25.42 -1.512 1.600 

Wider 
Community 

58.6 65.0  447 33 28.10 -.447 -.905 

Note. Possible score range 0 – 100. 
 

 

Table 22 displays the principals’ lowest perceived appreciation for their work is 

from the DES (mean 23.4%; median 14.5%) as verbalised during one interview:  

“Like, it’s crazy! I get paid as a teacher, and then I get an allowance for doing 

this (principalship) which doesn’t happen in any other country. It’s seen as a 

different category of role altogether. So, I think an allowance for being the 

principal is just disrespectful”. 

 

The second lowest score was for the school patron (mean 45.5%; median 49%). It is 

noted that 106 principals chose not to respond to the DES option compared to 

other options. A possible explanation is that this was a slider scale question, and in 

not moving the slider from the default zero position, respondents were 

communicating a score of zero (which did not register) for perceived appreciation 

by the DES. This is also a possible explanation for the other low scoring item 

(patron) where 71 principals did not move the slider. This would render both of 

these entities scoring much lower than 23.4% and 45.5% respectively. 
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Owing to the large amount of qualitative data collected from SS-C, principals were 

not directly asked to comment on job satisfaction in subsequent interviews. 

However, the following relevant interview comments were recorded relative to job 

characteristics, salary and perceived appreciation for their work which compound 

SS-C findings on job satisfaction: 

“I certainly remember the 1980s when I started teaching, the school day was 

9am - 3pm, and you would put a bag of copy books into your boot, if you had 

a car, or into a bag and hop onto a bus and go home. Nowadays I rarely see 

any of the teachers leaving here before five o’clock. So, all those hours are 

being put in and I think that people should be recognised for all that. And 

maybe they won’t get paid for it, but I think it should be recognised”. 

“It is absolutely terrible that you need it (fund-raising). You shouldn't, really. 

Like, nurses don't have to fundraise for hospitals or guards don't have to 

fundraise. They don't have to get people out fund-raising or even have to 

think about it. So, why do we have to fundraise? Why isn't all the stuff 

there?” 

“As regards the DES or inspectors, there is a sense of them breathing down 

our necks; of unnecessary paperwork having to be done. There is definite 

resentment there alright”. 

“I was talking to a principal who had a WSE (whole school evaluation) and 

their brother, a local businessman, was on the BOM and they were asked to 

meet with the DES Inspector during the school day. So, he said to the 

Inspector, ‘‘No. We're all voluntary. We're all working during the day. YOU 

can meet US in the evening. YOU can work in the evening”, and I thought fair 

play to him, because a principal wouldn’t even think of suggesting that to an 

inspector”. 

 

 

4.6 Basic Psychological Needs Theory Findings 

 

4.6.1 BPNSFS Results 

 

Table 23 shows scale items, principals’ response frequencies, measures of central 

tendency, skewness and kurtosis results for the BPNSFS Work Domain. Quantitative 
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data regarding the autonomy, competence and relatedness satisfaction and 

frustration levels of primary principals were gathered from administration of the 23-

item scale (see Appendix G). The Cronbach’s Alpha for 22 of these items ranged 

from 0.60 to 0.81 indicating a satisfactory level of internal consistency in the 

responses. I added one (relatedness frustration) item to the scale to account for the 

specific work environment of the primary principal ‘I feel that my position 

somewhat isolates me from the rest of the staff’ (α = 0.73).  The scale encompasses 

six subscales: Autonomy satisfaction, (α = .83); Autonomy frustration, (α = .74); 

Competence satisfaction, (α = .63), Competence frustration, (α = .73); Relatedness 

satisfaction (α = .60); Relatedness frustration, (α = .81). Ranging from 0 – 5, total 

mean scores of subscales indicate that competency satisfaction levels are higher in 

principals (M = 3.6 or 72%) than competency frustration levels (M = 1.9 / 38%). 

Similarly, relatedness satisfaction (M = 3 / 60%) was higher than relationship 

frustration (M = 2.1 / 42%). This pattern was reversed, however, for autonomy as 

principals scored 3.5 for frustration (70%) and 3.2 for satisfaction (64%). As 

satisfaction and frustration of BPNs are stand-alone constructs, and absence of one 

does not infer occurrence of the other, I sought to probe the BPNSFS Work Domain 

findings in search of a clearer understanding of the causes of principals’ work-

related psychological need frustration, in particular.  
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Table 23 Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction and Frustration Scale (BPNSFS) – Work Domain. Scales, items and principals’ response frequencies 

                                                             
Scale stem, “At work…” (n = 480) 

Completely 
          % 

Considerably 
           % 

Moderately 
% 

Slightly 
     % 

Not at all 
        % 

SD Missing 
n 

Skewness Kurtosis Median Mean 

AuSat I feel a sense of choice and freedom in 
the things I undertake 

11.1 39.6 31.3 13.4 4.6 1.0 2 -.462 -.193 4 3.4 

AuSat I feel like I can be my true self 8.4 38.4 28.5 17.4 7.3 1.066 4 -.419 -.522 3 3.2 
AuSat I feel I have been doing what really 

interests me 
2.5 23.7 45.5 21.2 7.1 .912 4 -.234 -.199 3 2.9 

AuSat My choices reflect who I really am 10.3 38.7 33.2 13.6 4.2 .981 3 -.417 -.182 3 3.4 
AuSat I feel that my decisions reflect what I 

really want 
6.3 39.7 40.2 11.3 2.5 .856 2 -.403 .176 3 3.3 

AuSat I feel free to do my job the way it can 
best be done 

7.5 35.7 35.7 14.6 6.5 1.005 2 -.417 -.236 3 3.2 

Total                  3.2 
AuFr Most of the things that I do I feel that I 

‘have to’ 
7.6 45.3 30.9 11.8 4.4 .945 6 -.646 .132 4 3.4 

AuFr I feel pressurised to do too many things 38.0 31.7 19.1 9.7 1.5 1.04 5 -.727 -.343 4 4.0 
AuFr My daily activities feel like a chain of 

obligations 
11.8 27.5 31.1 18.5 11.1 1.17 5 -.178 -.768 3 3.1 

Total                  3.5 
ComSat I feel confident that I can do things well 13.0 57.5 24.9 3.3 1.3 .759 3 -.761 1.465 4 3.8 
ComSat I feel a sense of accomplishment 12.8 49.9 28.2 7.8 1.3 .845 4 -.552 .331 4 3.7 
ComSat People tell me I am good at what I do 6.7 43.1 24.5 17.8 7.9 .070 3 -.528 -.558 3 3.2 
Total                  3.6 
ComFr I feel disappointed with much of my 

performance 
0.6 5.5 18.9 47.7 27.3 .858 5 .677 .275 2 2.0 

ComFr I feel like a failure because of the 
mistakes I make 

0.8 1.3 9.4 30.7 57.8 .781 2 1.517 2.634 1 1.6 

ComFr I feel insecure about my abilities 2.3 6.7 18.6 40.2 32.2 .989 2 .855 .360 2 2.1 
ComFr I do not get much of a chance to show 

how capable I am 
1.9 7.1 20.7 31.1 39.2 1.027 2 .790 -.085 2 2.0 

Total                  1.9 
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Table 23 ctd. (BPNSFS) – Work Domain. Scales, items and Principals’ response frequencies 

 Scale stem, “At work…” Completely 
        % 

Considerably 
          % 

Moderately 
        % 

Slightly 
     % 

Not at all 
     %         

SD Missing 
     n 

Skewness Kurtosis Median Mean 

RelSat I feel connected to people who care for 
me, and for whom I care 

26.1 39.7 22.3 9.0 2.9 1.028 5 -.684 -.025 4 3.8 

RelSat My feelings are taken into 
consideration 

4.4 26.6 28.0 24.9 16.1 1.135 3 -.052 -.963 3 2.8 

RelSat Some people I work with are close 
friends of mine 

6.3 21.1 19.9 26.4 26.4 1.256 3 .291 -1.078 2 2.5 

Total                  3.0 
RelFr I feel the work relationships I have are 

just superficial 
2.7 11.1 24.2 25.8 36.1 1.124 5 .569 -.637 2 2.2 

RelFr I have the impression that people I 
spend time with dislike me 

0.2 1.5 6.3 26.5 65.5 .698 5 1.684 2.928 1 1.4 

RelFr I feel that my position somewhat 
isolates me from the rest of the staff 

6.5 20.5 22.5 35.9 14.6 1.144 2 .317 -.806 2 2.7 

RelFr I often feel alone when I am with my 
colleagues 

2.5 8.4 19.2 32.2 37.7 1.062 3 .810 -.078 2 2.1 

Total                  2.1 

Note. Range for total averages of all subscales: 1 – 5. Cronbach’s alphas for subscales: AuSat – 0.83, AuFr – 0.74; ComSat – 0.63, ComFr – 0.73; RelSat – 0.60, RelFr – 0.81.
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A gender-based comparison of principals’ subscale means was conducted. Standard 

deviations and percentage representations of satisfaction and frustration levels are 

included. Results are shown in Table 24: 

 

Table 24 
 
 BPN Survey: Gender-based means and standard deviations 
 
    AuSat    AuFr  ComSat   ComFr   RelSat    RelFr 

Males       

Mean 3.3 3.4 3.6 2.0 3.0 2.2 

SD .94 1.06 .89 .93 1.14 1.03 

% 66 68 72 40 60 44 

Females       

Mean 3.2 3.6 3.5 1.9 3.0 2.0 

SD .98 1.04 .88 .91 1.15 .99 

% 64 72 70 38 60 40 

Note. Range for all possible mean scores: 0-5. n  = 480. 

 

Table 24 indicates that male principals enjoy higher levels of autonomy satisfaction 

and competence satisfaction than female principals with both sexes scoring a mean 

of 3 for relatedness satisfaction. Female principals experience higher levels of 

autonomy frustration than their male counterparts, but lower relatedness 

frustration and lower competence frustration. Highest mean scores are derived 

from male competency satisfaction (3.6 = 72%) and female autonomy frustration 

(3.6 = 72%).  Items included in the ComSat subscale include, ‘At work I feel confident 

I can do things well’ and ‘At work I feel a sense of accomplishment’. Items included 

in the AuFr subscale include, ‘At work I feel pressurised to do too many things’ and 

‘At work my daily activities feel like a chain of obligations’. The lowest mean score 

was reported by female principals for competency frustration with a score of 1.9 
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which represents a frustration level of 38% for female respondents. Despite being 

the lowest score on this scale, it nonetheless indicates a moderate level of 

frustration. Items included on the ComFr subscale include, ‘At work I feel insecure 

about my abilities’ and ‘At work I do not get much of a chance to show how capable 

I am’. 

4.6.2 Autonomy-specific SS-C findings 
 

4.6.2.1 Principals: Leaders or Followers? 
 

In SS-C principals were asked to indicate the degree to which they felt 

micromanaged by their BOMs and the DES as micromanagement is considered a 

contributory factor in autonomy frustration. Results reveal that 14.2% ‘always’ feel 

micromanaged; 33.4% chose ‘often’; 36.5% chose ‘sometimes’; 13.2% selected 

‘seldom’ and 2.7% ‘never’ feel micromanaged. This equates to almost half (47.6%) 

of principals feeling micromanaged on a consistent basis with a further 36.5% 

experiencing micromanagement ‘sometimes’. SS-C respondents were asked if they 

felt more like a ‘leader’ or a ‘follower’ in their role as school principal. Responses 

are illustrated in Table 25. 

Table 25 
 
Principals’ identification levels with leading / being led in their role 
 
“In my role I 
feel more 
like a…” 

Not at all 
% 

Slightly 
% 

Moderately 
% 

Considerably 
% 

Completely 
% 

Leader 21.4 29.9 31.3 15 1.5 
Follower .2 3.1 11.3 46 39.4 
      

Note. n = 480. 
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Table 25 reveals that 85.4% of principals identify either ‘considerably’ or 

‘completely’ with being ‘followers’ in their role compared to 16.5% of principals who 

feel ‘considerably’ or ‘completely’ more like a leader. In response to being asked if 

they thought they could do their jobs better if they had increased professional 

autonomy 19.2% said ‘definitely yes’; 36.3% said ‘probably yes’; 32.3% were 

‘unsure’; 11.6% chose ‘probably not’ and 0.6% chose ‘definitely not’. These SS-C 

responses support the high levels of autonomy frustration uncovered in the BPNSFS 

Work Domain. 

Exploring whether work-related autonomy frustration spills over into home / 

personal life, SS-C respondents were asked how far away from the school they live 

and if they felt their role as school principal influences their behaviour outside of 

work hours. Principals reported that 36% of them live within a five-mile radius of 

their school; 27% live within 6 –10 miles; 18% live within 11 – 15 miles of their 

workplace and 19% live >15 miles away. Regarding how their role influences their 

behaviour outside the workplace, 18% claimed this ‘mostly’ affects their behaviour, 

36.2% said this affects them ‘moderately’; 3.5% were ‘unsure’; 24.1% chose 

‘somewhat’ and 18.2% said it ‘hardly ever’ affects their behaviour. This equates to 

almost 80% of principals feeling some degree of influence on their behaviour 

outside work hours because of their work role. This is a high proportion in 

consideration that only 36% live in close proximity to their workplace. It may 

suggest that principals feel their behaviour is being judged or monitored outside of 

work hours. It also supports previous burnout findings from this study that 75.8% of 

principals find it difficult to ‘switch off and relax’ after work. 



 

231 
 

The final question in SS-C (SS-C, Q.74) was open-ended and invited any additional 

comments which principals considered relevant to the study. Reflecting the higher 

level of autonomy frustration amongst female principals, one described how her 

gender was making her working life difficult as well as also raising the negatives of 

living in close proximity to the workplace: 

 “I believe that the teaching profession is one of the finest, if not the finest, 

professions. I love teaching and have been told that I am a very good leader. 

I would love to be able to ‘lead’ my school how I want to, but as a TP I feel 

that I cannot do this. I am constantly exhausted and stressed. Living and 

working in the same community is far from ideal. Some parents - a minority - 

can be jealous of a local WOMAN having such a position, as can some male-

dominated organizations, e.g. the GAA, and they can make life even more 

difficult for a principal! Also, while I have a very cooperative, helpful 

chairperson now, I have worked for more than two BOMs with the local 

parish priest who has on occasions treated me an ‘annoying girl’! He has not 

done anything to lessen my load and often said he resented the principal 

getting an allowance, while he got nothing (even though he did nothing). The 

patron does nothing to support teachers. I feel that although I work very 

hard, and it is having a detrimental effect on my health, my work is not 

appreciated by many - and when one is not very well paid for one’s effort, 

appreciation can mean a lot! Instead, I get abuse from disgruntled and often 

rude parents. There’s no one there to support you then!”. 

 

While strongly worded, and representing the experience of one female TP, this 

statement raises a number of relevant issues. In addition to autonomy and 

competence frustration, this TP also raises the issue of reward for work input, as 

described in Equity Theory, Wage Efficiency Theory and  the Fair Wage-Effort 

Hypothesis, and expresses that appreciation for work input (competence 

satisfaction) would be accepted  as reward where monetary reward is low “I feel 

that although I work very hard, and it is having a detrimental effect on my health, 

my work is not appreciated by many - and when one is not very well paid for one’s 
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effort, appreciation can mean a lot!” Additionally, there is evidence of frustration in 

attempting to navigate through professional dealings with, arguably, the two most 

patriarchal organisations in the country – the CC and the GAA. 

SS-C further probed possible causes of autonomy frustration by exploring principals’ 

attitudes to BOM influence on their role as school leaders. They were asked to 

indicate on a scale of 0 – 100% to what degree they thought the current school 

management system affords excessive control to BOMs over teachers’ careers and 

professional development, e.g. permission required to take or extend career breaks 

and secondments, permission required to attend professional development 

training, work-related conferences and seminars. This phrasing included impact on 

class teachers as well as principals in order to capture their impression of the 

oppressiveness of the system as a whole and not just that experienced by principals 

specifically. The mean response was 43.2% (SD 28.3; skewness .339, kurtosis -1.05). 

They were also asked how often they are obliged to ‘go along with’ a BOM majority 

decision which conflicts with their own professional judgement. Only 7% said this 

happened ‘often’ (5.4%) or ‘always’ (1.6%). A further 18% said it happens 

‘sometimes’. ‘Seldom’ was selected by 55.8% and 19.2% said it ‘never’ happens, 

indicating varying degrees of autonomous decision-making being experienced by 

principals relative to their BOMs. Principals were asked if they felt the current 

school patronage system favoured local democratic control of school affairs or CC 

control of schools. Respondents were divided in their beliefs with 34% saying the 

current structure favours local democratic control and 34% saying church control is 

dominant. Twenty-four percent were unsure and the remaining 8% of respondents 

had no opinion or were employed in non-Catholic schools. Some respondents 
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expanded on their responses in an optional textbox and the division of opinion is 

apparent in the comments provided: 

 “Ninety per cent of your participants will likely select the second option 
(local democratic control) because Catholic Church control is so invisible 
because it's always just been there”.  

“It's changing. There is some autonomy, but it's very much diocesan- and 
parish-based. It boils down to influence and group dynamics. It can vary from 
Board to Board”.  

“The Principal is the main influencing factor”. 

“In my opinion this can vary depending on the interest of the local priest”. 

“Depends on whether the Patron (bishop) wants to ‘interfere’ or not! 
Ultimately, HE can dictate a lot of what happens in school”. 

“It favours strong personalities - those who can exert control tend to get it”. 

“I think the school community has considerable control given the make-up of 
the BOM (parent nominees, community nominees). The patron has serious 
legal obligations and needs to ensure that its schools are being managed and 
run effectively… I think there is a good balance of control”. 

“I do not work under Catholic management, but I think the Church of Ireland 
management structure is similar and favours church control”. 

 

 

In SS-C, Q.74 management of SNAs was raised as evidenced in the following 

quotation from a principal who finds that SNAs pose the greatest challenge to their 

leadership: 

“We have 14 teachers and four part time teachers who are wonderful. 
However, we have 39 SNAs to create the largest workload, the greatest level 
of management and the highest levels of anxiety for me as a leader.  As a 
group they take up large amounts of my professional time. They can now 
outvote any decisions made at staff level and put a higher demand on 
teachers who have to manage them at class level. We do not get any realistic 
support or guidelines from the DES. I do not get any financial gain by 
managing this group - I am paid to manage only 14 teachers. The SNA 
scheme is a wonderful system, but not correctly described or rolled out in a 
way that supports principals as managers”. 
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4.6.2.2 Schools as a Business Model 
 

In addition to describing autonomy frustration arising from BOM and staff 

interactions, principals were asked to outline their perceptions of the DES’s vision 

for Irish primary education. This question sought to explore if principals’ felt their 

professional autonomy was being eroded by any DES agendas which conflict with 

their own vision for their school. They were asked if they believed the DES favoured 

running schools like businesses. This uncovered that 79.7% of principals believe this 

to be true; 12.1% were ‘unsure’ and 8.2% believed this was not the case. When 

asked if they thought schools should be run like businesses only 1.7% of principals 

agreed.  

“Absolutely not and it's a source of massive irritation to me. If a business 
requires investment, it raises its price to secure more. Schools are given too 
little resources, human, financial etc. while there is a pretence that they can 
be effective in every piece of literature the DES produces”. 

“NO!! DES are heading that way which is of concern to me. Education cannot 
be about inputs and outputs. What will happen is that teachers will teach to 
the test if that's what they are being measured by, which is not what is best 
for the children or the professionalism of teachers. Smaller pupil-teacher 
ratio and investment is what is needed in education and not to cherry pick 
what is best about education systems around the world without investing in 
it”. 

 

There was a consensus that schools should, first and foremost, be centres for 

learning, as evidenced in the following comments: 

“When schools become part of the neo-liberal agenda, we will lose what 
education actually means. Third level is already lost. Second level is almost 
lost. Primary is under threat. There is too much emphasis on improving 
measurable scores. Not enough value given to the overall development of 
the child”. 

“Schools are not businesses. Children are not commodities and they are not 
customers. They are complex human beings whose development at a crucial 
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stage of life is devolved in large part to schools. The business model does not 
fit”. 

“Certainly not schools like mine where pastoral care is a central part of our 
work. We deal with some of the most marginalised and disenfranchised 
families in the city. This demographic does not fit into any business model”. 

“Schools comprise the people in them. Run them like a business and the 
people no longer matter as individuals. We would lose the heart and soul of 
the schools”. 

 

Some principals were undecided, as evidenced in the following statement: 

 “I can see benefits to both ways of running a school. My teacher view would 
be that the holistic development of the child should be the primary 
educational focus but equally in a fast moving, everchanging world driven by 
I.T. there is a need for children to be well placed to play an active part in this 
new world”. 

 

However, a majority of 98.3% of principals rejected the notion of a business model 

being appropriate for application to the primary school system as encapsulated in 

the following comment: “You wouldn't run your business like a school, nor should 

you run your school like a business”. 

 

4.6.3 Autonomy-specific Interview Findings  
 

Leading on from the high AuFr results in the BPNSFS Work Domain (70%) and the 

autonomy frustration voiced by SS-C respondents relative to their BOMs, interview 

participants were asked to provide further insight on the frustrations caused by 

BOMs which they felt was undermining their professional autonomy. Some 

described feeling undermined by their chairpersons: 

“Well, you have representatives from the community and the parents and 
the staff, but yes, the chairperson is always appointed by the bishop…so 
that’s not democratic. But it’s a catholic school so that’s part of the process 
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in catholic schools. It’s not ideal though…I suppose it’s a bit controlling when 
I think of it. I can’t see it changing though, in catholic schools anyway”. 

“He (chairperson) doesn’t understand principles of equality such as gender 
equality and I find him very chauvinistic towards me and very ageist. So, he 
treats me like a little girl who could not possibly know what I’m talking 
about. He second-guesses me”. 

 

Some principals expressed frustration at being answerable to unskilled BOM 

members and some who may have a narrow, self-serving focus as opposed to an 

interest in serving the interests of all pupils in the school: 

“It’s degrading when the board question your opinion. Questioning for more 
info is one thing, but questioning as in, you don’t know what you’re talking 
about is degrading. And they can vote to over-rule you based on their own 
vested interests rather than the good of the school”. 

“I have found it frustrating and I have been on boards where people come on 
with an agenda … their own agenda, and that can take over BOM business”. 

  “I’ve had people on the board who were incompetent and didn't understand 
the running of a school and they tried to force me to do things that I thought 
were, perhaps, unethical, incorrect, not good for the school. I felt their 
understanding was lacking”.  

 

Some principals attributed role frustration to feeling unsupported by their BOMs: 

 

“There are definitely boards who are gunning for…not necessarily for the 
principal, but questioning everything, and I find it extremely difficult as 
someone who is on the front line. If I'm doing everything to the best my 
ability and I'm ticking boxes and I'm going back to them, and someone is 
trying to undermine what I'm doing or questioning what do you… and they're 
not based in education … there's no way that every school has a board that's 
fully supportive of the principal… and some volunteers might end up on the 
BOM and have a gripe”. 

“You know, we have to remember that we are professionals and sometimes 
our judgment is questioned more than the judgment of other professionals. 
And I feel that that's somewhere that we have lost ground, a little bit, and I 
regret that, and I don't think that's fair in many ways. But I think many 
principals feel that”. 
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Exploring whether there were other reasons apart from BOM interactions for 

principals’ autonomy frustration levels being high in the BPNSFS Work Domain, 

interviewees were asked if they thought principals have more innate leadership 

traits than other staff members, as this may point to a strong intrinsic need to lead, 

as opposed to following instructions. SS-C findings had highlighted that the majority 

of principals feel more like followers than leaders in their role (see Table 25). 

Responses varied with some principals of the opinion that gravitation towards a 

leadership position manifests an innate personality trait: 

“Yes, I do. I know I would always have been a leader myself. Throughout the 
years I would always have been the one to organise things or get something 
going, so probably yes is the answer to that”. 

“By virtue of the fact that they (principals) go for a leadership position - that 

means they believe they can lead, or they want to lead”. 

 “I suppose they are a dominant voice. Principals would have to be a 

dominant voice in a meeting but not necessarily more skilled leadership-wise. 

I suppose generally that there is something that…a box that needs to be 

checked in a principals’ mental make-up”. 

“You know I think first of all, it can be a lonely role. So, it’s therefore 

something that you have chosen to do…not something that’s been foisted 

upon you. So you have to have a certain self-belief”. 

“I suppose people are attracted to principalship because they see themselves 

as having leadership qualities. Not everyone that goes for the job probably 

has those leadership qualities, but they may think they have. And I think that 

most principals do have leadership qualities and would see that as being 

useful in dealing with the board”. 

 

Conversely, some other principals attributed leadership skills to role experience and 

to leadership training:  

“Interesting question. I'd say you learn…you pick up leadership qualities 

along the way. I wouldn't have said from the start of this job that I was a 

natural leader. Well, some people said, ‘Oh, it was only a matter of time’. I 
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would never have seen that. It was never my in my game plan to be principal 

here. I suppose you learn through experience… all the different things that 

you encounter, the people you meet, the experiences you deal with in school 

- it builds your character and the role of leadership becomes easier to deal 

with”. 

“I think you develop them (leadership traits) because you have to. And 

you’ve no choice in the matter if you have to put yourself on the line a bit 

and be prepared to stand out and be dragged down at times… but I think you 

have to be relatively vocal”. 

“As a principal, you do need to be a leader. Ultimately sometimes decisions 

just have to be made… It's an interesting question because… I feel like 

answering with another question … which is, why don't principals get better 

training in leadership because they certainly need it? They had better have 

leadership traits because they won't survive very long if they don't have 

them”. 

“I think that whole leadership stuff is developmental. Looking back on my 

own development over the years, it has changed a lot, so I think anybody 

could take on leadership with the right training and support”. 

 

 

4.6.4 Competence-specific SS-C findings 
 

 Competence Satisfaction levels were seen to be high in the BPNSFS Work Domain 

(mean 3.6 / 72%) and Competence Frustration yielded the lowest frustration score 

at 1.9 / 38%). Items on the ComSat subscale include, ‘I feel confident that I can do 

things well; ‘I feel a sense of accomplishment’ and ‘People tell me I am good at what 

I do’. In BPNT, high competency satisfaction concurs with principals feeling effective 

and acknowledged in their work environment. With BOMs as employers, and 

principals being obliged to report on their work at each BOM meeting, Boards are 

perfectly placed to support principals’ competence satisfaction levels through 

supportiveness and positive feedback. Mindful of the huge daily workload described 

by principals, and in consideration of the additional workload stemming from BOM 

affairs, SS-C sought to explore the degree of support provided to principals from 
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fellow BOM members in order to ensure that competency frustration is minimised, 

as its onset is synonymous with contexts that are too challenging, e.g. unsupported 

work overload. Attempting to ascertain whether the school management workload 

was being shared by BOM members, as advocated, principals were asked if their 

BOMs collectively possess the skillset necessary to fully support them in their role 

as school principal. Responses uncovered that 60.3% felt their BOMs did not, 24.8% 

were happy with their BOMs collective skillset and 14.9% were unsure (n = 476). 

When asked if all members of their BOMs equally shared the BOM workload 91% 

said they did not, 6.5% said they did and 2.5% were unsure (n = 478). 

 

4.6.4.1 Impact on Principals of Current School Management Model: Survey and SS-C  

              Findings 
 

 

Principals were provided with a textbox so that they could elaborate, if they wished, 

on who normally completes the majority of the BOM workload. Findings from that 

question are illustrated in Table 26. 

Table 26 
 
 Distribution of Board of Management workload 
 

 n % 

Principal (alone) 250 71 
Principal & Chairperson (combined) 31 9 
Principal, Chairperson & Treasurer (combined) 24 7 
Principal & Teachers’ Representative (combined) 17 5 
Principal & Treasurer (combined) 14 4 
Chairperson (alone) 7 2 
Chairperson & Treasurer (combined) 7 2 
                                                                                                      
Note. n = 350. 
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As evidenced in Table 26, principals singlehandedly complete the majority of the 

BOM workload in 71% of cases and are involved in dealing with the BOM workload 

in 96% of cases (n = 350). As most BOMs are comprised of eight members, it 

appears that half of BOM members do little, if any, of the workload. Those listed as 

being active in BOM affairs are the principal, the chairperson and the treasurer and, 

to a lesser degree, the teachers’ representative on the Board. Principals provided 

some insight on their experiences with BOMs regarding workload: 

“They are all volunteers at the end of the day. I don't feel like I have the right 
to ask them for help. They already have full-time jobs and families of their 
own. They attend meetings and training which is already enough!”. 

“The board are volunteers with no background or expertise in education, so I 
deal with the workload”. 

“Some members are very active and there is only so much responsibility you 
would feel comfortable handing over to others. Perhaps it is a trust issue on 
my behalf, but you are often dealing with non-educationalists and lay-people 
with strengths in other areas. Their skillset may not be regularly utilised by 
the BOM but are there when required”. 

“I do the majority but because they are supportive, I am happy”. 

“The workload totally falls to the Principal under the current system of 
BOMs. People who are practising Catholics are chosen to sit on the Boards 
with no account taken for their level of competence. In my opinion, this does 
the Principal a great disservice”. 

“I do EVERYTHING, or it’s not done at all! And the Chairperson takes the 
credit if things go well and puts the blame on me if things don’t work out a 
lot of the time. The other members are just ‘bums on seats’ from what I can 
see”. 

 

It would appear that principals either don’t believe the BOM members have the 

desired skillset to fully support them in completing the BOM workload, or they feel 

reluctant to delegate BOM work to ‘volunteers’. Of significance is the statement, ‘“I 

do the majority but because they are supportive, I am happy”. This sentiment 
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supports BPN’s assertion that support from management promotes fulfilment of 

competency needs which leads to psychological need satisfaction. In the case of this 

principal, BPN satisfaction appears to override unfair BOM workload distribution. 

Principals were asked if their chairpersons could make their jobs easier. Those 

agreeing (45%) were asked to elaborate how this could be achieved. Suggestions as 

to how their chairperson could alleviate their workload, as phrased by respondents, 

included (i) delegating the BOM workload evenly amongst BOM members, (ii) 

respecting my opinions, (iii) being more available / supportive, (iv) minimising 

contact out of school hours, (v) not micromanaging, (vi) upholding duty of care to 

principal / teaching staff in conflicts with parents, (vii) refrain from undermining me, 

(vii) gain required competency for the role of chairperson, (viii) refrain from 

domineering / bullying me.  Forty-one percent of principals were satisfied with the 

support they got from their chairperson and 14% were ‘unsure’ that their 

chairperson could make their job easier.  

As volunteerism is a feature of the composition of BOMs, the majority of members 

do not have any experience or background in education. In catholic schools CPSMA 

provides training for newly formed BOMs consisting of information sessions run 

over one or two evenings. Attendance is not obligatory. New BOM members are 

provided with a BOM handbook. Principals were asked if, in their experience, this 

training was sufficient for BOMs to function effectively over their four-year terms. 

SS-C results indicate dissatisfaction with this training as only 0.9% responded 

‘definitely yes’; 13.2% - ‘probably yes’; 34.8% - ‘probably not’; 38.6% - ‘definitely not’ 

and 12.5% were ‘unsure’. Principals were asked to give their views on the CPSMA 
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training for BOMs and the practicability of this volunteer-based management 

model: 

“…the whole model itself…we have three and a half thousand schools being 

run by three and a half thousand BOMs, and there are six volunteers on each 

of those. You’re talking about a lot of the primary school system being run by 

over twenty thousand volunteers”. 

“The biggest challenge is firstly, finding the people who are willing to go on a 

board and secondly most of those people are volunteers without any specific 

training. Often people are co-opted onto boards rather than wanting to be 

on boards. Most of them don’t have a background in education, or even 

management, so that’s a challenge as well”. 

“I would just say… what training? That’s just being honest with you. This 

current board haven’t had more than one or two sessions. And I think that 

the government are milking it at the moment on volunteerism and 

volunteerism is on the way out so I would worry for boards”. 

“I mean, I have very well-meaning people on my board, but they are 

voluntary and there are a lot of things that I would hesitate to ask them to 

do because they are voluntary. I’m constantly saying no I’ll do that…no, no. 

no. You couldn’t possibly do that…and I do ask them to do less than possible 

but some of them step forward”. 

“CPSMA…with over 3,000 schools, with six volunteers and even the teachers’ 

rep - seven on it. That’s a lot of people to train. I can see the problem with it, 

and it is a problem”. 

 

Competency frustration levels from the BPNSFS Work Domain were 38%. There are 

indications, from this study, that it is the volume of principals’ workload which is 

likely causing competence frustration, along with a paucity of support from 

management, rather than principals feeling insecure about ability or being 

disappointed with their performance on the job. This was expressed by one TP 

relative to competency frustration with her workload: 
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“The feeling of 'uselessness' in trying to be a TP can be overwhelming at 

times. There is a sense that you are doing no aspect of your job properly. The 

teaching and administrative aspects are full-time jobs respectively!” 

 

As competence satisfaction levels were high amongst principals, this psychological 

need is being fulfilled by some aspects of the job. As much of the school 

management workload is completed by principals, SS-C asked if principals (in 

general), removed from any teaching duties, would make good school managers, 

independent of BOMs. This arrangement would considerably enhance professional 

autonomy as well as supporting professional competency.  At 76.1%, the majority 

agreed that principals would succeed at managing their schools themselves (41.7%, 

‘definitely yes’; 34.4%, ‘probably yes’). Only 2.5% disagreed (1.7%, ‘probably not’; 

0.8, ‘definitely not’). The remaining 21.4% were unsure. Attempting to measure 

levels of perceived personal competency in school management, when separated 

from the collective, they were asked if they themselves felt sufficiently competent 

to singlehandedly oversee the management of their current school, with all 

teaching duties removed (so that TPs were free to manage). This yielded a higher 

competency score with 84% agreeing (50.7%, ‘definitely yes’; 33.3%, ‘probably yes’). 

Fewer were unsure of their own ability (8.8%) as opposed to the collective (21.4%). 

There were more principals feeling insecure of their own competency (5.7%, 

probably not; 1.5%, ‘definitely not’) than those believing principals in general would 

not do a good job of management (2.5%). 

 To further explore the origins of personal competence satisfaction / frustration 

amongst principals, SS-C respondents were asked to what degree they feel 
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appreciated by work-related entities. The results were shown in Table 22 (Section 

4.5.1). 

Table 22 identified a relatively high level of appreciation perceived by principals 

from their chairpersons (78%), their BOM (73%), pupils (73%) and their work 

colleagues / staff (72%). A high level of negative skewness is observed in results for 

the Chairperson highlighting an asymmetrical left-leaning distribution of data. Low 

levels of perceived appreciation for principals were recorded for the school patron 

(45%) and the lowest scoring DES (23%). Disillusionment with and lack of 

appreciation from the DES were previously expressed by principals in this study 

when describing the effects of DES measures, e.g. the introduction of CPH, pay cuts 

and perceived micromanagement from the DES Inspectorate: 

 “I have no difficulties at local level with a group (BOM) who are trying to be 

supportive but who just cannot be up to speed with modern legislative and 

employment requirements and with the current direction of a DES which is 

driving an accountability agenda based on a business model. Where else 

would shame be used as a tool to elicit better work from a person? That is 

bullying but is tolerated at a national level where overworked principals, who 

identify strongly with their schools, are made to feel lessened by the fault-

finding missions of the Department's Inspectorate”. 

 

 On a day-to-day basis the entities that the principal interacts with most frequently 

are those listed as showing the most appreciation for the principal which supports 

the BPNSFS Work Domain finding of relatively high competence satisfaction (72%). 
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4.6.4.2 Impact on Principals of Current School Management Model: Interview   

              Findings 
 

Following on from BPNSFS – Work Domain and SS-C findings regarding principals’ 

frustrations with uneven distribution of BOM workload, interviewees were asked to 

comment on the efficacy of the current management model where the principal 

and teachers’ representative are, in the vast majority of cases, the only BOM 

members with any professional training and expertise in education as this appeared 

to be a factor in the BOM workload being delegated to the principal. Principals 

reported being answerable to poorly trained, or untrained, BOM members who, 

though well-meaning, have no working knowledge or experience of the principal’s 

workload or the expertise involved in the principal’s professional decision-making. 

Interviewees were asked if they felt satisfied that the current BOM configuration is 

democratic in design or if they find it degrading, as professionals, to require the 

permission and approval of untrained, voluntary BOM members in their 

professional decision-making. Responses reiterate the points raised in SS-C 

regarding volunteerism and the lack of credible training amongst BOM members: 

“I think that whole model and the training is wrong… having boards that do 

nothing and turning up for meetings every month. In fact, I would find board 

meetings, actually, add to my workload. They add to my workload rather 

than help me”. 

 “Oh, it is absolutely degrading for principals. I think we are often questioned 

at BOM meetings about silly things or things that are just not relevant to a 

school setting so absolutely, I think you need expertise on a Board”. 

 “None of our board members went to the training apart from myself and the 

chair…but none of the others went, so they haven’t a clue what is going on at 

meetings and we have never had a meeting with all members present. No, 

apart from the first one”. 

“So, it really isn't a good model that you have a principal running the show 

with a nodding approval of his or her BOM. So, the time has definitely come 
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where you train your BOM in a much more efficient manner so they are 

knowledgeable enough to really be able to support the principal and where 

the workload really is divided out. The principal has more than enough to do 

with the day-to-day business of running a school. It’s a huge, huge job, and 

the BOM should be much more proactive”. 

“I suppose you really know all the time that the board is completely 

untrained and have no idea what they're doing in most cases. They’re 

completely voluntary and completely untrained. They really should get the 

training prior to taking on the role. It's not good enough that they're getting 

training while they're doing it…what happens if there's a serious situation at 

the beginning of their term?” 

 

Interestingly, those expressing satisfaction with the current model of management 

and feeling supported by their BOM described autonomy-enhancing scenarios and 

greater decision-making power granted to them by the BOM: 

“I'd say I've been very lucky with BOMs. They've been very supportive to me. 

They've kind of let me get on with things to a large degree because at the 

end of day I'm the one that’s here all the time. I’m the one that deals with 

parents and with outside agencies…so, I'd say I've been very supported”. 

“Well, you see, I was able to select my chairperson. I knew someone that I 

worked really well with.  Yeah, I mean it should be somebody that the 

principal selects. Yeah, it should be democratic… Well, we're expected to run 

the school. Can we not run the school with somebody that we will work well 

or in tandem with, you know? It makes a massive difference” (non-faith 

school principal). 

 

Principals suggested that the relationship with the chairperson is critical to the 

effective workings of the BOM and that, ideally, the principal should be involved in 

the appointment of the chairperson as opposed to having a random chairperson 

‘gifted’ by the patron for each new four-year term: 

“My Board and I feel extremely let down. No accountability for Patron Body- 

they nominate chairpersons and patron's nominees. If these people fail in 

their role(s), nothing happens, just principals are left to pick up the pieces 

and bad situations are permitted to become even more toxic. I recently asked 
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the DES, "where does the Board go when the Patron Body fails in their role?"  

The reply I got was "The Board goes to the Patron Body". 

“My current BOM and colleagues are very supportive, but I have worked in 

another school where I was severely bullied by the chairperson and advised 

by MedMark doctor to leave that position. I definitely think that the 

chairperson can make your life very difficult or very easy”. 

“I think principals should be involved in that… but there’s no conversation. 

What has been happening in my school is a rollover for three terms (12 

years) so far, of the same incompetent chairperson”. 

“I could see that there’s always the danger that the patron would put 

somebody in for not necessarily the right reasons”. 

 

With BOM members changing every four years, the only constant member from 

BOM to BOM is the principal, although the patron may decide to reappoint the 

same chairperson (as described in previous quotation). Thus, it is vital for the 

successful operation of the school that a supportive and collaborative management 

team is appointed. A supportive and collegial BOM can do a lot to enhance a 

principal’s well-being, work conditions and productivity as the BOM can strongly 

influence all. Under the current management structure, the principal can only hope 

for the best as regards BOM colleagues while remaining mindful of the fact that 

they are employed by, and answerable to, the BOM in all aspects of their 

professional decision-making. 
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4.6.5 Relatedness - specific Survey and SS-C Findings 
 

4.6.5.1 Relationships and Gender Issues 

Relatedness satisfaction scored a mean of 3 (60%) in the BPNSFS Work Domain. 

Items included in the scale include, ‘At work I feel connected to people who care for 

me and for whom I care’. Relatedness frustration scored a mean of 2.1 (42%) on the 

BPNSFS Work Domain. Items included, ‘At work I feel the work relationships I have 

are just superficial’ and the item which I designed, ‘At work I feel that my position 

somewhat isolates me from the rest of the staff’. It is noted that this was the item 

yielding the highest percentage of ‘completely’ and ‘considerably’ responses from 

principals on this subscale. 

Table 24 displays that males and females both scored 3 (60%) in relatedness 

satisfaction and that males scored 2.2 (44%) and females scored 2 (40%) on 

relatedness frustration. Relationship tension between female principals and male 

chairpersons (catholic priests) has already been noted in SS-C and Interview findings 

with some female principals feeling undermined in their professional role:  

“He (chairperson) doesn’t understand principles of … gender equality and I 
find him very chauvinistic towards me and very ageist… he treats me like a 
little girl who could not possibly know what I’m talking about. He second-
guesses me”. 

 “…I have worked for more than two BOMs with the local parish priest who 
has on occasions treated me an ‘annoying girl’…”. 

 

One male principal described his relationship with his (lay) chairperson:  

 

“I have had different relationships with chairs over the years. Mostly good. 

These responses are based on my current role for the past six years. I feel 

undermined. He has a condescending attitude and is totally incompetent. 

This leaves the school vulnerable. He treats me like a child. Overall, I would 
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run my school better without any BOM. A local tradesman should not be 

telling me how to influence pedagogy and manage staff”. 

 

Sexism from male chairpersons was reported only by female principals in a small 

number of cases in this study and no comparative findings emerged from any male 

principal’s comments relative to a female chairperson. There were also a small 

number of mentions of sexism towards female principals from local (male) GAA 

representatives. However, this information was volunteered by the participants and 

not in response to a direct question relating to sexism. It is therefore unknown what 

prevalence of perceived sexism would have been recorded from a question seeking 

this specific information. SS-C respondents were asked if they believed gender 

played a role in appointment of candidates to principalship in catholic schools. 

Responses show that 36.5% believe male applicants have an advantage while only 

0.4% stated that females had an advantage; 54.2% believed that gender makes no 

difference and 8.9% were unsure. One principal observed that “Male applicants 

have an advantage, however, they should not, and gender should not matter, but it 

does”. In line with Section 6(2) of the Employment Equality Acts 1998 – 2008, 

applicants for principals positions must not be discriminated against on several 

grounds including gender (Section 2.3.1). Demographic findings from this study 

reveal that 70% of chairpersons are male and 30% are female while 70% of 

chairpersons appointed by school patrons are male and 30% are female (Table 1). 

This reveals a strong preference on behalf of school patrons for appointing male 

chairpersons to BOMs of primary schools. As 90% of Irish primary schools are under 

CC patronage this implies that in 90% of cases the school patron is the local Catholic 

bishop. While this study found that 70% of BOMs currently have a lay chairperson, 
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further questioning revealed that 63% of these BOMs have either one (59%) or two 

(4%) Catholic priests as BOM members being appointed as bishop’s nominee and/or 

and community representative. A high degree of feeling appreciated by the 

chairperson was previously recorded by principals in Table 22 (78%). A gender-

based comparison of this result was conducted which showed males scoring 83.4% 

(SD: 21) and female principals scoring 76.8% (SD: 27) disclosing that males feel 

somewhat more appreciated by their chairperson than females, though both scores 

are relatively high. Principals were asked to describe their relationships with their 

chairpersons. Results, showing response frequencies for male and female principals, 

are recorded in Table 27. 

Table 27 

Principals’ descriptions of their relationship with their BOM chairperson 

 

 

Relationship descriptor 

Males 

% 

Females 

 % 

Professional, impersonal relationship 17.5 24.3 

Professional, personal relationship 62 63.8 

Friendship 15.3 4.3 

Functional, but strained relationship 1.5 4.6 

Acrimonious relationship 1.5 1.2 

Other 2.2 1.8 

Note. Possible score range 0 – 100. SD – Males: .925; Females: .934. n = 480. 
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Males (15.3%) were found to enjoy friendships with their chairpersons almost four 

times more than female principals (4.3%) and almost double the number of females 

(5.8%) reported strained or acrimonious relationships than males (3%). Females also 

report a higher incidence of impersonal, professional relationships (24.3%) with 

chairpersons than males (17.5%). Nevertheless, the majority of males and females 

reported having a professional, personal relationship with their chairperson. 

Comments from those selecting ‘other’ (2.2%) included, ‘I have no chairperson at 

the moment’; ‘I have had different relationships with different chairpersons”; ‘I have 

a new chairperson so I am just getting to know him” and “OK most of the time, but 

one never knows!”. 

 

4.6.5.2 Workplace Bullying 
 

Focusing on another aspect of relationships and a possible cause of relationship 

frustration, principals were asked if they had ever experienced workplace bullying 

and, if so, by whom. Results showed that 45.3% have been/are being bullied while 

54.7% have never experienced workplace bullying (n = 468). Those admitting to 

being bullied (n = 212) elaborated on who is / was responsible for the bullying. 

Table 28 illustrates the responses. 
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Table 28 
 
Principals’ experience of being bullied in the workplace 
 
I am / was bullied by…                                            
 

n % 

Colleagues 100 47.2% 
Parents / Guardians 64 30.2% 
Chairperson 22 10.4% 
BOM / Treasurer 9   4.2% 
SNA 6    3% 
School Secretary 4    2% 
Neighbouring Principal 3    1.4% 

Note. n = 212. 

 

It is evident that the greatest number of principals who experience workplace 

bullying do so at the hands of their colleagues (47.2%). Parents and guardians 

account for 30.2% of workplace bullying encountered by school principals. 

Collectively, the BOM is responsible for 14.6% of principal bullying (Chairperson 

10.4%; B.O.M. / Treasurer 4.2%). Representations of ≤1% each were scored by the 

school patron and students. 

Principals shared some of their experiences in the question’s optional textbox: 

“I was bullied by a female member of staff a long time ago. I was much 

younger, and it had a huge impact on me. It was a very lonely experience 

with no help given”. 

“I came into the school from a different school. I worked miserably for about 

four years before the original staff stopped resisting every change I tried to 

introduce.  It was not until I had appointed a number of new staff members 

that I was allowed to get on with the job. I am resentful about the damage 

done to me as a person”. 

“Emotional blackmail by a colleague who didn't get a promotion she 

expected”. 
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“A colleague applied for the position of principal and was unsuccessful as I 

got it. From then on, she undermined me and bad-mouthed me at every 

opportunity to staff, parents and even the BOM”. 

“I am being bullied by an SNA and class teacher - both working together in 

same class”. 

“Many of the concerns, health issues and exhaustion I feel is as a direct result 

of bullying I experience. This job, while difficult, is manageable for me as it’s 

my third principalship. The bullying has worn me down. There really is 

nothing I can't deal with inside my school because I am experienced. It is the 

effects of the bullying that have made me ill. Thank God I love the school I 

work in. It saves me”. 

“I was bullied by the BOM treasurer when I started and the chairperson 
supported her. She eventually resigned from the BOM after we engaged with 
a facilitator and after the accountant did a whole-school audit and 
recommended changes she refused to make. She then submitted a formal 
complaint against me to the BOM. The chairperson wrongly used the 
disciplinary procedures with me and did not inform the BOM he was doing 
so. She works in the church as the sacristan. The chairperson organises the 
readings and money collections in the church”.  
 
 

 
 

It was noted from the textbox comments that where the gender of the perpetrator 

was identified it was, in each case, a female colleague or female BOM member. 

Regarding staff relationships, principals reported in SS-C that relationships were, for 

the most part, harmonious between staff members in 61.7% of cases, in line with 

the score of 60% relationship satisfaction on the BPNSFS Work Domain, and mostly 

inharmonious between staff members in 18.6% of cases. BOM relations were 

described as mostly harmonious in 78.5% of cases, while 6.5% of principals reported 

disharmony between current BOM members.  
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4.6.5.3 Relatedness-specific Interview data 
 

4.6.5.3.1 Role Isolation 
 

As the item yielding the highest proportion of agreement on the BPNSFS Work 

Domain RelFr subscale was the one which I designed, i.e. ‘At work I feel that my 

position somewhat isolates me from the rest of the staff’ (α = .73) interviewees 

were invited to elaborate on whether they find the role isolating and, if so, to 

outline the personal and / or professional impact on them. Some revealed that, 

while their relationship dynamic with staff is good, they are still mindful that they 

are alone in the leader’s position and it often feels lonely: 

“I didn’t come in to take over a staff…I was part of that staff and I was 

fortunate that I had a good relationship with the staff already. I still have a 

good relationship with the staff members but it’s different now, because 

obviously, you’re the one in charge so it can be difficult at times. And you 

sense, at times, that there’s talk going on and you’re the subject of it, but it 

hasn’t overly bothered me”. 

“Yes, it is most definitely an isolating position. You are part of a staff and yet 

you are at the helm, and there can only be one person there, so there is a 

distance there alright. I suppose that with the best will in the world there can 

be a gap between you and the staff and even with the DP, there still is that 

thing where you’re their line manager so there’s only so far you can go”. 

“On a day-to-day basis… I have it (isolation) every single day. I’m here on my 

own in the school and yes absolutely. The whole one-teacher school thing 

follows you everywhere, everywhere. In the local shops people ask you about 

it. At home, you’re constantly worrying about numbers and what’s 

happening tomorrow, next week, next month…absolutely”. 

 

Principals described how they cope with the isolation inherent in their role by 

connecting with other principals, confirming the BPN (relatedness) for identification 

with others and belonging to a group: 
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“Network. But network in a positive way as well as in a negative. It is 

important to be able to shed the load and rant and get it off your chest. But 

do network and talk to other principals. It is an isolating job, but remember 

that even though you feel isolated, there are another 20 or 30 principals 

around you who are feeling just as isolated and they are willing to sit down 

and talk”. 

“And I also have a core set of friends who are principals. And some of us did 

the Misneach training together. Some of us were appointed at the same time 

and, without breaching confidentiality, I would talk to them and I would seek 

their advice and I would listen to them, and I know that they fully understand 

where I'm coming from”. 

 

However, one principal was unable to find professional support from neighbouring 

principals, citing competitiveness between schools as a reason: 

“I’ve also tried to link in with other principals in my area, but I’m in an area 

which is very competitive for numbers so the other principals don’t want to 

engage in a support network, so that can be isolating as well”. 

 

A number of interviewees underlined the impact that role isolation was having on 

their health and well-being: 

“Yes, I have felt isolated. And, personally, it has affected me health-wise and 

professionally. It’s been quite isolating in that I have had to stand apart from 

the group, from the teachers”. 

“I have undertaken a lot of personal therapy to interrogate and understand 

myself, my work, my responses, my emotions and my relationships, both 

personal and professional. This job is HUGE. It can be thankless so therefore 

it is vital that the individual invest in their own mental health to safeguard 

their well-being. We are allegedly part of the team, but ultimately 

responsible for everything, including the team. Who takes care of the care 

giver? All therapy is paid for by me personally and is regular, necessary and 

vital to how I perform, for myself, for the children, for the staff and for my 

family”. 
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4.7 Mindfulness Findings 
 

SDT supports the concept of mindfulness and related qualities for behavioural self-

regulation and well-being. The construct has been operationalised in dispositional 

terms by the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS) which includes 15 items 

and one factor. Developers Brown and Ryan (2003) explain that scores of the MAAS 

strongly correlate with self-consciousness, rumination and self-reflection with 

higher scores indicating higher dispositional mindfulness which varies in people due 

to individual levels of discipline, self-regulation and personality. Table 29 shows the 

results gathered from 480 IPPs who completed the MAAS. Principals were 

instructed to rate the Likert scale items relative to how true each statement was for 

them, in particular reference to workdays, scoring 5 for ‘never’; 4 for ‘rarely’; 3 for 

‘sometimes’; 2 for ‘often’ and 1 for ‘always’, with high scores reflecting higher levels 

of dispositional mindfulness. The Cronbach’s Alpha for the scale is .89 denoting a 

high degree of internal consistency.
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Table 29 
 
Mindfulness Attention Awareness Scale. Items, ratings and results for Irish primary principals 
 

                                                                                                
                                              Scale item                                    

Mean SD Missing 
n 

Skewness Kurtosis Total 

 1. I could be experiencing some emotion and not be aware of it until later 1.79   .925 64 -.190 -.375  
 2. I break or spill things from carelessness, not paying attention, or thinking of  
    something else 

3.80   .919 63  .409 -.460  

 3. I find it difficult to stay focused on what’s happening in the present 3.39   .917 65 .178 -.454  
 4. I tend to walk quickly to get to where I am going without paying attention to what I  
    experience along the way 

2.53 1.026 63 -.302 -.486  

 5. I tend not to notice feelings of physical tension or discomfort until they really grab  
    my attention 

2.65 1.090 65 -.239 -.798  

 6. I forget a person’s name almost as soon as I’ve been told it for the first time 2.66 1.006 63 -.361 -.490  
 7. It seems I am ‘running on automatic’ without much awareness of what I’m doing 3.01  .860 65  .087 -.300  
 8. I rush through activities without being really attentive to them 3.18  .868 67  .148 -.237  
 9. I get so focused on the goal I want to achieve that I lose touch with what I am doing  
      right now to get there 

3.24  .850 65 -.123 -.206  

10. I do jobs or tasks automatically, without being aware of what I am doing 2.56   .875 66 -.327 -.184  
11. I find myself listening to someone with one ear, doing something else at the same  
      time 

3.08 1.043 64 -.195 -.594  

12. I drive places on ‘automatic pilot’ and then wonder why I went there 2.91   .960 64 -.085 -.345  
13. I find myself preoccupied with the future or the past 3.14 1.128 64  .013 -.848  
14. I find myself doing things without paying attention 2.80  .850 66 -.134 -.228  
15. I snack without being aware that I’m eating 3.33   .972 64  .193 -.562  

       
Total scale average      2.94 

Note. Possible score range for all items is 1 – 5. n = 480. α = .89.       
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With a scale average of 3.0, low scoring items include, “I could be experiencing some 

emotion and not be aware of it until sometime later” (1.79); “I tend to walk quickly 

to get where I am going without paying attention to what I experience along the 

way” (2.53); ‘’I do tasks or jobs automatically, without being aware of what I am 

doing’ (2.56); “I tend not to notice feelings of physical tension or discomfort until 

they really grab my attention” (2.65); ‘I forget a person’s name almost as soon as I 

am told it for the first time” (2.66); “I find myself doing things without paying 

attention” (2.80); “I drive places on automatic pilot and then wonder why I went 

there” (2.91). No item’s mean score is above 3.8 which indicates that levels of 

mindfulness are not high within this group. Skewness and kurtosis distributions are 

within the normal range. The total mean average for the group is below average at 

2.94. By comparison, average scores for undergraduate students during 

development of the scale were 3.85 while Zen meditators scored an average of 

4.38. 

Supporting evidence from SS-C uncovers that 97.7% of principals find themselves 

preoccupied with school concerns outside of work time (n = 475) which erodes 

mindful awareness of the present moment. One principal stated in SS-C/Q. 74: 

“It was good to read some of the above questions as it made me feel that 

maybe I am not the only person who finds it difficult to focus, read a novel or 

concentrate fully on a person / activity / article! I am principal of a school 

that has grown from six to 26 teachers under my principalship and thus while 

feeling I do a relatively good job it is so difficult to keep pace with everything 

and enjoy my own family”.  

It is noted from Table 29 that principals scored low on awareness of both physical 

and emotional sensations. While scoring highest on awareness of physical 
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environment (mean 3.8 for “I break or spill things from carelessness, not paying 

attention, or thinking about something else”), principals do not have the same level 

of awareness of their own bodies (2.65) or emotions (1.79), at least on workdays. 

During interviews many principals expressed frustration at the amount of work that 

they need to do outside of work hours with one stating “principals need more 

admin days. We should have one per week, at least. Work shouldn’t spill over into 

home life the way our paperwork does…it’s crazy”. Another said that the “job is 

undoable in its current format”. One voiced that “We (principals) are very reflective 

people and we are very conscious of things that we haven’t done… or things that 

need to be done and I just think that there is so much coming on… and so much to 

be done that we feel guilty if it isn’t done”. These comments give some insight into 

the preoccupations of principals on workdays, both within work hours and after 

work and align with the SS-C finding that school concerns preoccupy the vast 

majority of principals (97.7%) outside of work hours. When asked what advice they 

would give to newly appointed principals one said, 

 “Breathe… breathe… and have a phrase like, “I’ll get back to that”. You don't 

have to answer everything straightaway. Breathe. I mean it's simple but it's 

so effective and it gives you time to think and it lets people know that you're 

not at their beck and call”.  

There is an awareness of the benefits of mindfulness in this salient piece of advice 

which advocates regaining control of the present situation and deferring action until 

one’s response is reflectively and consciously endorsed thereby avoiding ‘spur of 

the moment’ responses or decisions which may later be regretted.   
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4.8 Work Motivation Findings 
 

Table 30 illustrates the results of the Motivation at Work survey section completed 

by principals (n = 480). This comprised 18 items with 11 from the Multidimensional 

Work Motivation Scale (Gagné et al., 2014), three from the MAWS (Gagné et al., 

2010) and a further four specific to this particular cohort which I designed. Ranging 

from lowest to highest level of self-determined behaviour, the continuum 

incorporates (i) amotivation; (ii) extrinsic regulation (two constructs) – social, and 

(iii) material; (iv) introjected regulation; (v) identified regulation, and  (vi) IM, which 

represents the highest level of self-determined behaviour. Participants responded 

to the stem, “Why would you put effort into your current job…? The four items of 

my own design particular to this specific work cohort included: Because I am 

accountable for my work; Because I feel obliged to be a good role model to staff and 

pupils; I don’t, because the work is unchallenging; I’d prefer to be working at 

another job, resulting in a 18-item scale (see Appendix H). Cronbach’s Alphas for 

each of the six adjusted subscales ranged from .60 to .87 indicating an acceptable 

degree of internal validity. Principals responded to the stem ‘Why do you put effort 

into your current job?’. High scores were recorded on the IM subscale (73.4%) 

indicating a high level of self-determined work motivation amongst principals. This 

exemplifies a high degree of internalisation and integration of the duties, 

responsibilities and obligations of the role of principalship amongst the cohort 

which is also supported by the number of principals (99.6%) who voluntarily engage 

in unpaid overtime. Items measured enjoyment of work and whether they find work 

interesting.  
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Table 30 
Principals’ levels of Work Motivation. Scales, items and response frequencies. 

Stem: Why do you put effort into your current job? (n = 480) 

                                                                   Response category and scoring:       
 Completely 

          % 

Considerably 
          % 

Moderately 
         % 

Slightly 
       % 

Not at all 
        %  

Missing 
      n 

Skewness Kurtosis SD Mean Total 
% 

Intrinsic Motivation (α = .60)            
I enjoy my work 30.7 40.7 21.5 4.9 2.2 70 -.806  .472 .96 3.93  
I’m doing what interests me 2.5 23.9 45.5 21.2 6.9 3 -.234 -.195 .91 2.94  
            
Subscale average total           73.4 
            
Internal Regulation (α = .61)            
It is personally important to me to put in 
the effort 

62.4 32.2 4.6 0.5 0.3 70 -1.491 2.950 .63 4.56  

I am accountable for my work 54.5 37.4 6.8 0.5 0.8 71 -1.464 3.315 .71 4.44  
 I feel obliged to be a good role model to 
staff and students 

47.8 45.8 4.9 0.5 1.0 72 -1.492 4.417 .70 4.39  

My job is closely linked with my self-
identity 

21.8 43.6 18.6 7.0 5.0 72 -.849 .333 1.07 3.69  

            
Subscale average total           81.8 
            
Introjected Regulation (α = .60)            
 It makes me feel proud of myself 22.9 55.4 16.3 3.4 2.0 70 -1.035 1.829 .84 3.94  
To prove to myself that I can 11.0 39.6 23.2 14.2 12.0 71 -.498  -.693 1.19 3.23  
Otherwise I would feel guilty 24.9 33.2 20.9 11.7 9.3 70 -.586    .241 1.24 3.53  
            
Subscale average total            64.3 
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Table 30 (ctd.) Principals’ levels of Work Motivation. Scales, items and response frequencies. 
Stem: Why do you put effort into your current job?       
 Completely 

          % 
Considerably 
         % 

Moderately 
        % 

Slightly 
    % 

Not at all 
        % 

Missing 
      n 

Skewness Kurtosis SD Mean Total 
   %  

External Regulation – Material (α = 
.87) 

           

It affords me a certain standard of 
living 

3.7 25.7 30.8 14.9 24.9 71 -.104 -1.159 1.21 2.68  

To maintain my job security 4.4 25.0 27.7 18.9 24.0 72 1.212 -1.143 1.21 2.67  
For the financial reward 2.2 10.0 24.8 24.9 38.1 71 .588   -.619 1.10 2.13  
            
Subscale average total           36.3 
            
External Regulation – Social (α = .80)            
To get others’ approval 1.7 19.3 29.3 25.6 24.1 70 .113 -1.048 1.11 2.49  
Because others will respect me more 1.7 22.0 27.0 26.1 23.2 70 .121 -1.114 1.12 2.53  
To avoid criticism / penalty 6.4 28.3 20.2 24.4 20.7 70 .030 -1.189 1.25 2.75  
Because my reputation depends on it 18.1 35.4 24.1 13.4 9.0 70 1.189   -.609 1.19 3.40  
            
Subscale average total           44.8 
            
Amotivation (α = .65)            
I don’t because the work is 
monotonous 

0 1.2 5.2 9.4 84.2 75 2.714  6.973 .60 1.23  

I don’t because the work is 
unchallenging 

0 1.0 3.7 6.2 89.1 74 3.452 11.969 .52 1.17  

I’d prefer to be working at another 
job 

3.2 6.9 12.0 23.5 54.4 72 1.296     .817 1.09 1.81  

            
Subscale average total           10.1 

Note: Possible score range: 0 – 100. 
n=480. 
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IPPs scored 64.3% on the Introjected Regulation subscale which is a relatively high 

score. Introjected Regulation indicates that individuals act out of obligation, in order 

to avoid shame and internal pressure. IPPs scored highest on the Identified 

Regulation subscale (81.8%). This represents a dominance of extrinsic motivators 

influencing IPPs in their work context. This motivation subtype includes both 

external and internal motivating factors and is the second highest level of 

motivation the continuum. Incorporating those choosing ‘considerably’ and 

‘completely’, items scoring highest included, ‘It is personally important to me to put 

in the effort’ (94.6%), (internal regulation); ‘I am accountable for my work’ (91.9%), 

(external regulation); ‘I feel obliged to be a good role model to staff and students’ 

(93.6%), (external regulation). 44.8% are strongly influenced by the social aspect of 

the job incorporating awareness of professional reputation, seeking approval and 

respect and acting to avoid criticism or punishment. The subscales scoring lowest 

were the extrinsic – material subscale (36.3%), e.g. ‘For the financial reward’, and 

the amotivation subscale (10.1%). It is noteworthy that the scoring on individual 

items for amotivation reflect a relatively high proportion of principals wishing they 

were ‘working at another job’ (10.1%) compared to those finding the work 

‘unchallenging’ (1%) and those finding the work ‘monotonous’ (1.2%). 

 

 Principals’ comments relative to work motivation from SS-C Q. 74 shed some light 

on these figures and are presented here, for the reader, from the perspective of an 

SDT lens: 

“I am interested in my work, especially the teaching and curriculum aspect, 
so therefore I am often very stimulated and excited about my practice”.  (IM) 
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“I love my job I work with a fantastic supportive staff - and I love the 
children. They make me laugh so, so much - they are hilarious”. (IM; 
relatedness satisfaction) 

“I love my school, my pupils and my job.  I like most of my parents and 
almost all my staff. We are doing a great job and that is a generally 
recognised fact, which makes me very proud and fulfilled”. (Introjected 
regulation; relatedness satisfaction; competence satisfaction) 

“I love teaching and I enjoy being Principal of my school but the demands of 
the role (accountability and outside pressure) are taking the joy out of it”. 
(IM; autonomy frustration) 

“As I have just become an AdP this year my working life has become much 
more enjoyable and rewarding. (IM) The job of full time TP has become an 
unworkable one… I was highly stressed - often times not sleeping very well. I 
know I was not fulfilling either role which was a source of enormous stress 
for me.(Autonomy frustration; Competence frustration; Work-Related 
Burnout) The number of initiatives that Primary School Principals are 
expected to oversee, while also ensuring that staff morale is high and that 
children are thriving, both academically and emotionally, is unsustainable”. 
(Competence frustration) 

“I absolutely love most aspects of my job and try my best to lead by 
example regarding how we treat each other and help each other to learn in 
our school. Although some parts of the job are extremely frustrating and 
exhausting, the satisfaction from my work generally overrides that”. 
(Identified regulation; competence frustration; job satisfaction). 

 

 

Early retirement was mentioned by some respondents, indicating varying levels of 

work amotivation, burnout and BPN frustration. Despite this, principals’ dedication 

to the job is apparent and there is evidence of job satisfaction in some comments: 

 

“I feel overwhelmed at times but still I love it. I don't know why but I do. 
(Identified regulation) Saying that, I can't wait to retire and if a package 
came out tomorrow, I would have my name down in capitals.  I feel that the 
department have taken the joy out of teaching and it is only recently that I 
feel I would not encourage anyone into the profession. It sticks in my craw 
that the inspectors have no idea of the reality of what is happening on the 
ground...box ticking for an ungrateful department that I can't wait to 
disassociate myself from. They care more for how their department looks in 
Europe than providing my child with dyspraxia with a free assessment or my 
other child with a free lunch. I am disenchanted with the department more 
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so than anything else. Sorry to rant but this was as good as a therapy 
session”. (Identified regulation; burnout; autonomy frustration; 
relatedness satisfaction) 
 

“I am at the stage where I can see light at the end of the tunnel, i.e. 
retirement, albeit a few years earlier than I anticipated! I am finding the 
work life balance extremely difficult and am so tired after work that it is 
difficult to enjoy social activities. Because I have reached the decision to go 
at the end of this year, I am content to give it my all and am not stressing 
that I am working 45+ hours a week with my job consuming much of my 
thoughts outside of that”. (Work-Related Burnout; Amotivation; Distraction 
– as opposed to mindfulness)  
 
“I definitely like being a Principal, but I know I am ready to go, retire or do 
something else! Reasons – personal: (i) my wife is unwell, and life is too 
short; (ii) I am a principal too long; (iii) I'd like to do something new and 
different before I am too sick to work or live”. (Amotivation). 

 
“I am an effective Acting-Principal, I have a good relationship with all my 
staff. I can do this job. (Competence and Relatedness satisfaction) I just 
don't want to do it full-time, and I will not do it for the ridiculous Principal’s 
allowance I am being paid. I gain about €50 per week net for all the extra 
responsibility I bear as Principal. I could get twice as much if I worked with 
the Youth Workers in our school for one afternoon a week. (Perception of 
Fairness – reward for input dissatisfaction) Only a fool would want to be a 
Principal these days. Not one member of my teaching staff would touch the 
job and I would not blame them”. (Amotivation) 

 

“I love the school, pupils, staff, school community (Relatedness satisfaction - 
work). My regret is that my family life is suffering. I spend far too much time 
working. I'm missing out on my young children growing up (Relatedness 
frustration – personal). I am tired all the time and my health is suffering 
(Work-Related Burnout). I feel I can't step down as I will have to look for 
another job and start over. I've been in the school for 20 years and don't 
want to be forced out. Maybe I will be - I may have to. All because I stepped 
forward to lead a school I love. Those who are creating the ridiculous 
demands on principals have a lot to answer for”. (Autonomy frustration; 
IM). 

 

“I loved being a teacher and had no aspirations to become a principal. I 
started working in a small rural school with a great principal and when he 
retired, he suggested that I should put my name forward.  I had no idea what 
I was getting involved in! Every year it gets harder and sometimes I wish that 
I didn’t have to work for a living so that I could retire or go to another school 
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and just be a teacher again. I feel that I am not able for the admin workload 
and that I am constantly putting out fires and just surviving another week 
(Work-Related Burnout; Amotivation; Competence frustration). I feel my 
own family, particularly my children, have suffered as a result of me being a 
TP. (Relatedness frustration – personal). The reality is that you really need 
to work about a 10-hour day every day to be the Principal that you and the 
Department would like you to be”. (Competence and Autonomy 
frustration). 

 

It is noted that the reason given by one principal for being motivated to work fell 

outside the choices presented in the items on the Work Motivation Scale as she 

identified needing a distraction from personal problems as her main motivation to 

go to work: “Following the death of my husband four years ago life is difficult and 

has affected my ability to cope. School is a big help and is a welcome distraction”.  

As all components of the CFOW-B have been individually reported, here follows the 

results from an inferential statistical analysis of the framework components 

illustrating their correlational relationship. 
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4.9 Inferential Analysis of CFOW-B Components 
 

A Pearson’s correlation coefficient is a measure of the linear association between 

two variables. This coefficient has a value between -1 and 1, with -1 indicating a 

perfectly negative linear correlation between the two variables, 0 indicating no 

linear correlation and 1 indicating a perfectly positive linear correlation. A negative 

linear correlation means that an increase of the first variable will probably cause a 

decrease of the second variable, e.g. water consumption and thirst. A positive linear 

correlation means, that an increase of the first variable will probably cause an 

increase of second variable, e.g., height and weight of a human.  We can also 

calculate the correlation coefficient. The further away the correlation coefficient is 

from 0, the stronger the relationship between the two variables. Accordingly, a 

Pearson’s correlation coefficient of 0.9 indicates a very strong positive linear 

correlation between two variables whereas a Pearson’s correlation coefficient of -

0.2 indicates a very weak negative linear correlation. My CFOW-B comprises six 

constructs which incorporate 15 variables as follows: 

1. BPN – Autonomy satisfaction 

2. BPN – Autonomy frustration 

3. BPN – Competence satisfaction 

4. BPN – Competence frustration 

5. BPN – Relatedness satisfaction 

6. BPN – Relatedness frustration 

7.  Motivation – Intrinsic 

8. Motivation – Identified regulation 

9. Motivation – Introjected regulation 

10. Motivation - Extrinsic 

11. Amotivation 
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12. Mindfulness 

13. Burnout 

14. Perception of Fairness 

15. Job Satisfaction. 

 

I elected to create a six-factor model for BPNs representing satisfaction and 

frustration of autonomy, competence and relatedness as satisfaction and 

frustration of BPNs are separate constructs with the absence of one not implying 

presence of the other and vice versa. This approach is supported by other studies 

(Cardella, Hernandez-Sanchez & Sanchez-Garcia, 2020; Gillet, Lafreniere, Vallerand, 

Huart & Fouquereau, 2014). Additionally, I selected to split Motivation into its five 

component variables as observed in several studies (Howard, Gagné, Morin, & Van 

den Broeck, 2016; Nie et al., 2015; Tremblay et al., 2010). This approach facilitated a 

closer look at the factors which comprised BPNs and Motivation and provided a 

better understanding of their correlational behaviour. An understanding of the 

interplay between these variables requires the conducting of a Pearson’s 

correlation. Thus, I conducted an inferential analysis to confirm the existence of 

linear correlation between the CFOW-B variables and to determine the strength of 

any such correlations. Table 31 displays the resulting correlation coefficients. The 

table ‘Note’ displays the statistical significance of the correlation coefficients. This 

level of significance is called α (alpha). Readings at α=0.05 indicate there is at least 

95% probability that two variables are correlated. A two-tailed test was employed 

as it tests for the possibility of both positive and negative tails of a distribution as 

required in this research, a condition which is supported by Rixton and Neuhauser 

(2010).
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Table 31 

 Pearson’s Correlation of variables from the Conceptual Framework of Occupational Well-Being for IPPs 

       

 AuSat AuFr ComSat ComFr RelSat RelFr Amotiv ExtMot IntjRMot IdRMot IntrinMot Mindf. Burnout P-Fair. 

AuSat 1              

AuFr -.561** 1             

ComSat .607** -.339** 1            

ComFr -.604** .520** -.560** 1           

RelSat .480** -.280** .434** -.314** 1          

               

RelFr -.439** .359** -.316** .504** -.559** 1         

Amotiv -.385** .308** -.362** .394** -.213** .270** 1        

ExtMot -.207** .170** -.082 .217** -.127* .172** .228** 1       

IntjRMot .008 .140** .081 .101* .030 .034 -.091 .401** 1      

IdRMot .299** -.082 .265** -.184** .181** -.170** -.324** .140** .452** 1     

IntrinMot .563** -.410** .422** -.377** .304** -.230** -.489** -.179** .131** .437** 1    

Mindf. .405** -.417** .284** -.449** .223** -.303** -.345** -.377** -.213** .085 .344** 1   

Burnout -.534** .571** -.367** .513** -.290** .303** .396** .251** .099* -.141** -.438** -.572** 1  

P-Fair. .211** -.134** .177** -.066 .046 -.019 -.105* -.072 .007 .089 .163** .076 -.105* 1 

JobSat. .517** -.489** .327** -.408** .263** -.337** -.330** -.165** -.032 .160** .480** .401** -.496** .195** 

Note. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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It is important, in the first instance, to remember that correlation does not imply 

causation. Nonetheless, correlation between two variables indicates, at least, that 

changes in one variable are associated with changes in the other variable. 

Therefore, while not assuming causal relationships, and noting that none of the 

coefficients are above .7 and are therefore not exceptionally strong and some fall 

below .2 and are therefore weak, it can be reported nonetheless that several of 

correlations are moderately strong, registering between .5  and .7 in correlational 

strength. 

The most statistically significant variables in the CFOW-B are Autonomy Satisfaction, 

Competence Frustration and Burnout. The strongest positive association is between 

AuSat and ComSat (.607). Table 30 indicates that the BPN scales possess a good 

internal consistency reliability over all six of its variables. Satisfaction of Autonomy 

for IPPs also appears to be strongly correlated with IM (.563), Job Satisfaction 

(.517), Relatedness Satisfaction (.480) and Mindfulness (.405). Autonomy 

Satisfaction has strong negative correlation with Autonomy Frustration  (-.561), 

Competence Frustration (-.604) Burnout (-.534) and Relatedness Frustration (-.439). 

Consistent with these results Autonomy Frustration has positive associations with 

Competence Frustration (.520) and Burnout (.571) and strong negative associations 

with IM (-.410) and Job Satisfaction (-.489). Hence it would appear that satisfaction 

of professional autonomy is very important for IPPs as it is associated with 

satisfaction of other BPNs along with enhancing Job Satisfaction, controlling 

Burnout and Amotivation while supporting both IM and dispositional Mindfulness. 
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Dispositional Mindfulness appears to mediate against frustration of all three BPNs 

for IPPs (AuFr -.417; ComFr -.449; RelFr -.303) as well as Amotivation (-.345) as they 

are all negatively correlated. 

The least statistically significant variable is Perception of Fairness which may point 

to the robustness of the pre-validated scales used in the CFOW-B as Perception of 

Fairness was the only construct which did not derive from a pre-validated scale. On 

the other hand, the weak associations may be accurate correlational 

representations. Despite this, it appears that the more professional autonomy 

enjoyed by principals’ the greater their perception of fairness (.211) although this is 

a relatively weak correlation. All other correlation coefficients for Perception of 

Fairness fall below .2 and are therefore weak although at .195 it also has a positive 

correlation with Job Satisfaction. An interesting finding from this correlation is that 

results suggest the more intrinsically motivated IPPs are, the less Burnout is 

experienced as illustrated in Figure 9. As motivation regulation becomes 

increasingly intrinsic along the motivation continuum (as displayed), 

amotivation →extrinsic motivation →introjected regulation →identified regulation →intrinsic motivation  

 

burnout level decreases accordingly with highest level of burnout associated with 

amotivation and lowest level of burnout associated with IM, which is considered the 

healthiest category of motivation. As motivation becomes incrementally more 

intrinsic along the continuum, an almost linear drop in Burnout is observed (Figure 

9). This may suggest that IM is a protective factor when facing burnout-inducing 

occupational stressors. It could also be interpreted as indicating that as IPPs 

become increasingly burned out their motivation wanes. In either case, I conclude 
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that Burnout which has a strong negative association with professional autonomy, 

in particular, does not co-exist with healthy work Motivation levels. It is therefore 

important to consider the importance of satisfaction of BPNs in order to also 

mediate against occupational Burnout and low work motivation levels. 

 

 

Figure 9. Irish primary principals level of burnout relative to category of work motivation. 
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Figure 10. Emergent pattern from correlation between BPN satisfaction / frustration relative to 
Burnout. 

                     

Figure 10 clearly supports the impression that BPN satisfaction and frustration are 

sensitive to the level of Burnout experienced by IPPs with Autonomy and 

Competence satisfaction and frustration exhibiting the strongest associations. 

 

Figure 11. Line graph displaying relationship between dispositional Mindfulness versus BPN frustration and                                                                                                                                                                                                           
incidence of Burnout. 
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Figure 11 displays the correlation between dispositional Mindfulness, BPN 

frustration and Burnout. All variables in Figure 11 have negative correlations with 

Mindfulness with Burnout, in particular, appearing sensitive to IPPs’ level of 

dispositional Mindfulness. This finding suggests that trait Mindfulness has a 

protective effect on BPN frustration and experience of Burnout. Figure 12 also 

underlines how dispositional Mindfulness appears to support satisfaction of BPNs as 

it has positive correlations with all three needs. Autonomy satisfaction, in particular, 

appears to be closest linked to trait Mindfulness. 

 

 

Figure 12. Line graph displaying correlational relationship between trait mindfulness of IPPs versus satisfaction 

of BPNs. 

 

As evidenced in Figure 13 a similar pattern emerges to that displayed in Figure 9 as 

we can clearly see that the less intrinsically motivated the IPPs are the higher their 

levels of BPN frustration confirming the negative relationship between BPN 

frustration in the workplace and style of motivation of principals. 
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Figure 13. Correlational relationship between IPPs’ basic psychological need frustration and style of motivation 

at work. Overlapping Extrinsic Motivation x AuF = .170**; Extrinsic Motivation x RelFr = .172**. 

 

A final graphing of the correlation between BPN satisfaction and style of motivation 
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satisfaction and style of work Motivation displayed by IPPs. Figure 14 confirms that 

this is the case as we see an exponential rise in style of motivation as BPNs are 

satisfied with Autonomy satisfaction being most closely associated to IM, just as its 

frustration had the lowest level of IM (Figure 13). In conclusion, the results from 

inferential analyses of CFOW-B measurements strongly indicate the importance of 

BPN satisfaction in protection of the psychosocial well-being of IPPs. 

 

Figure 14. Correlational relationship between IPPs’ basic psychological need satisfaction and style of work 

motivation. 
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The Pearson’s correlation which I performed to ascertain the collective contribution 

of all six selected well-being indicators in the CFOW-B is a valid indication of their 

collective value as a new measurement tool for occupational well-being. I believe 

that the introduction of a new measuring tool to the field of occupational health 

and well-being is a useful contribution in light of it singularly encompassing and 

capturing multiple indicators of employee occupational well-being, i.e., 

psychological health, work motivation style, burnout level, trait mindfulness level, 

job satisfaction level and the employee’s perception of organisational justice within 

their workplace. 

 

 

4.10 Patronage, Leadership and Management: Principals’ Reflections 
 

4.10.1 Primary School Patronage 
 

For the IPP school leadership runs in tandem with BOM demands and DES 

directives. With 85% of study participants working in Catholic schools and 84% 

believing they could effectively manage the school by themselves (with any 

teaching duties removed), SS-C explored principals’ opinions on current school 

patronage arrangements and the historic Church – State connection which has 

overshadowed Irish education for over a century. In response to being asked if they 

believed that Church and State should be separated in provision of primary 

education, 48% agreed, 24% were unsure and 28% disagreed. When asked if 

religion should be taught outside of school 53% agreed, 14% were unsure and 33% 
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disagreed. Interviewees were asked to comment on the positive and negative 

aspects of CC involvement in primary school governance and their preferred model 

of school patronage for Irish primary schools, going forward. Only one (COI) 

principal was in favour of keeping the model, per se: 

“Well, it probably is effective because it’s in the image of the Church of Ireland 
one really. And the fact that a religious person will come in as a chaplain, that is 
nice for the children too I think and then they can be also involved in their own 
local church”.  

 

Others expressed reservations around the appropriateness of continuing to have 

the CC so involved in education provision: 

“The role of the Catholic Church has become problematic in schools. I would 

prefer to see a model whereby all faiths are taught in schools and people can 

express which they want. And I think that the role of the bishop and the priest 

running the school is no longer acceptable”. 

 

 

Some interviewees believed that the current primary school model is outdated: 

 

“It served a particular time when there was no diversity in Ireland - you were 

either a Catholic or a Protestant and if you were a Catholic, you didn't mix 

with Protestants, and Protestants didn’t mix with Catholics”. 

 

“It’s definitely an outdated model. It’s from times past at this stage. It is 

definitely time to take religion out of the schools…and the confirmation and 

communion - they take up way too much time in preparation. Sixth class are 

getting ready to transition to post-primary which is a critical time for them, 

and they spend months and months preparing for a sacrament”. 

 

“Mass, Catholic ethos, unfortunately, have become irrelevant for people. 

They'll avail of the communion, the confirmation, but they don't turn up at 

Sunday mass”. 

 

Several principals believed that CC patronage negatively impacts teacher identity: 
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“I’m a principal of a Catholic school. There are some aspects of it that are 

really, really good. But for staff members to not openly be able to express 

themselves in terms of their sexual identity, their beliefs about marriage, or 

same-sex marriage, having children outside marriage/ before marriage. Any 

of those things - It kind of silences people working in Catholic schools”. 

 

“And the worst is it's just, you know, it's the stuff that I just can't condone. 

The whole, I think abuse is probably too strong a word but, the inequalities 

for women, the inequalities for people who don't subscribe to the faith. Just 

the bits which stop people from being themselves. Including myself. I wasn't 

able to be outwardly not catholic in school and I had to pretend I was. I was 

just lucky that I look Irish and I sound Irish. So, I'm presumed at worst 

Protestant, at best Catholic. If that makes sense!”  

 

 

As Irish primary schools have historically been under the patronage of the CC it has 

remained inherently patriarchal as a patronage model to the current day. One 

principal alluded to the toxic patriarchy sometimes associated with religious 

management of Irish schools: 

“I know it has impacted certain areas more than others … I think it might be 

more to do with personalities that are involved ... there have been notorious 

bishops in dioceses and priests in parishes … I’m not even talking about 

paedophilia or child abuse … I’m talking about power and what’s going on in 

schools”. 

 

As regards suggestions for a preferred model to replace the current CC-dominated 

model, the majority of principals mentioned the Community National School model 

and the current Canadian model which operates under the ministry of Education 

with district school boards administering the educational programmes: 

“What I would love to see in Ireland is the Canadian model. I would love to 

see church and state separate…COMPLETELY separate, but I would like if the 

model was a state model…right across the country. I mean they tried 

divestment...it’s not going to work…opting into it...I think it has to be state 

done and I really feel strongly about that”. 
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“Well I think that religion has no place in schools anymore, so a non-

denominational model would be best, or the community national schools. 

They are state-run, which I think is really important. Something like that 

would be best going forward. But then, all the rest just discriminate, have to 

discriminate, on some line and generally that’s religious, and effectively that 

just doesn't work”.    
 

 

A number of principals raised the issue of school ethos being important for child 

development which is appreciated by parents: 

“I just think that the idea of schools being part of the church needs to go, but 

I wouldn’t be throwing out everything. I think that parents like… not so much 

the catholic ethos of the school, but the values that come as part of that”. 

 “I think schools do need an ethos. Maybe not so much God and Jesus, but 

morality and what’s right and what’s wrong”. 

 

As prescribed in the CPSMA BOM Handbook:  

 In Catholic schools, it is the role of the principal on behalf of the Board of 

Management…to oversee the school’s contribution to the Christian initiation 

of its Catholic pupils. Those training for principalship…need to be offered in-

depth and continuing formation on what is meant by Catholic 

leadership…student teachers should also be encouraged to participate in 

faith development initiatives suitable for their own spiritual needs…School 

Boards of Management should seek to support and facilitate…teachers in 

taking initiatives designed to help them to engage with their own on-going 

faith development…There will be an awareness on the part of all involved in 

a Catholic school that they are contributing to the promotion of a particular 

educational experience, founded upon a Catholic anthropology of the 

person, vision of society, understanding of teaching and learning and of 

knowledge itself. (CPSMA, 2016, p. 17) 
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Based on the CC view of the role of the principal of a Catholic school, SS-C 

participants were asked to outline what they considered their main responsibilities 

as school principal. The most frequent responses include creating a safe learning 

environment (27.3%), pupils’ happiness (21.5%), pupils’ personal safety (20.8%) and 

leading learning (17.7%). It is noteworthy that no principal mentioned faith 

development of pupils or upholding the religious ethos of the school as being 

among their main responsibilities (n = 480), perhaps suggesting that at a 

fundamental level the two most prominent BOM members have different agendas. 

 

 

4.10.2 Leadership Training for Principalship 
 

SS-C participants expressed frustration at the training provided for newly appointed 

principals with 82% having received training (n = 474) and 76% stating that training 

received did not adequately prepare them for the job (see Section 4.3.2). Some 

principals volunteered information on the training they received for their 

principalship positions ranging from a one-day seminar to self-funded post-graduate 

diplomas and master’s degrees in Educational Leadership as illustrated in Table 32. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

282 
 

 

Table 32 

Training completed by Irish primary principals for role 

 

 n % 

IPPN/INTO/PDST/CPSMA training (1 – 10 days) 220 70.1 

Centre for School Leadership training 25 8 

Postgraduate Diploma in Leadership 21 6.7 

5-day DES summer course 20 6.4 

Master’s degree in Leadership / Management 16 5.1 

Mentoring 8 2.5 

Hibernia College Leadership training course 3 1 

UK NPQH training 1 ≤1 

Note. n = 314. 

 

 Currently, there is no sanctioned principalship training course for IPPs and no 

consistency in courses voluntarily completed by principals. As this study uncovered 

that three quarters of principals feel they are not adequately trained for their jobs 

(see Section 4.3.4), interviewees were invited to elaborate on what training they felt 

would best prepare newly appointed principals: 

“ You need training as a psychiatrist, psychologist, electrician, plumber, 

accountant, architect, engineer…you end up climbing trees for footballs… 

and even if you get a touch of training in each of those areas you still haven’t 

a full picture. For example, I don’t know anything about accounts. I don’t 

know anything about buildings. Do you know what I mean?  You’re trained 

as a classroom teacher”.  

“I think the Misneach programme is very good. I think is very good not just 

for its knowledge base, but for the networking and the friends you make 

…they will have common understanding and common empathy as you 

develop. I think maybe more ongoing training after Misneach is needed so 
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you’re not just left…encourage the Forbairt programme after that then 

maybe provide ongoing training at an accessible local level”. 

“I actually do think that the principalship is a job for somebody who is quite 

mature and has a lot of years behind them in teaching because it's really 

most unfair to put in a principal who maybe has come from another area of 

life… have been running a supermarket, or whatever… it's not enough. You 

need a lot of teaching experience before you take on the role”. 

 

Some mentioned mentoring and coaching as being the best way to prepare for 

principalship: 

“The best way to learn is on the job and if you have a mentor. I mean, the 

ideal thing is if you could be mentored by the current principal for a year 

beforehand and then you just take over like an assistant manager and it’s 

just like bringing them forward. That’s the ideal way it could happen”. 

“God…I suppose a system like a mentor system…somebody in another school 

down the road that you can text or ring with a question. That’s the main 

thing I think...a mentoring system”. 

“There's now coaching for school leaders. The Centre for School Leadership 

(CSL) have coaching. I suppose it would be great to get the time to even 

access all of those”. 

 

Finally, the Canadian system of training for school leadership was mooted by one 

principal who had worked in Canada for a number of years: 

“One thing I saw in Canada which I thought really stood out was their 

training programme for principalship…so I got this job here basically on an 

interview…with no training and no experience. I can’t even believe I went for 

it 14 years ago, now. But in Canada, you had to demonstrate leadership 

interest, then apply for a programme and then get onto that programme. I 

think it was three years training where you took weekend classes, different 

kinds of courses you would need in that role and the last part was three 

months shadowing a principal within the system. And then once you had 

passed all of that and you were accepted onto the Toronto School Board as a 

principal,  you would meet with that board and they would send you to a 

school or an area for 3-5 years and you would have a job description of what 

were the important priorities that school needed for the next 3-5 years and 
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you would go in and try to address that. And then after that you move on to 

another school. So, I would recommend something like that”. 

 

 

4.10.3 School Management 
 

Some dissatisfaction around lack of support with the BOM workload was uncovered 

in this study (see Section 4.6.3). Additionally, SS-C participants stated that the 

chairperson of the BOM should be democratically appointed (68%), attend certified 

training prior to appointment (82.4%) and should be a paid position (85.8%). 

Interviewees were asked to comment on the appointment procedure for the BOM 

chairperson: 

“Chairpersons are not democratically appointed and it’s not a good model. It 

can work in your favour but, it can work against you as well. You are locked 

into something with no choices. The principal should have input into the 

appointment of the chairperson. After all, we are the ones left to run the 

school. That should be with someone we can work with”. 

 

 “I work in Educate Together and they decide on the chairperson, same as the 

CC model. However, I have to say, over the years they have ALWAYS phoned 

me and said…these are the names going forward…how do you like this… It’s 

not necessarily a reference…but I was asked my point of view about who I 

might work with. So, certainly with the last three boards, I have had a phone 

call from somebody in Educate Together saying this is who we are proposing. 

How do you feel about that?” 

 

Interviewees had mixed opinions on the involvement and contribution of parents 

on BOMs with some raising the issue of parents having vested interests in their own 

child’s education and others supportive of parental involvement: 
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“You can be very lucky with your board members...if you get good people 

who are interested in the school...and not just their own children…that’s the 

ideal situation…but in rural villages…you likely don’t have very many people 

suitable to contribute to successive boards…so the current model isn’t good”. 

“Parental involvement takes may different forms. Some people come to the 

meetings because there is a power thing about it for themselves. They want 

to influence. And there are other people who genuinely want the best for 

their children”. 

 

Interviewees were asked to outline the changes they felt were needed to improve 

work conditions and well-being for principals. Responses included reduction of 

workload and specifically paperwork, even distribution of BOM workload, enhanced 

professional autonomy, introduction of a step-down option, enhanced training (pre-

application), enhanced administrative support for TPs, enhanced distributive 

leadership where middle management have clearly defined sole responsibilities, 

more administrative release days for TPs, less DES initiatives and ready access to 

principal support bodies (for professional and personal issues). 

With TPs expressing frustration throughout this study at feeling that they are under-

supported with their administrative workload and effectively ‘double-jobbing for 

one salary’ interviewees were asked for their views on what the future holds for the 

TP and small schools in Ireland. Some were supportive of the small school model: 

 “I think they are such an important part of community… the lifeblood of 

some communities and you'll have AdPs who disagree with that to a degree 

and there might be some TPs… but in the long run here I see how important 

school is for energy, for life, for the community”. 

“I think we're just fine. I've taught in a small school all of my teaching career 

and I think there's a lot of unnecessary negative talk about small schools and 

that can be among teachers as well saying things like, ‘Oh how on earth do 

you teach four classes’? You teach four classes the same way as you teach 
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one class and there’s no big deal. And I don't like the way the media are 

undermining them… they're making it sound as though small schools are 

second best or that the whole thing is undoable. It's not. It's a very natural 

and very healthy way for a child to grow up in the vertical streaming and 

small numbers. Very few discipline problems and children are clearly visible 

to the teachers and anything that's going on is clearly seen and attended to 

straight away… I think they have a very good future”. 

 

However, the majority of interviewees were of the opinion that the model is 

untenable despite the long-term ramifications for rural Ireland of losing its small 

schools: 

“Hopefully there is no future for them. The job of TP is undoable. They are 

not workable anymore. It’s sad for small communities to lose their school… 

the small local communities are being wiped out, but the job has changed to 

the point that it’s not workable anymore. Banks are closing, post offices are 

closing, garda stations and now schools”. 

“I guess the Department probably really wants them closed. I did teach in a 

small two-teacher school before this and some parents still want the small 

school and feel their children will get very good teaching and individual 

attention. If numbers go down, yes, the school will close, and I mean it’s not 

fair if there is only about seven in a school - it’s not fair for any child”. 

“I think that we’re going to be looking at amalgamations of schools. They 

have this idea of one admin principal over five schools. I've seen that in Italy 

on my travels with Erasmus and it's horrendous because you just can't be in 

five places at one time. I know that's been mooted by IPPN. I think small 

schools are going to need administrative days to support them in the job. I 

don't see why if there's one Chairperson and there's five schools in one 

parish, they can’t have one board and one approach to managing the five 

schools. But as it is now…with five separate boards…everything just seems a 

bit over-redundant”. 

“I think it must be very hard. We started here as a two-teacher school. I was 

a TP and one person with me, and I would not have liked to work at that level 

for the rest of my career. I was delighted when different people came on 

board as the school grew...just different personalities, different strengths, 

different skills…I think you can provide a better service to children if you have 

a bigger school”. 
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4.11 Conclusion 
 

 In order to address my research questions, aims and objectives I was required to 

test the occupational well-being of IPPs. To that end, in the absence of a consensus 

definition of what that entails, I devised a definition based on identified and 

researched well-being indicators which I brought together to create my CFOW-B. 

This was grounded in existing instruments and merged as previously outlined. The 

resulting new occupational well-being measurement instrument is, in my opinion, 

broadly encompassing of all occupational well-being aspects relevant to IPPs. It was 

tailored to the population under investigation – a population which I could readily 

access given my previous employment as an IPP. My insider experience and 

knowledge supported me in the creation of this tool. The resulting CFOW-B 

provided statistically  robust evidence which could be aligned with existing but 

disparate research and brough new information to light regarding the well-being 

levels of IPPs as a professional body. I believe this new data will inform and support 

IPPs and their representatives and create a better understanding of what 

occupational well-being entails and how it can be achieved and protected.  

Data collected from the CBI, SS-C and subsequent interviews uncover very high 

levels of Work-Related Burnout and frustration amongst IPPs. Over a half of 

principals suffer from anxiety and almost a quarter suffer from depression. 

Principals engage in excessive unpaid overtime with 99.6% admitting to working 

overtime. While most principals are unhappy about this self-imposed overtime, the 

majority feel it is ‘part of the job’. Over a third of principals admit that some of their 
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stress is attributable to themselves. The first word that principals associate with 

their job is ‘stress’ as uncovered in a Jungian WA exercise. This finding is supported 

by an inferential analysis of CFOW-B constructs which uncovered that burnout and 

role autonomy have the strongest correlations with all other constructs for primary 

principals. 

Results from the BPNSFS Work Domain reveal high levels of autonomy frustration in 

principals. This study uncovered that 85.4% of principals identify as ‘followers’ in 

their role compared to 17.5% of principals who feel more like a leader. Male 

principals enjoy higher levels of autonomy satisfaction and competence satisfaction 

than female principals with both sexes scoring a mean of 3 (range 0 – 5) for 

relatedness satisfaction. Almost 80% of principals feel some degree of influence on 

their behaviour outside of work hours because of their work role. Levels of 

competence satisfaction were also high despite 76% of principals feeling untrained 

for the job with over 70% having completed between 1 – 10 days’ training after 

their appointment.  

There are indications, from this study, that it is the volume of principals’ workload 

which is likely causing competence frustration, along with a paucity of support from 

management, rather than principals feeling insecure about ability or being 

disappointed with their performance on the job. TPs, in particular, are frustrated by 

their overwhelming workload and feelings of ‘double-jobbing for one salary’. 

Dissatisfaction with additional workload resulting from Chairpersons’ uneven 

distribution of BOM duties was expressed with principals singlehandedly completing 

the BOM workload in 71% of cases. Frustration with unskilled and untrained BOM 
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members was expressed by a majority of principals who feel reluctant to ask for 

support from voluntary BOM members. Results measuring voluntary unpaid 

overtime completed by principals reveal that 99.6% do up to three days unpaid 

overtime on a weekly basis with one explaining, “…and that’s nothing extra. That’s 

just to keep the ship afloat”.  

Principals reported that the relationship with the BOM chairperson is critical to the 

effective functioning of the BOM. Sexism was reported by a small number of female 

principals who felt professionally undermined by their male BOM chairpersons. 

Male principals are four times more likely to describe their BOM chairperson as a 

friend than females. Bullying is experienced by 45.3% of principals with female 

colleagues being the most frequent perpetrators. Over 10% of principals report 

being bullied by their BOM chairperson and over 30% declared that 

parents/guardians bully them. Principals feel isolated in their role as principal 

despite most saying they have a good relationship with their staff and BOM. The 

importance of networking with other principals was recommended as a way to 

alleviate this isolation. Mindfulness levels were below average in principals with 

97.7% preoccupied with school concerns outside of work hours. Levels of awareness 

of physical environment were high but awareness levels of both physical and 

emotional sensations were low. Results from the Motivation Survey confirm that 

IPPs are predominantly motivated by extrinsic factors (identified regulation) with 

high levels of personal importance being attached to the job (81.8%). Amotivation 

levels were relatively low at just over 10%. A high proportion of principals feel 

sufficiently competent to manage the school themselves (85%). Almost half (48%) 

believe that it is time for the CC and the State to separate in provision of primary 
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education and 53% feel that religion should no longer be taught in schools. A 

preference for the community national school model was expressed by a majority of 

interviewees.  

Results from the JSS, SS-C and subsequent interviews uncover resentment, 

dissatisfaction and disillusionment with salary and job characteristics in the primary 

education sector. There is also evidence that some BOM members feel their 

voluntary work is taken for granted by the DES. In line with the tenets of Fair Wage-

Effort Hypothesis and Equity Theory, principals noted a marked reduction in staff 

‘good will’ and voluntary unpaid overtime since the DES introduction of pay cuts 

and CPHs with teachers more inclined to measure their work input relative to the 

revised pay scale and job conditions. Some younger teachers, in particular, have 

been impacted to the point of needing additional employment in order to survive 

financially. Principals communicated feeling least appreciated by the DES and their 

school patrons. Feeling undervalued by the DES is also widespread amongst 

teaching staff as evidenced in both SS-C and interview findings. High levels of 

principal satisfaction with co-workers (64.2%) and management (84.2%) were 

recorded.  

Reflecting on whether their work environment has a positive effect on their overall 

holistic health and well-being, survey participants were almost evenly divided with 

42% disagreeing and 39.8% agreeing, the remainder being unsure. Many of the 

facets of the role, its demands, and its recompenses are captured in this comment 

from a SS-C participant: 
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“I enjoy my job most of time but when something goes wrong it really affects 

me. On a good day I love my job, which is most of the time, but when there 

are problems I worry and am impacted. The school is like another child, 

always on my mind, but I have accepted it and accepted that the job is 

impossible to do thoroughly and that my best has to be good enough which 

has brought me some peace”.   
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5. Discussion 
                        

            In all debates, let truth be thy aim, not victory, or an unjust interest. 

                                                                                                   -William Penn, 1682 

 

5.1 Introduction 
 

Projecting the values of honesty, integrity and purity of purpose, this 17th century 

quotation from Quaker pioneer William Penn sets the tone for my Discussion 

chapter which aims to painstakingly paint as accurate a picture as possible of life as 

a primary principal in 21st century Ireland. Particular attention will be paid to the 

challenges faced by IPPs within their work environment. Following on from the 

previous chapter’s findings on principals’ occupational welfare, I will now 

endeavour to discuss these results in the context of pertinent literature and 

legislation. Using the CFOW-B as my roadmap through this chapter, I will discuss 

each of the six constructs while incorporating the tangential themes of school 

patronage, management and leadership, where relevant, within the parameters of 

the six constructs. This represents an amalgam of data from both survey and 

interview sources which is consistent with the MM approach adopted in this study.  

 

 

 

 



 

293 
 

 

5.2 Basic Psychological Needs in the Workplace 
 

5.2.1 Autonomy 

5.2.1.1 Autonomy, Gender and Irish Culture 
 

Autonomy was the only BPN featuring higher levels of frustration than satisfaction 

for principals with female principals having higher levels of Autonomy frustration 

and lower levels of satisfaction than their male counterparts, raising the issue of 

gender. A small number of female principals also reported being professionally 

undermined by male chairpersons of BOMs. As this information was volunteered 

and not in response to a sexism-related question (as none were included in the 

study) the exact prevalence and nature of this undermining behaviour is unknown. 

Hence, whether this represents a minority of individual personality conflicts or 

points to a more insidious problem of friction arising from females being perceived 

and treated as subordinates, in line with the thinking and teachings of the CC, is not 

known. On the topic of gender, this study found that 70% of chairpersons are male. 

As 90% of primary schools are managed by the CC, this implies that catholic bishops, 

as patrons who select the BOM chairperson, clearly exhibit a preference for male 

chairpersons. Figures released by the DES for academic year 2017/2018 reveal that 

67% of primary principals are female (70% of principals in this study were female) 

representing just 6.4% of female primary teachers in the system. Comparatively 

33% of principals are male representing 18% of male primary teachers (DES, 2020f). 

Accordingly, this preference for male chairpersons in Catholic schools may be a 

(conscious or unconscious) effort to prevent having two females in positions of 
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authority in Catholic primary schools, indicative of systemic patriarchal thinking. 

This may be seen to concur with Ryan and Deci’s (2017, p. 89) assertion that 

patriarchal religious cultures typically feature need-thwarting practices “that thwart 

the BPN satisfaction of its members with predictable effects on their thriving”. 

 There are some who may not view Ireland as having a patriarchal culture, but 

consideration needs to be given to the two most powerful and influential 

organisations in the country – the CC and the GAA, both rampantly patriarchal in 

design. In terms of leadership, all 40 GAA presidents from 1884 to date have been 

male (GAA, 2021). The vast majority of Irish politicians are, and always have been, 

male. Fitzgerald (2018) confirms that of the 200 senior government ministers from 

1919 to September 2018, only 19 have been women which reflects a 90% 

representation of male ministers.  Women currently represent 20.6% of county 

councillors (Local Government Information Unit, 2021). The office of Taoiseach 

(prime minister) has been held by 15 men and has never been held by a woman. 

Ireland has had seven male presidents and only two female presidents. Former 

president Mary Robinson recalls being told she should be at home minding her child 

while canvassing for presidency in 1990, being labelled a ‘Marxist, lesbian bitch’ by a 

Catholic priest during her presidential candidacy and having to weather hurtful 

rumours at that time of being in a sham marriage which was heading for divorce 

(Fitzgerald, 2018). As one of the founders of the Women’s Political Association, 

Gemma Hussey, while canvassing for the 1981 general election, was told by a 

woman that she should be at home and not taking a job from a man (Fitzgerald, 

2018).  
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In more recent times IPPN, which represents IPPs, a predominantly female 

profession, has had eight male presidents since 2000, and two female presidents.  

Similarly, the INTO has had 124 presidents since its first president in 1868 of which 

17 have been female to the current day (INTO, Head Office, personal 

communication, 12 April 2021). 

 Within the Irish primary education system, the role of BOM chairperson has 

traditionally been reserved for the local parish priest. In recent times, and especially 

in the wake of paedophilia crimes committed by Catholic priests, the appointment 

of lay chairpersons is common practice in Irish primary schools. However, while this 

study found that 70% of BOMs currently have a lay chairperson, further questioning 

revealed that 63% of these particular BOMs have either one (59%) or two (4%) 

Catholic priests being appointed as BOM bishop’s nominee and / or BOM 

community representative. To this end, Catholic priests are still highly involved with 

the management of 90% of the country’s primary schools and their staffs, as it is 

unlikely that a bishop would intentionally select a lay chairperson who would 

contest the wishes of either the parish priest or the patron. Thus, the appointment 

of lay chairpersons is, in at least some cases, tantamount to tokenism, a seat-

swapping exercise, while primary principals, a predominantly female body of 

professionals, remain directly or indirectly managed by representatives of the CC in 

their decision-making and their professional life as educators and leaders of 

educators. There is no other group of professionals who are answerable to the CC in 

the day-to-day execution of their work and yet, this peculiar phenomenon, unique 

to Ireland, remains unquestioned by principals, the majority of whom are products 

of the system. This may be because Catholic ideology has historically been so 
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ingrained in the fabric of Irish life, the Irish education system and the Irish psyche 

that it has flown under the radar remaining largely unnoticed and uniformly 

unchallenged. However, with over 1,000 parishes in Ireland, each requiring the 

services of a parish priest, this phenomenon will in time fade to obscurity as 

McGarry (2020) reports that only 13 men have begun training for the priesthood in 

2020 (including an unspecified number undergoing a one-year pre-seminary 

programme for those considering joining the priesthood) bringing the total number 

of current trainees in Ireland to seventy-two. Additional pressure from parents 

calling for enhanced diversity of school patronage and the recent trend for 

multifaith and non-denominational schools being set up will further accelerate the 

erosion of CC patronage of Irish primary schools and its systemic patriarchy. 

Elsewhere, research has found that men, in general, report greater levels of 

autonomy than women (Ahrens & Ryff, 2006; Perez, 2012). Perez contends that 

males are socialised to be more independent than females who tend to rely more 

on expectations of others and habitually conform to social pressures to act and 

think in particular ways. Women also have been found (Ryff, Keyes & Hughes, 2003) 

to have their autonomy compromised in their daily lives, particularly those who 

experience discrimination (e.g., being treated with disrespect, insulted, or 

threatened). This aligns with Riley’s (2015) finding that Irish principals, and in 

particular female principals, experience nearly twice the incidence of threats of 

violence and acts of violence at work than other populations, as well as research 

from the ESRI (as cited in Ruddy, 2013, p. 4) which found that those employed in the 

Irish education sector (with a majority being female) are “significantly more likely to 

be bullied than those in other sectors”. 
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Ferguson and Gunnell (2016) suggest further research using qualitative methods to 

ascertain the meaning that individuals ascribe to gender, their experiences of 

gender and how gender shapes their experiences of well-being. They report that 

gender differences in well-being literature are equivocal and the inconsistencies 

may be attributed to the omission of gender from our theoretical frameworks and 

our conceptual models of well-being. They suggest using a gendered lens at the 

fundamental level of our research which they believe would enhance our 

knowledge of male and female psychological profiles. 

 

5.2.1.2 Autonomy, Patronage and School Management 
 

Over 43% of principals believe that BOMs have excessive control over teachers’ 

careers and their professional development and varying degrees of freedom in 

decision-making is experienced by principals relative to their BOMs. While 

answerability to BOMs is part of a principal’s lot, several principals reported feeling 

undermined by their BOMs in having their professional judgements questioned or 

overturned by BOMs consisting of untrained members who have little to no 

experience or background in education. With the chairperson having a second and 

casting vote on all matters pertaining to the running of the school, whether this 

model of management is in the best interests of the pupils is questionable. The 

concept of a casting vote in itself is undemocratic, but if one is required should it 

not be the principal (as school leader) who reserves this privilege? Over a third of 

principals believe that the CC has primary control in the management of primary 

schools while another third believe that school management is democratically 
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shared by representatives of the school community portraying the inconsistencies 

in the day-to-day experiences of principals depending on the management 

dynamics of the particular BOM they are dealing with. As this phenomenon was 

raised two decades ago in the Hay Report (2002) it is clear that there has been no 

improvement in ensuring consistency of practice amongst BOMs with IPPs in this 

research still reporting highly individualised experiences of working with them. 

Finland: Education Reform and Teacher Autonomy 

In recent times, Finland’s education system has been under the spotlight for its 

impressive academic achievements with 99% of pupils now completing compulsory 

education despite once been known for its remarkably low rate of school 

attendance in the post-World War ІІ years (Yates, Tyrell & Masten, 2015). Despite 

having a relatively shorter school calendar and a shorter school day, Finland has 

been known to outperform pupils in the US and the EU. However, Finland’s success 

story does not encompass a one-size-fits-all approach. Their education reform 

began in the 1970s and is the result of collaboration between students, teachers, 

administrators and government officials targeting identified challenges and 

problems which were unique to the Finnish education system of that time. What is 

commendable, nonetheless, is their respectful inclusion and involvement of 

teachers (and students) in a collaborative drive to problem-solve while employing 

the knowledge and expertise of all education parties. Yates et al., (2015) explain 

that while a standard core compulsory education was established, it was 

implemented at local level using teacher-selected practices considered most 

appropriate for addressing the needs and resources of individual schools. 
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Government-based comparative evaluations across schools were supplanted by 

school-and teacher-specific evaluation practices for the sole purpose of 

instructional development and refinement for individual teachers. This measure 

was accompanied by an overhaul of Finland’s teacher-training programme with 

teacher training moving to research universities thereby enhancing the prestige 

attached to the job (National Center on Education and Economics, 2021a) (NCEE). 

Once ranked amongst the least desirable professions in Finland, annual national 

polls now show that teaching is amongst Finland’s most admired and respected 

professions with primary teaching being the most sought-after career (NCEE, 

2021a). Yates et al. (2015, p. 780) attribute this to “heightened prestige and 

protected autonomy…while their professional satisfaction and sophistication 

cascades to influence student learning outcomes”. The NCEE states that: 

 Finland is also willing to trust teachers and their professional judgements to 

a degree that is rare among the nations of the world. It should be no 

surprise that Finland has a very high retention rate for teachers, with a 2013 

survey showing that 90% of trained teachers remain in the profession for the 

duration of their career. (ncee.org, 2021a) 

 

 It would appear that Finnish teachers enjoy greater satisfaction of their BPNs in the 

workplace as heightened role autonomy, greater decision-making power and 

greater role mastery is reported. This is certainly the case when compared to their 

Irish counterparts. Finnish teachers are routinely shown trust and respect- the 

cornerstones of relatedness satisfaction - from their government representatives 

and the wider school community. Comparatively, participants of this study 

expressed disillusionment and feelings of disempowerment from the continuous 
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barrage of DES initiatives and interventions (e.g. literacy and numeracy drive) which 

are foisted upon schools with little, if any, consultation with teachers, some of 

which are altered or discarded soon after implementation (e.g. recent changes 

made to the newly introduced English Language curriculum). Meanwhile, their 

Finnish counterparts are trusted to develop their own curriculum “based on the 

national curriculum, while adding locally relevant and pupil-profile related content 

and determining the learning processes and assessment principles” (Greatbach & 

Tate, 2019, p. 6). During these education reforms Finland terminated school 

inspections which relieves its teachers from another source of micromanagement 

named by participants of this study. Fernet, Gagné and Austin (2010) found that 

autonomously motivated teachers with high BPN satisfaction appear immune to the 

negative effects of job demands and require less social support and monitoring 

from supervisors / management to buffer against the risk of burnout. They 

concluded that the lesson for management and supervisors is that as long as 

employee’s BPNs are fulfilled, they may need to monitor and reward employees less 

in order to get high job performance. This certainly appears to be the case in 

Finland as role autonomy for principals and teachers is maximised. IPPs, meanwhile, 

apart from answerability to the Inspectorate, also endure being subject to the 

approval of an untrained BOM in all work-related decision-making. Further research 

may uncover whether Finnish teachers would score higher on BPN satisfaction 

when compared to their US and other EU counterparts, but for the moment, there 

is an impression that what Finland has done right is cater to its educators’ BPNs 

within their work context with enviable results. At the very least, they have got the 

balance right between professional accountability and professional autonomy. 
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 Cross-cultural Perspectives on Professional Autonomy 

In Canada, Gagné and Bhave (2011) advise that the concept of workplace autonomy 

underlies many new and old organisational practices. They explain that the ILO has 

explicitly promoted workplace autonomy as the manifestation of employees’ 

individual rights to freedom and dignity, as enshrined in the ILO constitution. 

Spector (1986), developer of the JSS, showed in a meta-analysis of over 100 North 

American samples that perceptions of job control, often considered a form of work 

autonomy, were associated with higher job satisfaction, commitment, involvement, 

performance and motivation and with lower physical symptoms, emotional distress, 

role stress, absenteeism, turnover intention and actual turnover.  

Almost 80% of IPPs in the present study experience some degree of influence on 

their behaviour outside work hours because of their job. In the UK, Morrison 

(2015) likens being a teacher to being a celebrity as their private lives are 

scrutinised by managers, parents and pupils alike. Morrison declares that 

teachers should not have to forfeit a private life because of their jobs but relents 

that their public profile incorporates having to accept some restraints on their 

behaviour outside of school hours. On this point Weldon (2003) agrees that 

educators are held to a higher standard of behaviour than other professionals 

and are often harshly judged as they are “in loco parentis” while working. 

According to Weldon, children learn important values and morals from teachers, 

hence teachers are often held to an invisible moral standard in and out of work 

hours. If this is true of classroom teachers, then the private lives of principals are 

likely to be even more so of interest to some members of the school community, 
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placing undue and unfair pressure on principals fearing character assessments at 

every corner. Those living in close proximity to their workplace may experience 

this phenomenon more than those living further away, but with 80% of IPPs 

reporting some effect on their behaviour outside of work it appears to be quite 

prevalent amongst them. To what degree this is exacerbated because of the link 

drawn in the public consciousness between primary schools and the CC is 

unknown but the strength of this association is raised by O’Sullivan (2005, p. 

118), in alluding to the theocentric paradigm which views principals as ““not just 

in loco parentis (of pupils), but also as church-state agents concerned with the 

ultimate salvation of the pupil and  empowered to act as they will know best to 

further assist that salvation”. Clancy (1983, p. 15) also reported that lay principals 

in Irish schools were accorded something of a quasi-religious standing such that 

they were considered to be “part of a sacred order…linked to the core values of 

society…which the advent of secularisation does not seem to have emptied…of 

its special moral qualities”.  

From a BPN perspective Ryan and Deci (2017) explain that social controls can 

lead to the neglect or frustration of BPNs which can lead to lowered vitality, 

greater fragmentation, loss of volition and diminished well-being. BPN suggests 

that people need to feel agentic and in charge of their lives and their decisions on 

how to live their lives. For Doyal and Gough (1991) autonomy plays a central role 

in the procurement of other resources and outcomes which allow a person to 

flourish, and without autonomy a human being cannot pursue a meaningful 

existence. This concurs with Ryan and Deci’s (2017) definition of autonomy as 

being concerned with the extent to which people experience their behaviour as 
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volitional and fully self-endorsed, rather than coerced or compelled by factors 

external to the self. They explain that behaviours that are influenced or regulated 

by external pressures are indicative of heteronomy or alienation. To this end, 

they explain that heteronomous actions “entail less access to a person’s 

cognitive, affective and physical capacities and thus involve only partial 

functioning” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 97). This may explain Mindfulness findings 

from the present study wherein IPPs reported ‘finding it hard to switch off after 

school’ and operating as if on autopilot e.g., ‘driving somewhere and wondering 

why’. 

 

 5.2.1.3 Leadership and (Micro)Management 
 

Almost half of principals (47.6%) reported feeling micromanaged on a consistent 

basis with a further 36.5% stating they sometimes experience micromanagement 

while 85.4% see themselves as ‘followers’ as opposed to ‘leaders’ in their role as 

school principal. Insofar as primary education is organised and managed by the DES 

and BOMs, respectively, it is understandable that principals experience feelings of 

micromanagement in their professional role. Autonomy frustration from this 

arrangement may stem from the conflicting values and vested interests of the 

various parties involved in educating the country’s youth. Firstly, at 98.3%, almost 

all principals disagreed with a business model being applied to the running of 

primary schools which 80% of principals believe is the model of choice for the DES. 

Application of a business model at primary level contravenes a consensus belief 

amongst principals in this study that schools should be centres for learning. Hence, 
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autonomy frustration may stem from being at the behest of a DES whose primary 

concerns are with performance measurement and cost efficiency.  

Secondly, the CC is primarily concerned with ensuring the propagation of the 

Catholic faith in successive generations of Irish primary-aged children who receive 

up to four sacraments while in primary schools (penance, eucharist and 

confirmation, with some non-Catholic children [until recently] requiring baptism in 

order to enrol). Hence, this cohort of children are of great importance to the CC in 

terms of increasing membership and preservation of the faith. This may be why the 

CC has remained loathe to relinquish control of primary schools and the decision-

making of those professionals employed to lead them.  

Thirdly, as revealed in this study, IPPs are chiefly concerned with ‘creating a safe 

learning environment’ and ‘pupil happiness’, viewing primary schools, first and 

foremost, as centres for learning. Notably, only 22.3% of primary principals in this 

study described themselves as devout Catholics and 53% believe that religion 

should not be taught in schools. Almost half (48%) of primary principals would 

prefer a school model featuring a separation of church and state (one third 

disagreed and the remainder were unsure) with multi-denominational community 

national schools being the preferred model. Eighty-four per cent of principals felt 

that they could effectively run the school by themselves (as AdPs with all teaching 

duties removed) without being answerable to a BOM and 55.5% felt that they could 

do their jobs better if granted increased professional autonomy. These 

considerations may explain the widespread perceptions of micromanagement and 

the high levels of autonomy frustration reported by primary principals. 
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Autonomy and Hierarchical Systems 

Diefenbach (2015) supports this view in proposing that behind superiors’ and 

subordinates’ behaviour and social actions are interests (or self-interest). He 

explains that officially, superiors’ primary interest is serving the whole: their 

greatest concern is said to be survival of the whole, the further development of the 

common good and the care of their people – be this a country, a people, an 

institution, an organisation or a group. Diefenbach claims that rulers of any 

hierarchical social system are very keen to portray themselves as working ‘very 

hard’ and ‘unselfishly’ ‘for the sake of the whole’. Willmott (as cited in Diefenbach, 

2015, p. 103) attests that the privileged position of managers, or any ruling elite, 

induces them to represent their work as impartial and uncompromised by self-

interest or class interest and “motivated only by seemingly universal virtues of 

efficiency and effectiveness”. These managers are keen to not be perceived as being 

motivated by self-interest and seek to institutionalise their individual and group 

interests such that what were once their interests are now the system’s interests. 

Thus, it unfolds that ‘real’ interests and ‘official’ interests become as one with a 

perception from subordinates that their superiors’ interests, and their own 

cooperation with these interests, are serving the ‘common good’. Within this 

framework subordinates are expected to follow orders from superiors, obey rules, 

support the existing order and to function well. Their voluntary compliance is 

described by Sidanius and Pratto (as cited in Diefenbach, 2015, p. 102) as “self-

destructive and self-debilitating behaviours…the primary means by which 

subordinates actively participate in and contribute to their own continued 

subordination”. Obedience, submissiveness and functioning well are the public face 
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of subordination (Diefenbach, 2015). Jacques (1996) stated that routine 

cooperation ensures that the same rules, structures and processes that infantilise 

subordinates also protects them and to this end, most subordinates in a hierarchical 

system are cooperative and supportive of the system rather than subversive.   

Within the context of the primary education system and the need for increased 

autonomy and self-direction in a micromanaged work setting Diefenbach reminds 

us that the central idea of employee empowerment is that people should have the 

authority and means to organise their work as they deem appropriate and should 

be involved in all formal and informal decision-making processes that are relevant 

to them and their work. Empowerment and participation of employees adjusts 

hierarchical social relationships in principle, but would, for example, give a 

modicum of control (and therefore autonomy) to teachers over the design of, and 

pace at which DES initiatives are introduced and implemented. This proposed 

consultation with teachers on the design of DES curricular interventions would not 

alone promote professional autonomy but also enhance the interventions by means 

of employing the expertise of the professionals on the frontline of Irish educational 

provision as opposed to, for example, blindly introducing interventions, some of 

which were designed specifically for implementation in neighbouring countries. 

Acknowledging the expertise that teachers could bring to the design of curricular 

interventions, which currently lies redundant, would likewise support competency 

satisfaction of educators. It is also likely that the creation of more collaborative 

relations with the DES would curtail current feelings of alienation experienced by 

principals in their dealings with the DES thereby satisfying all three BPNs. For the 

most part, communication is one-way in the form of governmental directives and 
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circulars to schools, the contents of which, regardless of practicality, are not up for 

discussion. Perhaps this is something that could be advocated for by teachers’ 

representative groups on grounds of protection of psychosocial well-being of 

teachers within their work environment.  

Several BPN studies advocate autonomy-supportive practices for management and 

supervisors. For example, Otis and Pelletier (2005) studied Canadian police officers 

and found that those who perceived their immediate supervisors to be highly 

autonomy supportive displayed more autonomous motivation for work and in turn, 

reported fewer daily hassles, a lower level of physical symptoms and stronger 

intentions to stay in their jobs in the years ahead. Another study of Gambian 

teachers (Levesque, Blais & Hess, 2004) found that when management were more 

supportive of their BPNs the teachers were more autonomously motivated to work 

and reported greater job satisfaction and general life satisfaction. Nie et al., (2015) 

found similar results with teachers employed in Chinese government-sponsored 

schools.  

Ryan and Deci (2017) attest that autonomy is beneficial in diverse work and cultural 

settings and is grounded in both managerial and practical supports for optimum 

functioning. Kasser (2011) reminds us that humans are not just relational beings; we 

are also cultural beings, existing in broader social entities consisting of political, 

religious and economic systems. Kasser, Cohn, Kanner and Ryan (2007) inform that 

aspects of one’s culture can impact one’s sense of autonomy and he hypothesized 

that citizens in capitalist countries, such as Ireland, may be most susceptible to this 

phenomenon. Schwartz (2007) tested this hypothesis by correlating archival 
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national values data with an economic index developed by Hall and Gingerich 

(2004) which assessed the extent to which each of 20 wealthy capitalistic nations 

pursued a more laissez-faire, competitive approach versus a more government-

driven strategic approach to capitalism. Six nations described as having ‘Anglo-

forms’ of capitalism (here considered more competitive and laissez-faire) were 

included in the study and these six scored as the most competitively oriented of the 

20 nations. Ireland was amongst these six nations, alongside USA, Canada, UK, 

Australia and New Zealand. Schwartz then correlated each nation’s index score with 

the extent to which citizens rated a variety of cultural and individual values as 

important, e.g. hierarchy, power, intellectual autonomy and self-direction. Schwartz 

found that Anglo-economic systems appear to interfere with people’s autonomy 

and freedom values, supporting Kasser et al.’s (2007) hypothesis. Thus, it appears 

that, for citizens of capitalist countries, its institutions and ideologies foster a set of 

values based on self-interest (financial success, consumption and competition) 

causing a de-emphasis on the opposing values: concern for others, interpersonal 

closeness and autonomy. Schwartz (2007) concluded that more market-driven 

societies display a preference for allocating roles and resources hierarchically and 

unequally as the way to motivate and elicit cooperative behaviour rather than 

cultivating citizens’ understanding of mutual interests.  

 

5.2.1.4 Irish Primary Principals: Leaders or Followers? 
 

This study uncovered that 85.4% of IPPs identify more so as ‘followers’ within their 

professional role than as ‘leaders’. This was an unexpected finding with just 1.5% 
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who ‘completely’ identified as leaders and only 0.2% who identified ‘not at all’ as 

followers. These figures are alarmingly low amongst a professional body who are 

tasked with leading learning and teaching in Ireland’s primary schools. It suggests a 

collective lack of confidence amongst principals and it raises a number of questions, 

e.g., is it in the best interest of a school (or any organisation) that its leader 

identifies as a follower? Since the days of the Irish máistir scoile (schoolmaster - all 

male profession and unquestionably the school leader) what has happened to the 

professional identity of Ireland’s primary principals if they now almost exclusively 

identify as followers? Does this improve or compromise their dealings with 

education partners (management, DES, parents, PA, outside agencies, pupils)? Do 

particular styles of leadership support BPN satisfaction more than others? Are 

principals forfeiting their BPN satisfaction for the sake of appearing democratic / 

distributive / transformational in their leadership, and do any of these styles 

support BPN satisfaction of the leader? These questions were not addressed in the 

present study but rather arose from analysis of the study’s findings. Further 

research of IPPs may resolve these questions. 

However, some occupational factors which may be negatively impacting feelings of 

empowerment and professional autonomy amongst this cohort have surfaced 

during this study. The fact that IPPs receive no formal training in leadership may be 

a factor in their identification as followers. While a majority of interviewees 

believed that principals innately possess leadership traits which may signify an 

intrinsic need to lead (as opposed to follow) in their work setting, others believed 

that formal training would greatly enhance leadership ability for school principals. A 

minority cited role experience as being the best training. 
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 Additionally, as previously discussed, BOMs manage schools and appoint the school 

staff while principals are answerable to their BOM in all their professional decision-

making. The DES, on the other hand, controls all matters pertaining to education 

provision, notably the devising of education policy and targets, school governance 

policy, the curriculum and the weighting of attention to particular areas of the 

curriculum at various times, the pace of implementation of curricular interventions, 

school funding and provision of resources to schools, teacher allocation, special 

education provision, school inspections, assessment and the monitoring of 

education standards. We may well ask - what remains for the principal to lead? As 

regards leading learning, a stripped-back appraisal of a principal’s work shows them 

predominantly involved in the logistics of overseeing the implementation of DES 

directives and curricular interventions; as regards leading their staff and the school 

community, it is possible for any disgruntled staff member (or parent) to approach 

the BOM who can vote to overturn any decision made by the principal. It may be 

the case that the IPP, within the current church-state management model, is more 

of a figurehead than a leader, more akin to the Irish president as opposed to the 

Taoiseach (prime minister) because within this model school principals have been 

disempowered to the point of only 1.5% of them identifying fully as school leaders. 

It may also be the case that, in order to preserve the status quo and the interests of 

this CC-state control of education provision, it is integral that primary principals 

identify as followers or figureheads, and not leaders.  

SDT research advises that it is possible to train managers within an organisation or 

institution to be more autonomy supportive. Hardré and Reeve (2009) report that 

the aim of such training helps managers: 
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1. To be better able to see the employees’ perspectives and better understand 

their feelings and beliefs without being controlling, 

2. To provide better choice and inputs to decision-making, 

3. To understand that using rewards and sanctions as the way to motivate 

employees is often maladaptive, 

4. To learn how to give more informational positive feedback and support 

competence experiences, 

5. To conceptualise ‘negative feedback’ as a process of supporting employees 

to find a meaningful solution for some ineffective behaviours, 

6. To encourage exploration and self-initiation, and, 

7. To understand how communication and communication styles can affect 

employees’ motivation, performance and well-being (minimising controlling 

language and behaviour, providing meaningful rationales when requesting 

cooperation). 

 

Hence, within the context of supporting the psychosocial well-being of primary 

principals BPNT advocates the training of those in authoritative positions, e.g., 

BOM, and promotes participative decision making and open communication with 

principals, e.g. DES.  

SDT research has identified transformational leadership as being most supportive of 

BPNs and of enhancing work engagement and job satisfaction (Gozukara & Simsek, 

2015). Burns (as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2017, p.552), who first articulated the concept 

of transformational leadership in 1978, portrayed a transformational leader as one 

who “seeks to satisfy higher needs and engages the full potential of the follower”. 

Transformational leaders are described as leading through charisma, inspiration, 

stimulation, problem-solving and individualised consideration of employees. They 

are contrasted with transactional leaders who employ the more standard 
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approaches of using contingent rewards, reliance on norms and regulations and 

focusing on detecting problems instead of improvement and growth (Ryan & Deci, 

2017).  

Of significance to this study, Trépanier et al., (2012) found that transformational 

leaders themselves need support to inspire and guide their followers. Their research 

on school principals found that those displaying a transformational leadership style 

were also those who experienced more interpersonal support, were more 

autonomously motivated and who perceived themselves as competent in their jobs. 

A study by Hetland, Hetland, Andreassen, Pallesen and Notelaers (2011) similarly 

found that transformational leader behaviours yield higher BPN satisfaction (of all 

three needs).  

Alimo-Metcalfe and Alban-Metcalfe (as cited in Buchanan & Huczynski, 2017, p. 

620) identified 14 competencies associated with transformational leadership (See 

Appendix N). Their research on public sector managers and employees suggests that 

transformational leadership behaviours increase job satisfaction and work 

motivation as well as reducing workplace stress. They found that females had more 

transformational leadership behaviours than their male peers, rating higher in 

decisiveness, managing change, mentoring, inspiring others and openness to 

change. As IPPs are predominantly female this finding is important regarding 

frustration of transformational leadership traits under the current management 

model which affords minimal autonomy to principals.  
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5.2.2 Competence 
 

5.2.2.1 Competence Satisfaction and Frustration 
 

Levels of Competence satisfaction were higher amongst this sample of principals 

than competence frustration with principals scoring 3.6 (on a scale of 0-5) or 72% 

for competence satisfaction and 1.9 (38%) for competence frustration. Satisfaction 

and frustration of BPNs are separate constructs with presence of one not inferring 

absence of the other. As described by Ryan and Deci (2002) competence refers to 

the need for a sense of proficiency and feelings of effectiveness in one’s work. 

Gagné (2015) explains that this desire for mastery of one’ surroundings and a sense 

of effectiveness yields pleasure when satisfied and is associated with healthy human 

development and functioning.  

Employees are likely to experience competency satisfaction when engaged in 

challenging tasks that allow them to utilise, and develop, their unique existing skills 

and abilities (Ryan & Deci, 2002). However, people must feel ownership of the 

activities at which they succeed as studies have shown that performing well on a 

task for which one does not have a sense of self-initiation does not reliably enhance 

perceived competence, hence competence in activity that is alienated or which 

results from control is not consistent with satisfaction of competence needs (Ryan 

& Deci, 2017). Martela and Riekki (2018) explain that competence satisfaction in the 

workplace promotes psychological empowerment while not being able to complete 

tasks (e.g., through incompetence or from excessive workload) makes employees’ 

efforts seem meaningless which exacerbates workplace stress and diminishes job 

satisfaction (Van den Broeck et al., 2010).  Baard et al., (2004) also found that 
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satisfaction of the need for competence was negatively related to an index of 

anxiety and depression underlining its potential in prevention and control of SAD 

symptoms amongst employees. These finding are significant as Irish education 

sector workers were found to have the highest levels of work-related SAD of the 

Irish workforce (Russell et al., 2016) and this study extended those findings to reveal 

that 58% of IPPs experience work-related anxiety while 23.4% report work-related 

depression. Ryan and Deci (2017) describe several subtypes of depression amongst 

which introjective depression is said to result from feelings of worthlessness, guilt 

and failure. It is often linked to standards that are unattainable engendering harsh, 

and often devastating self-evaluations. Ryan and Deci (2017) attest that need-

thwarting social contexts, particularly those involving control and conditional regard 

lay the foundation for introjective depression. However, Gagné (2015) states that 

satisfaction of competence in the workplace has not been extensively studied and 

called for more detailed empirical examinations on the conditions that support 

competence satisfaction in the workplace. Accordingly, findings from this study may 

add to the collective understanding of the criteria which employees believe 

constitutes competence satisfaction in the workplace.  

 

5.2.2.2 Addressing Work Overload 
 

Work overload was named as the most frustrating aspect of the job for IPPs who 

expanded on some of the frustrations attached to workload as follows: 

1. the seemingly endless slew of DES initiatives, 
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2. Inadequate resourcing for implementation of DES initiatives and special 

education provision, 

3. perpetual paperwork (with extensive duplicated work for the DES and other 

agencies),  

4. HR management and conflict resolution in workplace relationships (for 

which they feel untrained),  

5. needing to do excessive unpaid overtime simply ‘to keep the ship afloat’ 

with the resulting erosion of personal and family time, 

6. the additional workload from BOM responsibilities, and  

7. trying to juggle all of the above while having full teaching duties (for TPs). 

 

 It has been almost two decades since the Hay Report advised: “There is a strong 

perception by principals that the Department adds various initiatives to the 

workload of schools and Principals without sufficient appraisal of the resources 

needed to deliver on them” (Drea & O’Brien, 2002, p.51). 

 

It appears, from this study, that little has changed some 20 years later despite 

ongoing attention being drawn to principal work overload, relentless DES initiatives 

and inadequate resourcing of schools at successive teacher conferences and trade 

union congresses. Principals in this study expressed feeling poorly represented on a 

professional level regarding these challenges which negatively impact education 

delivery, pupil attainment, school climate, HR management and the psychosocial 

well-being of IPPs.  

TPs are particularly impacted by work overload as summarised in the following 

quotation which echoes Ryan and Deci’s (2017) description of introjective 

depression (negative self-evaluation and feelings of failure):“The feeling of 



 

316 
 

'uselessness' in trying to be a TP can be overwhelming at times. There is a sense that 

you are doing no aspect of your job properly”. 

 

As many TPs described their work as ‘double-jobbing’ and feel overwhelmed by 

their impossible workload there is a sense of being set up to fail on a daily basis as it 

is not humanly possible to complete all aspects of their jobs within the working day, 

at least, within the paid part of the workday. The completion of voluntary overtime 

by principals may thus be seen as an effort (conscious or otherwise) to reduce 

feelings of failure and negative self-evaluations, or feelings of guilt from some work 

tasks being incomplete (from job design and not from incompetence) at the end of 

each working day. From this perspective, engagement in voluntary overtime could 

be seen as either consciously or subliminally attempting to protect their mental 

health owing to the poor psychosocial design of their jobs and lack of support from 

management / authority (both DES and BOMs). In this regard, as BOMs have a duty 

of care to employees and are directly responsible for their psychosocial well-being it 

is imperative that measures are put in place at school level to eradicate work-

related factors which negatively impact principals’ psychosocial welfare. This 

responsibility is consistent with BOMs’ legal obligations under the SHWW Act 2005 

which applies equally to all Irish workplaces and which obliges employers to identify 

workplace hazards and put in place preventative and protective measures to 

eliminate or curtail any identified health hazards.  

As this study identified work overload as a psychosocial workplace health hazard for 

IPPs, and as work overload and feelings of being ineffective in completing one’s 

work are considered thwarting factors for competence satisfaction, principals were 
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asked to describe how their BOM chairperson could help to alleviate their work 

overload. The following nine suggestions were offered by principals:  

 

1. delegating the BOM workload evenly amongst BOM members,  

2. respecting my opinions,  

3. being more available / supportive,  

4. minimising contact out of school hours,  

5. not micromanaging,  

6. upholding duty of care to principal / teaching staff in conflicts with parents,  

7. refrain from undermining me,  

8. gain required competency for the role of chairperson, 

9. refrain from domineering / bullying me.   

 

It cannot go unnoticed that these nine requests fall neatly under the three BPN 

categories as displayed in Table 33: 

Table 33 

Principals’ description of desired BPNs support from BOM chairperson 

Autonomy Competence Relatedness 

*Not micromanaging Refrain from undermining me *Respecting my opinions 

*Refrain from domineering / 

bullying me 

Being more available / 

supportive 

Upholding duty of care to 

employees in conflicts with 

parents 

*Minimising out of hours 

contact 

Even delegation of BOM 

workload 

*Refrain from domineering / 

bullying me 

 Gain required competency for 

the role of chairperson 

*Minimising out of hours 

contact 

 *Respecting my opinions *Not micromanaging  

 *Not micromanaging  

Note. *Some overlapping of BPN satisfaction behaviours observed. 
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While it is true that satisfaction of all three BPNs is deemed essential for optimum 

human functioning Ryan and Deci (2017) explain that all three needs are 

interdependent, and each need facilitates the satisfaction of the others under most 

conditions. Hence, there is a high degree of intercorrelation between the three 

needs across domains, social settings and workplace situations, as displayed in 

Table 33 which features some overlapping content between needs, e.g., minimising 

contact outside of work hours could be interpreted as controlling behaviour from a 

supervisor / manager (autonomy frustration), but additionally, this behaviour does 

nothing to enhance relations between parties (relatedness frustration). In the same 

vein, not micromanaging appears in all three categories as it is a controlling 

behaviour (autonomy frustration), is undermining and distrustful of a principal’s 

aptitude (competence frustration) and is damaging towards positive relations 

between supervisor and employee (relatedness frustration). Accordingly, a 

supportive, respectful and collaborative BOM can do a lot to alleviate the pressures 

from work overload thereby enhancing a principal’s psychosocial well-being.  

Regarding levels of satisfaction with the professional supports available to IPPs, 

which overlaps with the BPN relatedness, only a third were satisfied with the 

current provision (44.2% dissatisfied;33.4% satisfied; 22.4% no opinion). Principals 

added that they felt there was a lack of readily available help and a general lack of 

personal support, as opposed to factual information, when enduring work-related 

strain. At these times, the solitariness of the role is evident, and feelings of isolation 

or helplessness may be heightened. Additionally, a need for discretion, depending 

on the situation, may often remove the possibility of support from colleagues 

highlighting the need for an enhanced professional support service for IPPs. 
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5.2.2.3 Job Design  
 

Disillusionment with the DES and a perception of lack of appreciation from the DES 

were mentioned by principals in this study when referring to the introduction of 

CPHs, pay cuts, the seemingly endless and unmanageable number of new initiatives 

being introduced and perceived micromanagement from the DES Inspectorate. This 

is understandable in the context of 84% of IPPs feeling sufficiently competent to 

singlehandedly oversee the management of their current school (with all teaching 

duties removed for TPs). It was noted that the principals expressing satisfaction 

with the current management model described autonomy-enhancing scenarios in 

contrast to the majority of principals. Those experiencing satisfaction had been 

allowed to choose their BOM chairperson and / or described being given a lot of 

support in their leadership from their BOMs: “They've kind of let me get on with 

things to a large degree because at the end of day I'm the one that’s here all the 

time”. 

Baard (as cited in Gagné, 2015, p. 182) suggests the following managerial 

behaviours, applicable to DES and BOMs in the context of this study, as supportive 

of employees’ need for competence, thereby promoting their psychosocial well-

being: 

1. Ensuring appropriate training & professional development, 

2. Supporting employees in their roles, 

3. Discussing and agreeing on specific goals with employees, 

4. Delegation of interesting tasks that support development of new skills, 

5. Providing regular feedback, 

6. Removing barriers to efficient performance. 
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Regarding feedback to employees, the effects of positive feedback are maximised 

when it contains information on how to perform tasks autonomously (Ryan, 1982) 

demonstrating the complementary nature of BPNs. In contrast, negative feedback 

tends to diminish perceived competence, particularly if it is critical and evaluative or 

administered in a controlling manner (Gagné, 2015).  

 

5.2.2.4 Leadership Development 

 

An additional factor which may have a negative effect on principal competence 

satisfaction is the lack of any formal training in Ireland for the position of school 

principal, as recommended by Baard (cited in Gagné, 2015).  An employee who 

receives no formal training for his / her position is likely not to be as confident or 

competent in the role as someone who has successfully completed role-specific 

training, especially if that individual has only known classroom teaching duties and 

is now expected to take on a leadership / management position within a school. In 

comparison, Singapore, whose 15-year-olds recently topped the Programme for 

International Assessment (PISA) global competence study (Ang, 2020), invests 

significantly in school leadership and principal training. According to NCEE (2021b) 

there are three directions that a teaching career can take in Singapore: the 

leadership track, the teaching track and the specialist track (for those interested in 

research and policy development). Those teachers who are interested in becoming 

a principal may select the leadership track in consultation with their principal in 

their third year on the job and then advance to department head and vice principal. 

Therefore, all principals are initially teachers and then serve two administrative 

roles before advancing to school leadership. Prospective principals are interviewed 
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and are required to demonstrate capability in real-world scenarios before selection 

for advancement to the Leaders in Education Program which incorporates 

coursework, fieldwork, mentoring ad visits to leaders of other industries and other 

countries. Training for vice principalship includes both the pre-service Leaders in 

Education Program and the Management and Leadership in Schools Program 

incorporating management theory and practice. NCEE (2021b) informs that topics 

studies include ‘designing and managing learning school organisations’ and ‘building 

human and intellectual capitals’ which is more focused on effective management of 

professionals than a more Tayloristic form of management. Singapore also supports 

its school principals in a number of other ways: by facilitating a one-year sabbatical 

leave (after six years of work) on full pay to make international study visit, conduct 

research, publish or pursue higher education; through the government-funded 

international school leader exchange program, Building Educational Bridges, which 

educates principals on alternative international leadership practices. This 

investment in leadership development is in stark contrast to the current practice in 

Ireland of simply doing an interview and attending post-appointment (non-

obligatory) courses. However, there is a growing awareness of the importance of 

leadership development in Ireland and many organisations have leadership courses 

for newly appointed principals (see section 2.3.1). Nonetheless, the introduction of 

formal training in school leadership and management could only enhance 

professional self-esteem and competency satisfaction levels of IPPs. 

 Bush, Bell and Middlewood (2010) consider leadership and management as distinct 

but equally important as schools require both visionary leadership and effective 

management. They explain that while leadership is normatively preferred, 
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governments are encouraging a technical-rational approach to school management 

and public accountability.  Bush et al., (2010) propose that leadership and 

management need to be given equal prominence if schools are to operate 

effectively and achieve their objectives. Supportive of formal training for 

principalship Bush (2011) suggests that knowledge of leadership theory facilitates 

adapting leadership styles to the particular situation that a principal finds himself / 

herself in rather than adopting a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. Bolman & Deal (as 

cited in Bush, 2011) claim that to be locked into a single leadership approach is 

likely to produce error and self-imprisonment. What is required is the freedom to 

choose the theory most appropriate for the organisation and the unique 

circumstances facing the principal. Hence, appreciation of the various leadership 

models will have the most effective outcome as it provides a conceptual ‘tool-kit’ 

for the principal to deploy as appropriate to the various challenges s/he faces. 

While factors impacting competence frustration of IPPs have been explored, this 

cohort exhibited relatively high competence satisfaction in this study. To this end, 

the result of the Jungian WA exercise showed that almost a third (30.8%) find their 

work ‘rewarding’ and over a quarter (26.4%) find their job ‘challenging’ which 

supports competence satisfaction for employees. Despite bearing the brunt of the 

BOM workload, principals were mostly satisfied with their BOMs when feeling 

appreciated and supported: “I do the majority (BOM workload) but because they are 

supportive, I am happy”. Principals felt most appreciated by their chairpersons, 

BOMs, pupils and their staff (in that order) and least appreciated by the DES and 

their BOM patrons. Despite the additional workload resulting from BOM 

responsibilities, principals expressed a high degree of reluctance to request any 
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further support from their BOM colleagues because of the voluntary capacity of 

their positions and their lack of training. Considering the amount of overtime that 

principals do, their excessive workload and their willingness to carry the majority of 

the BOM workload (which is supposed to be evenly shared) it is clear that there is a 

huge amount of goodwill being exhibited by IPPs in the workplace, which, at times 

is impacting their psychosocial and physical well-being along with their personal and 

family lives. 

 

5.2.3 Relatedness Satisfaction and Frustration 
 

Within BPNT a psychological need is defined in a specific and narrow way, that is, as 

a psychological nutrient that is essential for an individual’s adjustment, integrity and 

growth (Ryan, 1995). Satisfaction of BPNs is regarded as essential for an individual’s 

well-being while need frustration increases risk for passivity, ill-being and 

defensiveness (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Vansteenkiste, Ryan & Soenens (2020) 

consider that relatedness denotes the experience of warmth, bonding and care 

which is satisfied when we form close connections and feel significant to others. In 

contrast they view relatedness frustration as causing a sense of social isolation, 

alienation, exclusion and loneliness. Evidence has shown that satisfaction of all 

three needs is essential for well-being both developmentally (Grolnick, Ryan & Deci, 

1991) and situationally (Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe & Ryan, 2000). In the present 

study IPPs scored 3 (60%) for relatedness satisfaction and 2.1 (42%) for relatedness 

frustration. Both scores are relatively high and would infer that while principals 
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enjoy some relatedness satisfaction within their work context, there are other work  

relationships which are causing feelings of isolation and unhappiness for them. 

 

5.2.3.1 HR Management and Conflict Resolution Practices 
 

One of the most frustrating aspects of principals’ workload was named as HR 

management, including conflict resolution, which principals indicated they felt 

untrained to deal with (see 5.2.2.2). Apart from being a factor in competence 

frustration, this may also be a factor in the experience of relatedness frustration for 

IPPs, further highlighting the need for the development of a comprehensive, formal 

leadership and management training programme for prospective principals. On the 

topic of HR management, The Hay Report (2002) claimed that this is an area 

featuring a range of challenges for principals, and in particular AdPs “who may have 

responsibility for a wide range of different roles such as: 

• Special duties teachers 

• Posts of responsibility teachers 

• Teachers (class / non-class based) 

• SNAs 

• Secretaries, cleaners and caretakers” (Drea & O’Brien, 2002, p. 18). 

 

However, their dismissal of the TP from facing these challenges is outdated in 

claiming that TPs, in general, have only “one category of staff to manage – the 

classroom teacher” (p. 18). While admittedly AdPs have more staff to manage 

including middle management, TPs are required to single-handedly manage special 

duties teachers, classroom teachers, learning support teachers (based), visiting 
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learning support teachers (shared), SNAs, secretaries, cleaners and caretakers while 

having full teaching duties leaving less time for HR management than that available 

to their AdP colleagues. The Hay Report described the primary challenges in HR 

management for AdPs (but also applicable to TPs, in my opinion) as needing the 

ability to adjust leadership style to suit each category of staff which requires 

knowledge of leadership and management, and secondly, knowing how to optimise 

the contribution and performance of each category of staff. These are specialist 

skills which the average classroom teacher is unlikely to possess and insofar as 

principalship in Ireland is attained by virtue of an interview, the lack of pre-

appointment training is a critical factor in the collective insecurity around HR 

management experienced by IPPs as classroom teachers move into school 

leadership positions in what could be referred to as overnight appointments. 

 

Conflict Resolution 

Thomas (as cited in Buchanan & Hucyzynski, 2017) distinguished five conflict 

resolution approaches: competing, avoiding, compromising, accommodating and 

collaborating. These approaches are based on two premises: how assertive or 

unassertive each party is in pursuing their own interests; how cooperative or 

uncooperative each party is in satisfying the concerns of the other. Table 34 

outlines the objectives, supporting rationales and likely outcomes of each approach. 

Thomas claims that unless managers are skilled, knowledgeable and flexible in their 

approach to conflict resolution and capable of switching between conflict resolution 

approaches their ability to resolve conflicts effectively is limited, which is a likely 
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cause of relatedness frustration arising from strained relationships. To this end, 

Buchanan and Huczynski (2017) claim that individuals, whether managers or not, 

tend to adopt and rely on just one approach to conflict resolution. This further 

underlines the importance of training in HR management for prospective IPPs so 

that they have the knowledge and skill to confidently address these challenging 

incidents as they arise and adapt their conflict resolution approach as necessary. 
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Table 34 

 Thomas’ five conflict resolution approaches  

Approach Objective Your posture Supporting 

rationale 

Likely 

outcome 

Competing Get your way I know what’s right. 

Don’t question my 

judgement. 

It’s better to risk 

hard feelings 

than abandon 

the issue. 

You feel 

vindicated but 

the other 

person feels 

defeated and 

possibly 

humiliated. 

Avoiding Avoid dealing 

with conflict 

I’m neutral. Let me 

think about it. That’s 

someone else’s 

problem. 

Disagreements 

are inherently 

bad because 

they create 

tension. 

Interpersonal 

problems don’t 

get resolved, 

causing long-

term frustration 

manifested in a 

variety of ways. 

Compromising Reach an 

agreement 

quickly 

Let’s search for a 

solution we can both 

live with so we can 

get on with work. 

Prolonged 

conflicts distract 

people from 

their work and 

cause bitter 

feelings. 

Participants go 

for the 

expedient 

rather than 

effective 

solution. 

Accommodating Don’t upset 

the other 

person 

How can I help you 

feel good about this? 

My position isn’t so 

important that it’s 

worth risking bad 

feelings between us. 

Maintaining 

harmonious 

relationships 

should be our 

top priority. 

The other 

person is likely 

to take 

advantage. 

Collaborating Solve the 

problem 

together 

This is my position. 

What’s yours? I’m 

committed to finding 

the best possible 

solution. What do you 

suggest? 

Each position is 

important 

though not 

necessarily 

equally valid. 

Emphasis should 

be placed on the 

quality of the 

outcome and 

the fairness of 

the decision-

making process. 

The problem is 

most likely to be 

resolved. Both 

parties are 

committed to 

the solution and 

satisfied that 

they have been 

treated fairly. 

Note. Adapted from Thomas’ five conflict resolution approaches (Buchanan & Huczynski, 2017). 
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Tjosvold, Wong and Chen (2014) reviewed 40 years of conflict management 

research and concluded that mutual benefit relationships and open-minded 

discussion represented the optimum foundations for constructive conflict resolution 

(Figure 15).  

 

Figure 15. Relationships, discussion and conflict resolution (Tjosvold et al., 2014). 

 

Tjosvold et al., (2014) recommend that protagonists initially be aware of how the 

conflict could be resolved in ways that promote their own interests, the interests of 

the other party and, critically, both sets of interests simultaneously. This 

commitment can lead to open-minded discussion involving free expression and 

active listening while parties remain willing to search for a mutually acceptable 

solution which may be reached by integrating the various ideas and perspectives of 

all parties. 

MUTUAL 
BENEFIT 

RELATIONSHIPS

•dual concerns

•social value

•cooperative goals

OPEN-MINDED 
DISCUSSION

•integrative style

•problem-solving

•motivated 
information 
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CONSTRUCTIVE 
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•quality 
resolutions

•strong 
relationships

•individual 
development
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Regardless of whichever approach is adopted, a principal is party to multiple 

relationships within the workplace and a high level of conflict resolution skill is 

needed to mediate between all the possible combinations of subordinate-superior 

and equal status relationships: pupil-pupil; pupil-teacher; teacher-teacher; parent-

teacher; SNA-SNA; SNA-teacher; SNA-parent; BOM member-teacher, etc. In some 

cases, the principal him/herself may be involved in a workplace dispute which then 

may require outside intervention in resolving matters. As the dynamics of each of 

these workplace relationships vary greatly, principals are often navigating 

emotional minefields in attempting to act as a mediator without any formal training 

in conflict resolution, sometimes resulting in litigation proceedings. The required 

support could be provided by formal tailored leadership and management training 

to include development of conflict resolution expertise. 

 

 

5.2.3.2 Role Isolation 

  
                       You’re at the helm, and there can only be one person there. 

                                                                                                                                - IPP. 

 

 The item yielding the highest proportion of agreement from IPPs on the BPNSFS 

Work Domain RelFr subscale was ‘At work I feel that my position somewhat isolates 

me from the rest of the staff’. Study participants spoke of relationship dynamics 

with colleagues changing once they became principal, of sensing they were the 

topic of discussion amongst staff and of feeling alienated from the staff by virtue of 

their role as school leader. Grant (2015) claims that we rarely hear the truth of the 
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difficulties facing the principal. As a former headteacher (principal) and founder of 

Integrity Coaching, an independent support system for school leaders in the UK, she 

believes that the system doesn’t enable school leaders to be honest about work 

pressures. As voiced by some IPPs in the current study, Grant believes that 

emotional support is important for school leaders: “Social workers have supervision 

to help them process their toughest cases, and corporate executives have space for 

‘lessons learned’ … school leaders need something similar” (Grant, 2015). Following 

a realisation that her private life and family responsibilities were being neglected 

because of her work, Grant founded Integrity Coaching to support “others who 

have experienced the isolation that only headteachers feel, experiencing the 

isolation that only headteachers can feel” (Grant, 2015).  

Gibbons (2020) relates that a recent Report Sustaining a Vital Profession (Lofthouse 

& Whiteside, 2020) by CollectivED, a research and practice centre based at Leeds 

Beckett University, found that significant emotional demands are contributing to 

the erosion of resilience amongst headteachers. One key finding which emerged 

from interviews with headteachers was that they tend to experience being a 

headteacher as a lonely job that leaves them feeling isolated. The study involved 

support intervention in the form of a six-week Integrity Coaching course after which 

participants reported a positive impact on their self-belief and their confidence 

along with a reduction in feelings of isolation. The Report concluded that these 

gains had a reciprocal benefit in managing the demands of the job and reducing the 

erosion of resilience and claimed that the coaching programme had a positive 

impact on retention of headteachers at risk of leaving the profession (Gibbons, 

2020). Principal researcher Lofthouse (as cited in Gibbons, 2020) stated that despite 
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headteachers giving so much of themselves to support teachers and make a positive 

impact on children and young people, they experience some of the highest levels of 

stress in the system. In their Report Lofthouse and Whiteside (2020) called on the 

UK government to develop policy which supports the life-work balance and well-

being of educators and school leaders to include reduction of workload, the 

promotion of flexible working and tackling accountability pressures. These 

recommendations for UK headteachers would also apply to their Irish counterparts 

who flagged workload, pressures from enhanced accountability and erosion of 

personal time as the most stress-inducing and frustrating aspects of their job. 

Lofthouse and Whiteside (2020) recommended the introduction of professional 

external coaching for headteachers to help alleviate the challenges they face from 

role isolation. In Ireland, the newly established DES-funded CSL offers coaching and 

mentoring support aimed at newly appointed principals (see section 2.3.1), but a 

need exists for this to be extended to all IPPs. 

The Hay Report described principals as being “at the centre of a complex network of 

relationships” (Drea & O Brien, 2002, p. 51) and yet despite the scores of 

professional interactions they have on a daily basis some IPPs from this study 

struggle to find any work-based personal support in their leadership role. While 

some may feel safe to confide in their DP or their chairperson this study found that 

82% of principals consider their spouse / partner to be their greatest source of 

personal support when facing work challenges. Approximately 20% of IPPs from this 

study do not have a life partner, hence negative impacts from role isolation may on 

occasion be more acute for these principals. 
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 Rokach (2014) suggests that school principals endure stress, alienation, loneliness 

and emotional turmoil. She describes principals as gatekeepers between the 

community and the school itself with responsibilities which can potentially place 

them in conflict with staff, the organisation and the school community with 

repercussions on their physical and psychological well-being. Theeke (as cited in 

Rokach, 2014) noted the physical correlates of loneliness include hypertension, 

sleep disturbance, perceived poor health and physical symptomology. She reports 

that loneliness is also considered a factor in geriatric dementia. Theeke lists 

negative psychological correlates as generalised stress, depression, negative self-

assessment and diminished intimacy in marriage/partnerships. Other research has 

linked loneliness with reduced immunity, impaired mental health and memory 

problems (Hawkley, Thisted, Masi & Cacioppo, 2010) and predicted mortality 

(Patterson & Veenstra, 2010).  

Rokach (2014) explains that the normal human dependency needs for contact, 

support and reassurance cannot be met by subordinates within the workplace and 

the resulting sense of isolation can be overwhelming for leaders. IPPs are required 

to respond to the dependency needs and expectations of multiple parties within 

their leadership role while maintaining a professional distance from them. Grant 

(2015, para. 4) explains that it’s difficult for principals to show any vulnerabilities 

when “your every word is interpreted and translated into the language of either 

capable or incapable with obvious implications for your professional profile”. Grant 

states that leaders learn to mask their vulnerabilities to give the impression that 

they are coping: “Sometimes this means they can turn into an automaton – always 

giving, coping, running on autopilot. It can have disastrous consequences for family, 
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friends and their school. You can’t pretend forever” (para. 11). Role isolation and 

loneliness may also impact work performance and one’s organisational 

commitment as anxiety and feelings of alienation may develop (Yilmaz, as cited in 

Rokach, 2014). 

Techniques to Alleviate Role Isolation 

Goleman (1998) suggested a number of techniques to counteract the negative 

impacts of role isolation for leaders. In line with Article 13 of the Framework 

Directive (391/13), which promotes a collaborative approach and collective 

responsibility between management and workers for protecting the psychosocial 

well-being of employees, I here suggest that some of these techniques could be 

implemented by IPPs themselves, while others would require support from DES / 

management: 

 

1. Leadership Coaching (with DES support could be extended to all principals) 

2. Finding a support network of peers (e.g. IPPN, INTO Principals’ Fora), 

3. Close confidantes (spouse / partner), 

4. Journal writing (Goleman holds that daily recording and reflection on 

workplace frustrations and challenges can help reduce feelings of isolation 

when a trusted confidante is not available), 

5. Becoming authentic leaders - embracing transparency and optimism when 

dealing with challenges and agree to be led by an unfailing moral compass. 

Authenticity embodies an encouraging alternative to fear and helplessness 

in the workplace (Cranton & Carusetta, 2004). 

6. Increasing circle of friends inside and outside work (e.g., volunteering, joining 

a sports club / hiking group / book club, new hobbies), 
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7. Self-development and understanding – Rokach (2014) encourages seeking 

the support of a counsellor / mental health professional if required, 

8. Spirituality and rituals – group-based religious rituals can enhance a feeling 

of community and provide solace for some (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Alternatives 

such as mindful meditation, yoga, tai chi and regular exercise can also 

reduce symptoms of SAD (Harvard Medical School, 2020). 

 

Several of Goleman’s (1998) suggestions involve forming meaningful connections 

with others. Based on my own observation and reflections on the professional 

community created by IPPN since its inception in 2000, I have witnessed it going 

from strength to strength in a couple of decades and its growing membership may, 

in part, be explained by the fact that it provides a communication network for IPPs 

to forge professional and personal relationships, meet, discuss and seek solutions 

for work-related problems specific to IPPs. In addition to aligning with some of 

Goleman’s suggestions, when observed through a BPNT lens, IPPN’s popularity may 

be understood by it supporting autonomy, competence and relatedness needs of 

principals in their professional life by creating a platform for a group who, by 

default, can strongly identify with each other. Additionally, IPPN provides an 

ongoing support network, taking on board principals’ work-related psychological 

need frustrations, in all their manifestations and, alongside the INTO, providing 

representation for principals at DES level in an effort to influence education and 

employment policy development with a view to improving work conditions for IPPs. 
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5.2.3.3 Workplace Bullying  
 

                      I am resentful about the damage done to me as a person. 

                                                                                                                          - IPP. 

 

Some 20 years ago the INTO published Staff Relations – A Report on Adult Bullying 

in the Workplace (2000) which specifically highlighted bullying of Irish primary 

teachers and principals. The Report called for training in conflict resolution for staff 

members. The fact that this has not been uniformly implemented two decades later 

reflects a lack of concern on behalf of the DES for the psychosocial well-being of 

teachers considering the negative impact on both psychological and physical health 

associated with endurance of bullying. It was both surprising and disappointing to 

find that almost half (45.3%) of IPPs in this study reported either currently or 

previously experiencing workplace bullying. Equally disappointing were the survey 

results which showed that IPPs are predominantly bullied by colleagues and it was 

noted amongst those who volunteered supporting statements that it was 

exclusively female colleagues who were identified as bullies. It is unknown whether 

this simply reflects the fact that the majority of Irish primary teachers are female 

and the majority of IPPs are female or if it points to a phenomenon, supported by a 

growing body of literature, whereby female staff resent having a female leader and 

are more tolerant of and cooperative with male bosses. For example, a study by 

Artz and Taengnoi (2016) found that women are less satisfied with their jobs when 

they have a female boss while male job satisfaction was unaffected. Similarly, 

Elsesser and Lever (2011) conducted a study of 60,470 employees and found that 

men judged their female bosses more favourably and females judged their male 
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bosses more favourably. Abel (2019) found from a study of 2,700 workers that while 

criticism negatively impacts job satisfaction and perception of task importance, 

when female managers, rather than male, deliver this feedback the negative effects 

double in magnitude for both male and female workers. Abel also reports that 

younger workers react less negatively to female managers and that male 

subordinates are more assertive than their female colleagues when communicating 

with a female supervisor. These findings appear to suggest that there may be some 

truth in claiming that male principals are favoured by staff and (as uncovered in this 

study) there exists an apparent preference for the appointment of male principals 

by the majority of Irish primary school BOMs along with a preference for male BOM 

chairpersons by primary school patrons. Consequently, it may be the case that 

female principals face concealed gender-based challenges to their leadership from 

both management and staff which their male counterparts do not face.  

In Ireland, the official HSA definition of workplace bullying is: 

…repeated inappropriate behaviour, direct or indirect, whether verbal, 

physical or otherwise, conducted by one or more persons against another or 

others, at the place of work and/or in the course of employment, which 

could reasonably be regarded as undermining the individual’s right to dignity 

at work. (HSA, 2021, March 10) 

The HSA states that while employees have a duty to their colleagues not to bully 

them, they also have rights if they are accused of bullying. However, this is where 

bullying departs from other workplace hazards “as people who are accused have 

employment rights which mean that they cannot simply be removed if they are 

harming others” (HSA, 2021, March 10).  
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In line with the WHO Healthy Workplace Initiative (2010) the BOM, as employer, is 

legally responsible for prevention of bullying amongst employees and the 

prevalence of bullying described by IPPs in this study reflects badly on BOMs as 

employers with primary responsibility for the welfare of their employees. As the 

psychosocial work environment is one of the four WHO Healthy Workplace Initiative 

avenues of influence, WHO advocates protection of employees by “enforcing zero 

tolerance for harassment, bullying or discrimination” (Kortum, 2014, p. 26). To this 

end, the BOM is obliged to investigate any allegations of bullying and implement 

support and assistance to employees throughout the process of any bullying 

investigation. This responsibility for protection of the psychosocial well-being of 

principal and staff underlines the importance of mandatory training in OSH 

procedures and legislation for BOM members. Additionally, insofar as almost 15% of 

principals reporting incidences of bullying named the BOM (chairpersons and 

treasurers) as perpetrators, this training is all the more necessary as the HSA (2021, 

March 10) reminds employers of their Duty of Care towards employees whereby 

they must ensure the mental and physical safety of their workers as they “have a 

particular responsibility to promote dignity in the workplace for all”…and… “should 

be aware of their own behaviour at work and not engage in improper conduct in 

any form”. 

Almost a third of IPPs being bullied claimed that parents / guardians are responsible 

and a small number of IPPs are / were being bullied by the school secretary, SNAs 

and/or a neighbouring principal (see Table 28). IPPs related that bullying has an 

enormous impact on their health and well-being with some stating: 
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 “The bullying has worn me down”. 

 “Many of the concerns, health issues and exhaustion I feel is as a direct 

result of bullying I experience”. 

 “… it had a huge impact on me. It was a very lonely experience with no help 

given”. 

 

As detailed by Ryan and Deci (2017) relatedness refers to feeling socially connected 

and cared for by others. BPNT postulates that frustration of BPNs within the 

workplace results in motivational, cognitive, affective and other psychological 

decrements such as loss of volition, lowered vitality, greater social fragmentation 

and diminished well-being.  Ryan and Deci (2017) explain that experiencing mutual 

respect and reliance is at the heart of the need for relatedness which is enhanced 

by sharing a mutual goal. Within this context there is ample opportunity for 

relatedness satisfaction amongst a school staff who are united in their commitment 

to creating a safe and productive learning environment for their pupils. However, 

Goodboy, Martin, Knight and Long (2017) found that high job demands when 

combined with low worker control and poor managerial support all conspire to 

foster workplace bullying. This finding reiterates the importance of BOM training in 

leadership support along with the need for enhancement of professional autonomy 

for IPPs within their role as school leaders. 
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5.3 Work Motivation of Irish Primary Principals 
 

 

Figure 16. Work-related motivation regulatory styles of Irish primary principals (n = 480); Range: 0 – 100. 

 

With reference to the aforementioned SDT continuum of motivation regulatory 

styles (Section 4.8) one can see from Figure 16 that IPPs predominantly exhibit 

Identified, Intrinsic and Introjected regulatory styles of autonomous motivation 

relative to their work engagement (Identified: 81.8%; Intrinsic: 73.4%; Introjected: 

64.3%; Extrinsic-Social: 44.8%; Extrinsic-Material: 36.3%; Amotivation: 10.1%).  

As a construct, amotivation is described as the absence of motivation with 

employees feeling as if they have little or no control which may cause them to 

question the usefulness of engaging in an activity at all (Vallerand & Ratelle, 2004). 

Howard et al., (2016) found that white collar workers in bureaucratic work settings 

who lack professional autonomy most often fit this profile which is associated with 

low levels of well-being. Amotivation may manifest as passivity, defeatism, low self-

esteem, lack of interest or a reduced sense of purpose (Gagné & Meyer, 

2008Vansteenkiste, Lens, De Witte & Feather, 2005). IPPs scored lowest on 
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amotivation inferring that whatever amotivating factors they may encounter in the 

workplace are mostly compensated for by other fulfilling factors which serve to 

promote levels of work motivation amongst this cohort. Qualitative findings show 

that some IPPs find it particularly difficult to motivate younger teachers relative to 

the current two-tier pay scale which favours teachers employed before 2011. 

However, these teachers were not part of this study. Nevertheless, some IPPs 

expressed a preference to retire early / change jobs for a variety of professional, 

personal and health-related reasons denoting an undercurrent of amotivation 

amongst a minority of study participants. Nie et al., (2015) have shown that 

amotivation is the most maladaptive motivation as it is related to high job stress 

and illness symptoms. Howard et al., (2016) describe employees fitting the 

amotivated profile as neither motivated by meaning, guilt, enjoyment or rewards 

and likely feeling trapped in their position. This concurs with some IPPs stating that 

they would love to change their work but could not because they were the 

breadwinner / would miss out on pension benefits if they left early / were not 

trained to do anything else. 

Regarding motivation, Ryan and Deci (2017) inform that there are four general 

regulatory styles each representing how regulations and values can be internalised 

in distinct ways: 

1. External Regulation – a behaviour is externally regulated if it is motivated by 

and dependent on external rewards or avoidance of punishments. This 

represents controlled as opposed to autonomous or self-determined 

behaviour and without these controls the behaviour is typically not 

sustained. 
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The concepts of monitoring and micromanagement are based on the premise that 

employees will not optimally engage in work without external controls. External 

Regulation includes Social and Material factors whereby behaviour may be 

predominantly motivated by a desire for prestige and social approval and / or for 

material or financial gain. Such behaviours are externally controlled and while 

common, especially within a work context where employees understandably expect 

monetary reward for work input, they are not internalised or linked to personal 

values and are thereby experienced as being merely instrumental. IPPs scored 

relatively low on External Regulation (material and social motivators) which may 

denote job satisfaction from the vocational aspect of the job and the high degree of 

personal fulfilment that IPPs derive from leading learning within their schools 

consistent with the highest scoring (identified regulation) item on the motivation 

scale: It is personally important to me to put effort into my job (94.6%). 

 The relatively low scores on external regulation when compared to scores achieved 

on Identified Regulation and IM would also suggest that, in line with the abolition of 

the Inspectorate and provision of enhanced professional autonomy for teachers in 

Finland, IPPs do not require rigorous monitoring from the DES in order to maintain 

their high levels of work engagement and productivity as they are strongly 

motivated from within and not because of external controlling factors. This would 

explain the degree of frustration and disillusionment expressed by IPPs relative to 

the DES Inspectorate ‘breathing down our necks’. Gagné (2015) concurs with this in 

claiming that autonomously motivated employees require less monitoring and less 

support to sustain their engagement. She claims that what is required from 
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managers, rather than monitoring, is to ensure that BPNs of employees are met 

within the workplace. 

2. Introjected Regulation – a process through which behaviour can be 

internalised, although only partially. For example, acting from a sense of 

“having to” or that one “should do” something. General feelings of guilt or 

shame result from not completing a task. However, this is not a behaviour 

that the person necessarily wants to do, as it is not linked to the person’s 

values or identity and is viewed more so as an obligation. 

 

Ryan and Deci (2017) state that introjection is a form of control that people enact 

upon themselves, emphasising internal judgements upon which feelings of worth 

are conditional. However, it is strongly based on projection, i.e. individuals project 

their self-approval or self-disapproval onto others, imagining that others will either 

approve or disapprove of them depending on their actions and behaviour. 

Amotivation, External Regulation and Introjected Regulation are said to be nonself-

determined motivations (Tremblay et al., 2010). Ryan and Brown (2006) warn that 

the higher the degree of Introjected Regulation, the more unstable one’s self-

esteem as it is dependent upon relevant outcomes and work evaluations. 

Employees with high Introjected Regulation are often highly self-critical for failing at 

standards when others would not disapprove of their performance. This trait is 

associated with introjected perfectionism (Powers, Koestner & Zuroff, 2007). Ryan 

and Connell (1989) found that Introjected Regulation is highly correlated with 

anxiety and maladaptive coping. 

 Ryan and Deci continue that a positive associated with introjection is that 

compliance with internal demands, such as introjected perfectionism, can lead to 
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certain forms of self-esteem and pride in oneself. IPPs scored relatively high on this 

regulation with the highest scoring item being, I put effort into my job because it 

makes me feel proud of myself (78.3%).  

 Strauss and Parker (2015) explain that goals which have been internalised by an 

employee, but have not been accepted as their own, are an example of introjection. 

This would be exemplified by internalisation of the responsibilities by IPPs of 

multiple directives and initiatives from the DES concurrent with a lack of conviction 

regarding their priority leading to frustration and resentment in ‘having to’ comply 

with their implementation out of obligation. Obliged adherence to Inspectorate 

expectations would also fit into this category. Pelletier and Aitken (2015) consider 

that controlled motivation such as introjected regulation leads to less interest for a 

behaviour, reduced well-being and disinterest in long-term maintenance. They 

advise (p. 317) that in the context of a supervisor-employee relationship a sense of 

being listened to, understood and respected by your supervisor or employer “can 

significantly enhance employees’ openness to information, likelihood of following 

instructions, as well as their adherence to recommendations and proposed goals”.  

Considering the strong sense of being undervalued by the DES displayed by IPPs in 

this study, e.g. perceived unnecessary micromanagement by the Inspectorate, 

introduction of pay cuts and CPHs, initiative overload (which is devoid of 

consultation), the low score of 23% on IPPs perceived level of appreciation by DES 

(Table 22) is understandable. Perhaps it is also an indicator that it is time for the 

DES to reconsider its relationship with and its shortfalls in communication style with 

IPPs so that it proceeds with controls more appropriate for a workforce displaying 
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lower levels of work motivation (amotivation, external regulation) despite the vast 

majority of IPPs displaying identified and intrinsic forms of motivation relative to 

their work engagement. This is a group of professionals who voluntarily work 

unpaid overtime on a constant basis and the DES is exhibiting a gross miscalculation 

of their dedication to their jobs. One may ask, therefore, why IPPs scored 64% on 

their Introjected Regulation score? In my opinion, this score reflects IPPs sheer level 

of disillusionment with the DES and to this end it may be interpreted as an 

illustration of DES deficiencies in their attitude towards and treatment of IPPs. 

 

3. Identified Regulation – as the style of regulation exhibited by the majority of 

IPPs this represents a more self-determined form of EM and is considered an 

important aspect in the process of transforming external regulation into true 

self-regulation. People who have truly identified with the value of a 

behaviour consider it as something personally important to themselves. 

Relative to introjects, identifications are characterised by the experience of 

greater autonomy and perceived value of an activity. 

 

Ryan and Deci (2017) explain that with Identified Regulation there is a conscious 

endorsement of one’s acts as worthwhile and therefore a relative lack of conflict 

and resistance to behaving. However, SDT suggests that there may still be some 

compartmentalisation or separation from one’s other beliefs and values inferring 

that they may not reflect the person’s overarching values in a given situation (Ryan 

& Deci, 2017), e.g., “…box ticking for an ungrateful department that I can't wait to 

disassociate myself from”(IPP). Nonetheless, Identified Regulation represents 

relatively self-determined behaviour and was the subscale where IPPs scored 
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highest (81.8%). As previously mentioned IPPs highest scoring item was, “It is 

personally important to me to put effort into my job” (94.6%). This concurs with 

Ryan and Deci’s (2017) attestation that employees can identify with obligations or 

duties attached to a job even though they may originate ‘outside’ the self as 

depending on the degree of personal value attached to them, they can be self-

endorsed and volitionally undertaken. It also concurs with the beliefs of Gagné et 

al., (2014, p. 191), developers of the MWMS used in this research, who suggest that 

within the work domain, employee performance is more highly correlated to 

identified as opposed to IM “as many tasks that must be done in many jobs are not 

inherently interesting”. 

 

Relative to leadership style, Gilbert and Kelloway (2015) inform that leaders 

motivated by Introjected Regulation may behave as a good leader out of duty or to 

avoid feelings of guilt. Comparatively, they describe leaders motivated by Identified 

Regulation as seeing their behaviour more congruent with their personal goals and 

interests thereby feeling more autonomous in their leadership role. Such leaders 

personally value the importance of effective leadership behaviour for achieving 

goals and promoting their own and their followers’ well-being (Gilbert & Kelloway, 

2015), e.g., “I absolutely love most aspects of my job and try my best to lead by 

example regarding how we treat each other and help each other to learn in our 

school” (IPP).  

Considering the high degree of voluntary overtime completed by IPPs with 99.6% 

reporting daily overtime, it is apparent that IPPs are highly dedicated leaders, 
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despite multiple frustrations, e.g., “I feel overwhelmed at times but still I love it. I 

don't know why but I do” (IPP).  

Koestner and Losier (2004) explain that when introjected an employee feels 

pressurised to complete an activity but would rather not have to do it. This 

describes the feelings of almost half (42.7%) of IPPs towards the completion of CPHs 

who expressed dissatisfaction and resentment towards them. Koestner and Losier 

propose that this results in conflicted goal orientation characterised by avoidance 

motives. The findings of this study concur with this proposition as less than a third 

of IPPs considered the introduction of CPHs to be fair and almost half (46%) 

reported disengagement from work (self and / or staff) since the introduction of 

CPHs. In comparison 99.6% of this same cohort display Identified Regulation 

towards the voluntary completion of autonomously selected overtime which 

Koestner and Losier (2004) describe as commitment towards an activity based on its 

perceived meaning to the employees goals, values and identity. In this case IPPs 

choose to engage in voluntary overtime because the end result is personally 

important to them and linked to their identity as leaders resulting in unambivalent 

goal orientation. It also clarifies why 93.6% of IPPs consider it important and are 

highly motivated to be a ‘good role model to staff and students’ as this is closely 

linked with their self-identity as school leader. 

 

4. Intrinsic Motivation – this represents the fullest type of internalisation and is 

considered the most autonomous form of motivation whereby behaviours 

are experienced as fully authentic. 
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Baard et al., (2004) have claimed that IM is observable in hobbyists or during sports 

but is less likely to be seen in the workplace where employees have a level of 

concern for compensation and recognition. Nonetheless, they explain that when 

work is challenging, and highly satisfying IM may be observed. IPPs scored well in 

this dimension, possibly reflecting the highly rewarding and vocational aspect of 

teaching, leading learning and involvement in child development. Evidence suggests 

that IM promotes volunteering (e.g., completion of unpaid overtime) and other 

prosocial behaviours (Gagné, 2003). The findings of the current study concur with 

this finding when considering the amount of unpaid overtime volunteered by IPPs. 

Relative to leadership Gilbert and Kelloway (2015) consider that intrinsically 

motivated leaders find leadership enjoyable, fun or interesting and they are likely to 

feel that being a leader is part of who they are, that it fits their life goals and is a 

means through which to reach self-actualisation. They further hypothesised that 

amotivated leaders are likely to engage in laissez-faire or passive leadership 

behaviour, that those in the category of External and Introjected Regulation engage 

in a transactional leadership style while those in the categories of Identified and IM 

are most likely to embrace a transformational leadership style. It is beyond the 

scope of this study to ascertain if this holds true for IPPs, as leadership styles were 

not assessed or linked to motivation regulation. However, this warrants further 

investigation in future research considering the rewards associated with 

transformational leadership within an educational context and the implications for 

management and supervisors in supporting each IPP adopt the optimum leadership 

style for their unique context. 
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Prior to conducting the survey, I was interested in ascertaining the motivation 

regulation style of IPPs relative to their work and was particularly interested in 

seeing if intrinsic rewards outweighed the effects of work demands and stressors. 

While cognisant of the relatively high scores in External and Introjected Regulation, 

with some residual amotivation, it appears, nonetheless, that this is the case with 

IM and Identified Regulation scoring highest for this cohort. This finding concurs 

with Gagné and Panaccio’s (2015) attestation that motivation is a major explanatory 

mechanism in the effect of job design on employees. 

Deci, Gagné, Leone, Usunov & Kornazheva (2001) draw attention to the correlation 

between satisfaction of BPNs and the occurrence of IM. Research has shown that 

IM is supported by meaningful choice (Patall, Cooper & Robinson, 2008) and 

opportunities to experience competency satisfaction (Vallerand & Reid, 1984), but 

is also easily undermined by controlling rewards and other pressures and incentives 

(Deci, Koestner & Ryan, 1999). Ryan and Deci’s (2017) working hypothesis is that 

BPN satisfaction within the workplace contributes to long-term organisational 

health and performance. They believe that a truly motivated employee wants to 

contribute, wants to experience competence in their work and wants to feel like a 

meaningful part of a collaborative organisation. It is in the interests of both the DES 

and BOMs to understand that the inherent satisfactions of autonomy, competence 

and relatedness within the workplace support higher quality performance and 

employee well-being for IPPs and all school staff. The alternative, according to Ryan 

and Deci (2017) is alienation and ill-being with many costs to both organisations and 

employees. 
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5.4 Dispositional Mindfulness of Primary Principals at Work 
 

Within occupational contexts Schulz et al., (2014) contest that dispositional 

mindfulness can enhance workplace well-being and potentially buffer against 

negative workplace climates which can actively promote employee well-being. The 

present study measured dispositional mindfulness in IPPs using the MAAS. 

Developers Brown and Ryan (2003) explain that scores of the MAAS strongly 

correlate with self-consciousness, rumination and self-reflection with higher scores 

indicating higher dispositional mindfulness which varies in people due to individual 

levels of discipline, self-regulation and personality. Kersemaekers et al., (2018) 

concur that there is considerable individual variability in response to work demands 

and acute stress which seems to be predicated by one’s coping resources. IPPs 

scored a total mean average of 2.94 which is below average when compared to 

scores for undergraduate students during development of the scale (3.85) and Zen 

meditators scoring 4.38 (scale range 1-5) (Brown & Ryan, 2003). 

IPPs displayed particularly low awareness of their bodies and their emotions while 

at work and on workdays in general. Ryan and Deci (2017) remind us that 

mindfulness is related to one’s capacity to attend to current internal and external 

experiences, facilitating greater personal insight and awareness. As IPPs display low 

trait mindfulness and particularly low awareness of their emotions and bodies, this 

may indicate that they are less resilient to workplace stressors and the inherent 

negative impacts on their physical and psychological well-being. Possible reasons 

emerging from this research regarding the reasons for low scoring of IPPs on the 
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MAAS include (i) workload demands and lack of supports from DES (ii) personal toll 

of job, with principals citing stress, anxiety, lack of role clarity, work demands 

eroding holiday time and family life (iii) demands of HR management (iv) dichotomy 

of TP role and associated multiple responsibilities, and (v) a sense of being pulled in 

several directions which were cited as being amongst the most frustrating and 

distracting aspects of the job. 

When considering the protection of the psychosocial well-being of IPPs there is 

general consensus in the literature that mindfulness is a protective factor for those 

working in stressful work environments (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Schulz et al., 2014; 

Taylor & Millear, 2016). Within a leadership context, Andrea, Bultmann, van 

Amelsvoort & Kant (2009) propose that mindful awareness is of specific use to 

leaders allowing them to see situations “for what they really are” allowing them to 

employ reflective choices which benefit their mental health and well-being. 

Similarly, a study conducted by Roche et al., (2014) spread over a wide range of 

leaders and organisations consistently found a strong negative relationship between 

their mindfulness level and dysfunctional mental health outcomes. This supports 

previous findings from Treadway and Lazar (as cited in Schulz et al., 2014) that 

recent neuroscientific research links mindful meditation with increased relaxation, 

reduced stress and anxiety and enhanced emotional regulation.  

As a profession, IPPs exhibit below average trait mindfulness. On this point, several 

studies have shown that regardless of whether mindfulness is cultivated through 

training or occurs as a natural disposition, it is linked to well-being and human 

flourishing (Allen & Kiburz, 2012; Bowlin & Baer, 2012; Brown & Ryan, 2003), better 
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relationship quality (Saavedra et al., 2010; Barnes et al., 2007), and better 

emotional regulation such as lowered rumination (Carmody et al., 2008; Creswell et 

al., 2007). These are characteristics which can support and enhance leadership 

within any work context and considering their low trait mindfulness IPPs would 

benefit both personally and professionally from mindfulness training which would 

compensate for dispositional deficiencies. 

Within Irish schools there is a growing body of resources available to teachers to 

help pupils develop mindfulness skills as part of their Social, Personal and Health 

Education curriculum and during meditation practice in Religion classes. Likewise, in 

recent years some courses have been made available to teachers for their own 

cultivation of mindfulness techniques, e.g. online materials and week-long 

professional development courses run throughout the summer (online or face-to-

face), which are voluntary and self-funded for teachers. These courses can support 

classroom teachers in developing their classroom management practices and 

enhancing their work-life balance. However, I am unaware of any mindfulness 

training specifically addressing the needs of the IPP as school leader who arguably 

carries more responsibility and faces more workplace stressors than staff members. 

As mindfulness has been associated with enhanced decision-making, improved 

workplace relationships and emotional regulation of the leader (Andrea et al., 2009; 

Brown & Ryan, 2003; Carmody et al., 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2017) a course specifically 

tailored to development of mindful engagement with and within their work 

environment would be of great benefit to IPPs and their respective schools.  
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A mindfulness intervention programme for primary teachers (n = 20) introduced by 

Caulfield (2015, p. 148) in Irish primary schools found that while mindfulness 

yielded significant benefits for participating teachers it did not in any way reduce 

the impacts from environmental stressors, many of which she attributed to 

“organisational, departmental or cultural factors”. Caulfield (p. 148) called for an 

investigation into how teachers can be better supported within stressful work 

environments while suggesting that mindfulness could be employed as one strategy 

with “the potential for further growth and development within the educational 

context”. To this end, the inclusion of mindfulness in my CFOW-B is vindicated and 

it may follow that extending the application of the CFOW-B to classroom teachers 

and all other education sector employees would support in reducing the negative 

impact of workplace stressors by identification of areas for improvement and 

subsequent targeted interventions. 

 

 

5.5 Incidence of Burnout amongst Irish Primary Principals 

 

5.5.1 Contextualising CBI Burnout Scores of IPPs 
 

IPPs completed the CBI which measured levels of Personal Burnout and Work-

Related Burnout. CBI developers Kristensen et al., (2005, p. 197) define Personal 

Burnout as “… the degree of physical and psychological fatigue and exhaustion 

experienced by the person’’. Their definition for Work-Related Burnout is “The 

degree of physical and psychological fatigue and exhaustion that is perceived by the 

person as related to his/her work’’. IPPs recorded a mean score of 59.5 for PB and 

55.4 for W-RB. 



 

353 
 

 Table 35 presents evidence of very high burnout levels in IPPs when their scores are 

compared with scores recorded from 1,914 Danish public sector employees in the 

PUMA study which measured Burnout, Motivation and Job Satisfaction.  

Appendix O details the number of participants in each category of public service 

work who participated in the PUMA baseline study.  
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Table 35 

 

CBI Burnout scores for Irish Primary Principals relative to scores for 15 main 

public sector jobs in PUMA baseline study 

 

Personal Burnout Work-Related Burnout 

                 Job   Score                    Job   Score 

*Irish Primary Principals 59.5 *Irish Primary Principals 55.4 

1. Midwives 44.7 1. Midwives 43.5 

2. Home helpers (Cap.) 43.1 2. Home helpers (Cap.) 41.8 

3. Hospital secretaries 39.4 3. Hospital doctors 39.8 

4. Social workers 38.8 4. Hospital secretaries 37.8 

5. Social care workers 38.7 5. Assistant nurses 36.1 

6. District nurses 38.4 6. Social workers 35.8 

7. Assistant nurses 37.9 7. Nurses 35.0 

8. Nurses 36.9 8. Social care workers 34.6 

9. Hospital doctors 36.6 9. Prison wards 32.6 

10. Adm. Staff 35.0 10. District nurses 31.4 

11. Prison wards 33.0 11. Adm. Staff 29.8 

12. Home helpers (Prov.) 32.6 12. Chief doctors 29.2 

13. Chief doctors 31.3 13. Head nurses 28.8 

14. Supervisors 30.8 14. Supervisors 27.9 

15. Head nurses 29.5 15. Home helpers (Prov.) 26.4 

Note. Possible score range 0-100. Cap. = Capital. Prov. = Provincial.  n = 1,914 in PUMA (Danish) 

baseline study. *IPP’s scores from present Irish study (McHugh, 2021) are superimposed. 
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Kristensen et al., (2005, p. 202) explain that “As a general rule of thumb, differences 

of five points or more are significant for the individuals in question. This means that 

the differences we see in this table of 15-20 points from the top level to the bottom 

[PB score: 29.5 – 44.7; W-RB score: 26.4 - 43.5] are substantial, and they are also 

substantial for the individual employee”.  

It follows that if the developers consider a five-point difference to be significant, we 

can see that IPPs scores are particularly significant as in the present study they 

score almost 15 points higher (14.8) than the highest score in the PUMA study for 

PB and 11.9 points higher than the highest score on the W-RB score. This result 

warranted further investigation and a search for more recent international CBI 

results was conducted for comparative purposes.  Scores from a further eight CBI 

studies, relative to IPPs’ scores, are outlined in Table 35. 

The ESRI reported that Irish education sector workers scored highest on SAD 

symptoms within the Irish workforce (Russell et al., 2016) which featured analysis of 

both public and private sector workers. However, that survey did not provide details 

on IPPs specifically. Accordingly, this study, featuring both qualitative and 

quantitative stages of data collection, has bridged that knowledge gap in revealing 

that stress and burnout levels of IPPs are not just high on a national level but also in 

a global comparison (Table 34 and Table 35), as in ten CBI studies conducted 

between 2005 – 2020, including the PUMA study and the present study, spanning 

five continents with a total of 5,496 participants, no group of professionals or public 

servants had higher burnout scores than IPPs on either PB or W-RB scales.  
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Several of the studies raised the same concerns and identified the same 

occupational stressors as IPPs from the present study. For example, Stassen, Van 

Nugteren and Stein (2012) reported that 25% of participants in their study of South 

African paramedics felt undervalued by superiors, 84% felt their salaries were 

inadequate, over 50% felt their workload was excessive and more that 55% 

indicated that they did not receive adequate managerial support.  
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Table 36 

CBI Burnout scores for Irish Primary Principals relative to results from international 

studies 

Personal Burnout  Work-Related Burnout 

Job Score Study Job Score Study 

Irish Primary 

Principals 

59.5 Present study 

(McHugh, 2021) 

Irish Primary 

Principals 

55.4 Present study  

(McHugh, 2021) 

Italian university 

professors (P-T) 

56.5 Sestili et al., 

(2018) 

Italian University 

professors (P-T) 

54.8 Sestili et al., 

(2018) 

South African 

paramedic 

students 

53.4 Stein & Sibanda, 

(2016) 

UK hospital junior 

doctors (trauma 

centre) 

53.4 Caesar et al., 

(2020) 

Italian academics 

(F-T) 

50.3 Sestili et al., 

(2018) 

UK General 

Surgeons (trauma 

centre) 

50.0 Caesar et al., 

(2020) 

Italian 

environmental 

technicians 

49.7 Sestili et al., 

(2018) 

USA Academic 

Librarians 

49.6 Wood et al., 

(2020) 

South African 

Advance Life 

Support 

paramedics 

48.0 Stassen et al., 

(2012) 

South African 

paramedic students 

49.1 Stein & Sibanda, 

(2016) 

*Taiwanese 

health & 

education 

workers 

44.0 Lan-Ping & Jin-

Ding (2013) 

Italian academics 

(F-T) 

48.3 Sestili et al., 

(2018) 

New Zealand 

teachers 

43.0 Milfont et al., 

(2008) 

South African 

Advance Life 

Support paramedics 

44.3 Stassen et al., 

(2012) 

Italian contract 

academics 

(lecturers) 

36.1 Sestili et al., 

(2018) 

Italian 

environmental 

technicians 

43.2 Sestili et al., 

(2018) 

Brazilian 

 university 

professors & 

academics 

31.5 Rocha et al., 

(2020) 

Italian Contract 

academics 

(lecturers) 

43.0 Sestili et al., 

(2018) 

   New Zealand 

teachers 

41.5 Milfont et al., 

(2008) 

   *Taiwanese health 

& education 

workers 

34.2 Lan-Ping & Jin-

Ding (2013) 

   Brazilian 

 university 

professors & 

academics 

27.1 Rocha et al., 

(2020) 

Note. Possible score range 0 – 100. Not all international studies measured PB. Present Irish study (McHugh, 2021): n=480. USA 
study: n=1,628. NZ study: n=129. Taiwanese study: n=276. Italian study: n=95. UK Study: n=165. Brazilian study: n=676. SA 
2012 study: n=40. SA 2016 study: n=93. * Taiwanese participants included: nurses, special education teachers, psychological 
counsellors and social workers.  

  



 

358 
 

Lan-Ping & Jin-Ding (2013) correlated burnout with decreased job satisfaction, low 

job control and at 22.1%, a level of depression in caregivers which was six times 

greater than in the general population (Hu, Lin, Yen, Loh, Hsu, Lin & Wu, 2010). On 

this point, Cullen (2018) reported that Ireland has one of the highest rates of mental 

health illness in Europe, scoring joint third of 36 countries, with 18.5% of the 

population having a condition such as anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder or 

engaging in substance abuse. The present study revealed that an alarming 58% of 

IPPs report anxiety and 23.3% suffer from depression placing them firmly above 

both national and European averages for mental health illness. A recent small-scale 

(n = 52) Irish-based application of the CBI amongst clinical psychiatrists (McNicholas, 

Sharma, O’Connor & Barrett, 2020) measured Patient-Related Burnout, Personal 

Burnout and Work-Related Burnout producing an overall mean burnout result of 

51.6 compared to the current study which has an overall mean burnout result of 

57.5 for IPPs (n = 480). Contributing burnout factors from McNicholas et al., (2020) 

were identified as the lack of support from government and management along 

with unrealistic public expectations. 

Rocha, de Jesus, Marziale, Henriques, Maroco and Campos (2020) consider the CBI 

to be an important tool for the diagnosis of psychosocial risks related to burnout 

syndrome in the academic environment. Their study participants (Brazilian 

university professors and academic staff) worked in excess of eight hours per day 

and found it difficult to differentiate between PB and W-RB accordingly. Their 

female participants exhibited higher burnout levels than male participants which 

are attributed to several psychosocial factors: gender-based discrimination, societal 

gender-related expectations, double duties of home and work, risks of sexual 
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harassment at work and domestic violence (ILO, 2016). Borritz, Bültmann, Rugulies, 

Christensen, Villadsen, and Kristensen (2005) concurred in their follow-up of the 

PUMA study that psychosocial work characteristics are prospectively associated 

with burnout and suggested that improvement of the psychosocial work 

environment may reduce future burnout in human service work. 

 

5.5.2 Gender and Incidence of Burnout 
 

The aforementioned Working Conditions and Workers’ Health Report (Eurofound, 

2019) found that employees in health and education sectors, and predominantly 

female employees, face high emotional demands which are related to exhaustion 

and, in turn, reduced health and well-being. Additionally, the ILO recommended 

taking account of gender specific factors in its Global Strategy on Occupational 

Safety and Health (ILO, 2003)  followed in 2005 by the Bangkok Charter for Health 

Promotion in a Globalised World which noted that women and men are affected 

differently by workplace health promotion practices with these differences 

presenting challenges in the creation of a healthy workplace for all employees 

(Burton, 2010). 

A closer look at previous CBI studies shows some supporting evidence. For example, 

Sestili et al., (2018) claimed that their study of 95 academics (49 female and 46 

male) in the faculty of Medicine of Sapienza University was the first study in Europe 

performed on academic professors using the CBI. They reported that women, 

younger and part-time professors scored highest in both PB and W-RB. Similarly, 

Wood, Guimaraes, Holm, Hayes and Brooks (2020) in their study of 1,628 academic 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946713000536#bib0015
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946713000536#bib0015


 

360 
 

librarians in the US found that females in the age range of 35-44 years scored 

highest on WR-B, and that males and older females scored lowest on W-RB (PB not 

tested). Milfont et al., (2008) reported that 73% of their New Zealand-based study 

of teachers were female but did not state if their scores were higher/lower than 

male participants. While neither CBI developers Kristensen et al., (2005) nor Lan-

Ping and Jin-Ding (2013) in their study of Taiwanese health and education sector 

professionals differentiated on grounds of gender, we are informed that 83% of the 

Danish PUMA study participants were female. 

 Finally, while CBI results relative to gender were not initially recorded in the 

present study (as no research question, research aim nor research objective 

required that I sought such data from any of my survey results), nevertheless, an 

exploratory gender-based independent samples T-Test was latterly performed 

relative to burnout and means for males were 3.1 for PB and 3.3 for W-RB while 

females scored 3.5 for PB and 3.5 for W-RB (scale 0-5) revealing slightly higher 

scores for female IPPs in both categories of burnout. Thus, findings from several 

international CBI studies, along with the present study, concur with findings from 

the Working Conditions and Workers’ Health Report (Eurofound, 2019) and 

recommendations from the ILO Global Strategy on Occupational Safety and Health 

(2003).  

 While it is beyond the scope of this study to definitively explain why women appear 

to endure elevated levels of stress and burnout within the workplace compared to 

men, and as the previously listed reasons for female WR-S proffered by the ILO 

(2016), (gender-based discrimination, societal gender-related expectations, double 
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duties of home and work, risks of sexual harassment at work and domestic violence) 

do not necessarily impact all women who suffer from W-RS, with regard to IPPs we 

are reminded of Riley’s (2015) attestation that principals who receive the least 

supervisory and colleague support have the greatest challenges to maintain their 

mental health. Therefore, poor management practices and BPN frustration may also 

be considered as workplace stressors, although impacting both sexes. Additionally, 

as discussed in Section 5.2.3.2 regarding findings from the present study, it may be 

the case that female principals face concealed gender-based challenges to their 

leadership from both management and staff which their male counterparts do not 

face. This may, by extension, cause elevated stress levels in female IPPs.  

An additional factor which has received little attention in research relative to female 

IPPs’ incidence of stress in the workplace is the effect that menopause has on 

women. Griffiths et al., (2016) informs us that while the menopause may cause no 

significant problems for some women, for others it is known to present 

considerable difficulties in both their personal and working lives. Women attribute 

sleep disturbance, fatigue, low mood, difficulty concentrating and poor memory to 

their menopause (Griffiths, MacLennan & Hassard, 2013; Hammam, Abbasa & 

Hunterb, 2012; Kopenhager & Guidozzi, 2015). Griffiths et al., (2016) continue that 

midlife women report more work-related stress than other groups with some 

avoiding demanding or stressful situations. Similarly, research conducted by Laszlo, 

Gyorffy, Adam, Csoboth and Kopp (2009) involving a survey of 2,772 Hungarian-

based working women aged between 18-55 found 15.5% of women reporting 

dysmenorrhoea (painful menstruation) which limited their daily work activity. Low 

job control, low co-worker social support and low job security were found to be 
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associated with a higher risk of menstrual pain even after controlling for  the effect 

of age, body mass index, smoking and treatment for gynaecological problems. They 

concluded that the link between work-related psychosocial factors and the 

incidence of dysmenorrhoea deserves further investigation. 

Additional findings from the Irish Principals and Deputy Principals’ Occupational 

Health, Safety and Wellbeing Survey (Riley, 2015) highlighted that principals 

experience nearly twice the incidence of threats of violence and acts of violence at 

work than other population groups with the incidence being higher for female 

principals. Collectively principals were found to score lower than average for well-

being and quality of life than the general population with principals’ mental health 

ranging from very poor to very good. The ESRI (Russell et al., 2016) linked long 

working hours with a greater risk of SAD with those working over 50 hrs. per week 

being three times more likely to experience SAD than those working fewer than 30 

hours. On this point, Riley’s (2015) findings that 54.4% of primary principals work 

upwards of 41 hrs. per week during term and over 18% working upwards of 56 hrs. 

per week is significant in this regard. Hence, while it is difficult to ascertain exactly 

why females may find the workplace more stressful in general than males it is worth 

considering that CBI developers Kristensen et al., (2005) warn that the CBI scales 

predict future sickness, sleep problems, use of painkillers and turnover intention in 

employees.  

The ILO advise that it is failures in prevention and control measures for work-related 

illnesses which result in occupational disease and they mention, in particular, 

mental disorders (ILO, 2013).  Additionally, the United Nations (UN) Health Agency 
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cited several risks to workers’ mental health including inadequate H&S policies, 

poor communication and management practices, limited participation in decision-

making, low control over one’s area of work, low levels of support for employees, 

inflexible working hours and lack of role clarity (UN, 2017). Evidence from this study 

supports these UN findings and may serve as a starting point for principals’ 

representative bodies in formulating an action plan to tackle proven challenges to 

the psychosocial well-being of IPPs. 

 

5.5.3 Next Steps in Controlling Incidence of Burnout in IPPs 
 

Insofar as IPPs have been shown to experience excessive levels of W-RB in both 

national and international comparisons and considering the long-term negative 

impacts on health and well-being attributed to stress, it is reasonable to state that 

IPPs are enduring unacceptably high levels of occupational stress constituting a 

serious work-related psychosocial hazard which warrants immediate representation 

and intervention as suggested in various EU and Irish OSH legislation (e.g., the 2007 

GAR, WHO Framework Directive 1989/391/EEC and the 2005 SHWW Act) for such 

occurrences. Further to the release of several reports and studies regarding the 

occupational well-being of Irish education sector workers (Section 2.5) it is now 

time for IPPs’ various representative bodies to proceed towards devising a coherent 

action plan to address the incidence of W-RS and burnout for IPPs which may then 

be presented to the DES for implementation by BOMs under the terms of relevant 

EU and Irish OSH legislation which outlines their duties as employers. 
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It is imperative that the DES enter negotiations with representatives of IPPs and 

other education sector workers regarding their part in creation of psychosocial 

hazards such as SAD amongst this cohort of workers resulting from excessive 

workload and the requirement for excessive unpaid overtime in order to address 

this workload. As a start, the DES may consider the results from the inferential 

analysis of this study’s CFOW-B constructs which showed the higher the incidence 

of professional autonomy in IPPs the lower the incidence of burnout pointing to the 

need for collaboration with IPPs regarding design and delivery of the curriculum 

along with input into the pace of introduction of new initiatives. These findings are 

in line with findings from Fernet et al., (2010) who concluded that autonomously 

motivated teachers with high BPN satisfaction appear to be immune to the negative 

effects of occupational burnout. Likewise, there is an onus on BOMs, as employers, 

to wholeheartedly support the introduction of stress-reducing measures for IPPs 

under the terms of the GAR (2007) and WHO Framework Directive 1989/391/EEC 

and SHWW Act (2005) which states that BOMs must do all that is reasonably 

practicable to control workplace hazards including psychosocial hazards such as 

stress and bullying (HSA & KEC, 2013). 

One possible factor which may explain the non-prioritisation of psychosocial work 

hazards facing IPPs, such as the incidence of occupational burnout, was raised by 

Ruddy (2013, p.4) who informed that while BOMs currently have a duty of care to 

employees and should have a Dignity at Work / Anti-Bullying Policy in place along 

with the relevant grievance procedures: “There is no liability to general stress and 

anxiety unless these aggregate to a recognised psychiatric disorder established by 

expert evidence”. 



 

365 
 

 The Mental Health Act 2001, which only came into effect in November 2007, 

presents three categories of ‘mental disorder’ including mental illness, severe 

dementia and significant intellectual disability.  Mental illness is defined as follows: 

 …a state of mind ..that affects the person’s thinking, perceiving, emotion or 

judgment and seriously impairs the mental function of the person to the 

extent that he/she requires care or medical treatment in his/her own 

interest or in the interest of other persons. (Kelly, as cited in Culleton, 2009) 

 

 Kelly finds this specification into three categories interesting not only in clinical 

terms but also in comparative legal terms when compared to the definition used in 

England and Wales introduced by the Mental Health Act 2007, which defines a 

mental disorder as ‘any disorder or disability of the mind’.  

While depression is likely to fit the criteria for a mental disorder as defined by the 

Irish Mental Health Act (2001), it is clear that burnout would be more difficult to 

align with the legal definition of mental illness in Ireland and yet, as we now know, 

IPPs are weathering very high levels of W-RB and PB when compared to results for 

several thousand professionals who completed the CBI across five continents. Apart 

from their high prevalence of SAD, the litany of additional ailments which IPPs in the 

present study attributed to their occupation was extensive most notably including 

arthritis and musculoskeletal pain (41.2%), neck pain (41%) and back pain (26%). 

Several other ailments were attributed to work such as stress-induced autoimmune 

disease, repetitive strain injury, tendonitis, carpal tunnel syndrome, cubital tunnel 

syndrome, migraine, eye strain, vocal cord damage, irritable bowel syndrome and 

insomnia.  
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A final consideration, relative to workload and burnout is the amount of unpaid 

overtime being volunteered by IPPs. As reported by Riley (2015), 54.4% of primary 

principals work upwards of 41 hrs. per week during term and over 18% working 

upwards of 56 hrs. per week while being paid for 25 hours work. Perhaps the fact 

that the work motivation style they predominantly exhibit is Identified Regulation 

explains the conundrum as to why they impose this work schedule on themselves 

as they strongly identify with being in charge and are willing to shoulder any 

excess workload deriving from BOM responsibilities and implementation of DES 

initiatives. However, they do not identify strongly as leaders per se (this study 

revealed that they more so identify as followers). They appear to identify and 

behave more akin to middle managers, answerable to the DES and patrons 

(BOMs) while attempting to lead school staff and pupils. They also somewhat align 

with the description of servant leaders. Tirmizi and Tirmizi (2020) explain that 

servant leadership is heavily linked to the fields of virtue ethics and spiritual 

practice/theology. Patterson (as cited in Tirmizi & Tirmizi, 2020) defines servant 

leadership in terms of virtues (personality traits linked to ethical behaviour): 

humility, vision, altruism, love, trust, empowerment and service. Considered more 

prevalent in social and public sector leadership Anderson (2005) reports a strong 

relationship between servant leadership and teachers’ job satisfaction in religious 

educational entities, reminiscent of Clancy’s (1983, p. 15) testimony that Irish lay 

principals were historically accorded a quasi-religious standing and considered to 

be “part of a sacred order…linked to the core values of society…which the advent 

of secularisation does not seem to have emptied…of its special moral qualities”. It 

remains to be investigated whether other Irish professionals work comparable 
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levels of unpaid overtime as IPPs or if the teaching profession characteristically 

attracts the type of person who firstly, fits the servant leader profile and, 

secondly, is willing to sacrifice aspects of their well-being for altruistic purposes. 

 

5.6 Organisational Justice: Primary Principals’ Perception of Fairness  
 

Under the terms of the Croke Park Agreement all teachers and principals suffered 

pay cuts and the introduction of an obligation to work one extra hour unpaid 

overtime per week, effectively lengthening the school year by 36 hours. They were 

introduced by Government under the Public Service Agreement 2010-2014 as part 

of a wider productivity drive to increase efficiency and reduce costs. Teachers 

attitudes and opinions on actual productivity levels within Irish primary schools 

since these introductions has not been collected and this study represents the first 

research on perception of organisational justice within the teaching community, to 

my knowledge.  

 This research uncovered that 42.7% of primary principals are unhappy about having 

to work CPHs including 22% who feel resentful. Only 32.3% accepted them as fair 

suggesting dissatisfaction and a sense of unfairness amongst almost two thirds of 

primary principals with CPHs. Further results from the JSS uncovered a high degree 

of dissatisfaction with remuneration (73.6%) amongst principals with only 16% 

expressing satisfaction with their salaries. This finding is supported by SS-C findings 

which uncovered that principals feel least appreciated for their work by the DES 

(23.4%). Findings from three questions on Perception of Fairness in the CFOW-B 



 

368 
 

uncover that over half (55.6%) of principals believe it is fair to reduce work input in 

response to a pay cut which includes an increase in workload, which describes the 

terms of completion of CPHs. Additionally, almost half (46%) of principals reported 

disengagement from work in themselves and/or their staff since the introduction of 

pay cuts and CPHs. There was a very strong indication from surveyed principals of a 

sharp decline in volunteerism amongst teaching staff as a direct response to these 

introductions with teachers apparently having reassessed and reduced their work 

input. On this point principals raised the issue of the amount of unpaid overtime 

already being voluntarily completed by teachers prior to the introduction of pay 

cuts and CPHs, and the collective disillusionment with the perceived lack of 

acknowledgement or appreciation from the DES regarding this phenomenon.  

As reported by Kivimaki et al., (2004) and Ylipaavalniemi et al., (2005) a perception 

of injustice in the workplace is linked to a range of adverse well-being outcomes 

including depression and reduced job satisfaction. Joseph (2015) added that, further 

to a negative impact on employee well-being, level of work engagement is also 

negatively impacted. As a reduction in work input has been reported by the 

participants of this study, my findings concur with the findings of this previous 

research. Watson (2017) further clarifies that at the core of an employee’s work 

orientation is a perceived effort bargain or implicit contract with the employer – an 

understanding of the balance (or imbalance) between what the worker sees 

themselves ‘putting into’ their work and what they see themselves ‘getting out’ of 

it”. He informs that these contracts are fragile and liable to change based on 

managerial initiatives and changes in employees’ circumstances. Fall and Roussel 

(2014) also support this finding in explaining that employee effort is sensitive to 
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incentive rewards which have a particular effect on employee motivation and 

performance. Furthermore, Solow’s Wage Efficiency Theory (1979), Akerlof and 

Yellen’s Fair Wage-Effort Hypothesis (1990) and Adam’s Equity Theory (1963) all 

indicate that employees adapt their work effort to balance the ‘fair wage’ against 

their received wage. Work input is then adjusted proportionally in order to retain 

what they consider to be a fair contribution-reward balance. This appears to be the 

case within the cohort of study participants in my research regarding the amount of 

unpaid voluntary overtime which they and their staff were completing prior to 

enforced unpaid overtime and pay reductions compared to afterwards. Equity 

Theory proposes five causal links in the chain of employee engagement with a 

perceived work effort - reward imbalance:  

perception of inequity → experience of tension → motivation to resolve → action to resolve 

→ equity restored.  

For teachers, equity has not been restored and actions to resolve (strike action and 

negotiations) have failed to achieve pay restoration. Notably, even if pay restoration 

was achieved, there still remains the additional 36 unpaid CPHs. Based on the 

reported reduction of work input it would appear that teachers have regressed 

from Stage Four (action to resolve) to Stage One (perception of inequity) and Stage 

Two (experience of tension) of Adam’s Equity Theory causal chain. And here they 

remain. 

 The introduction of CPHs and pay cuts suggests it was economists and not 

behavioural psychologists who advised the government regarding the benefits of 

these austerity measures as there is a marked lack of understanding of the 
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characteristic human response to imposed unpaid overtime accompanied by a pay 

reduction as shown by Adams, Solow, Akerlof and Yellen and other researchers of 

organisational justice. The evidence from this study suggests that the government 

may have got it wrong in their plan to increase efficiency as, despite completing 

CPHs, many teachers have apparently reduced, not increased, their work input by 

either curtailing or no longer engaging in any voluntary overtime, described by one 

principal as being necessary just ‘to keep the ship afloat’. It is clear from this study, 

and many previous (O Rourke, 2018; INTO, 2015; IPPN, 2010; OECD, 2019) that 

voluntary unpaid overtime is an unfortunate necessary component in the delivery 

of primary education in Ireland which is something the DES fail to appreciate or 

even acknowledge. Worryingly, there is evidence from this study that the 

repercussion from enforcing one-hour unpaid overtime, is that the DES have lost 

the two/three (and more) hours overtime that teachers habitually did voluntarily on 

a daily basis. One could ask where the efficiency is in this measure. The only gain 

appears to be a financial one in the form of teachers’ pay cuts. This raises the issue 

of whether the real losers are the pupils who previously had teachers freely giving 

of their time to enhance their learning (e.g., sports coaching, working though breaks 

/ outside school hours) and now instead have teachers measuring their work input 

against their reduced wage and acting accordingly. With these austerity measures 

the government appear to have lost a large part of the goodwill and volunteerism of 

a hardworking and underappreciated body of professionals. In saying this, it is 

important to remember that this reduction in volunteerism is not the result of a 

collective decision; it has been shown to be a natural human response (on an 

individual basis) to  a perception of unfairness within one’s work context. It can also 
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result from amotivation resulting from feeling under-valued and from having BPNs 

thwarted which psychologists and social scientists have been writing about for 

decades (Herzberg, Mausner & Snyderman, 1959; Nie et al., 2015; Pink, 2011; Ryan 

& Deci, 2000) and which the DES should have considered had they been concerned 

to any degree for the psychosocial well-being of their teachers. As found in the 

aforementioned (Leinweber et al., 2016) longitudinal study of 5,854 Swedish 

employees, fairness at work is a crucial aspect of the psychosocial work 

environment which goes hand-in-hand with job satisfaction, performance and 

commitment. They also found associations between perceived organisational justice 

and future health outcomes including depressive symptoms, sleep problems, 

coronary heart disease and sick leave. Ahlin et al., (2020) and van der Heide et al. 

(2013) also found that perceptions of fairness in the workplace and perceived 

effort-reward imbalance are linked to employee depression and amotivation 

highlighting the importance of organisational justice for long-term occupational 

well-being of employees. 

An additional finding from this study is the phenomenon of younger teachers 

needing a second job in order to survive financially in Dublin. Reflective of the 

current two-tier pay scale for teachers, with post-2011 graduates on a lower pay 

scale than their colleagues, principals reported a sense of disillusionment amongst 

younger teachers many of whom are emigrating to take up posts in Dubai where 

their wages remain tax free and their package includes free accommodation, 

medical insurance and flights home. A recent (Irish) government poll of more than 

1,000 Irish teachers based in the United Arab Emirates indicates that salaries, pay 

inequality for new entrants, housing costs and the lack of permanent teaching posts 
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in Ireland are among the main barriers to returning home (O Brien, 2019). O’Brien 

reports that teachers’ salaries range between €30,000 - €60,000 in the UAE. The 

poll also uncovered that the majority of the 2,000 Irish teachers in the UAE are 

female, aged 25-34 and with no dependants. This may indicate that Irish male 

graduates find it easier to achieve permanent jobs than their female counterparts. 

There is some supporting evidence from this research for that claim with 36% of 

principals stating male graduates have a better chance than females of securing a 

permanent post in Irish Catholic primary schools opposed to just 0.4% of principals 

who thought females had a better chance. Of course, with many young teachers 

emigrating there is a grave lack of substitutes in the primary sector which was a 

reason given by many principals for coming in to work while ill. 

As illustrated in Figure 17, this research suggests that governmental austerity 

measures have eroded the goodwill of teachers across the country many of whom 

have withdrawn from completing any further voluntary overtime. Additionally, 

considering the two-tier pay scale impacting new entrants it is likely that goodwill 

will not return in the near future. If these findings are of concern to the DES, they 

may take comfort from research conducted by Cohn et al., (2010) which showed 

that an increase in wages significantly increases employees’ performance when they 

perceive their basic wage to be unfairly low. 
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Figure 17. Delineation of repercussions from lack of Perception of Fairness (occupational) as 

reported by  IPPs in present study. 

 

 

5.7 Job Satisfaction of Irish Primary Principals 
 

Consistent with the complementary nature of the CFOW-B constructs, Job 

Satisfaction has some obvious overlaps with other CFOW-B constructs, most 

notably, Perception of Fairness, BPN satisfaction / frustration and Work Motivation. 

Job satisfaction is strongly associated with job characteristics such as income, job 

security, promotion prospects, management, co-workers, recognition, work 

conditions and alignment with personal goals and values (Aziri, 2011). All of these 

characteristics feature in other CFOW-B constructs, apart from ‘job security’ and 

‘promotion prospects’ and accordingly, almost all of this study’s job satisfaction 

findings have been discussed under Perception of Fairness and BPNs where they 

have proved useful as supporting and confirmatory data.  

While acknowledging the relevance of the remaining two Job Satisfaction 

characteristics (‘job security’ and ‘promotion prospects’), they were not measured 

Resulting in:

REDUCED WORK 
INPUT

(reduction / 
termination of 

habitual 
voluntary 
overtime)

Shown to cause:

EMPLOYEE 

DISENGAGEMENT

AND 
AMOTIVATION 

Perceived 
unfairness 
regarding:

CPHs

PAY CUTS & 
WAGE DISPARITY

LACK OF 
APPRECIATION

Repercussion chain arising from lack of Perception of Fairness at work    

ssectorsector)(primary sector) 



 

374 
 

amongst participants of this study. As the position of school principal assures job 

security there is no possibility for further promotion, hence satisfaction levels for 

either were not measured. While it is true that some TPs may become AdPs, which 

may be seen as a promotion by some in the removal of all teaching duties, in reality 

this is simply a different category of principalship thereby representing a lateral 

move career wise, its only advantage in remuneration which falls under the job 

characteristic ‘income’ as opposed to ‘promotion prospects’.  

The JSS used in this study comprised four sub-scales measuring principals’ levels of 

job satisfaction under four headings: managers, co-workers, job characteristics and 

pay. Principals’ satisfaction level with managers and co-workers is discussed under 

BPNs. Findings relative to the job characteristic ‘pay’ are included as supporting 

evidence in the discussion of Perception of Fairness. As outlined, the remaining job 

characteristics of ‘job security’ and ‘promotion prospects’ were deemed redundant 

for this cohort but should be included, where appropriate, in any future research on 

employee Job Satisfaction, depending on the category of employee being surveyed 

and their specific contract of employment. 

 

5.8 Conclusion 
 

 This chapter has outlined the various challenges faced by IPPs within their work 

environment specific to their psychosocial well-being and within my CFOW-B. 

Research findings have been contextualised relevant to pertinent literature, 

legislation and related studies. A clear picture has emerged of supporting and 

thwarting factors impacting the psychosocial well-being of IPPs with evidence that 
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effective organisations are those where BPNs are satisfied as employees actively 

engage in meaningful work for which they feel respected, valued and fairly 

compensated.  

This discussion required consideration of the socio-cultural context within which the 

Irish education system has operated for generations as a Church-State model which 

monopolised the delivery of primary education, remaining until recent decades, 

unchallenged by a predominantly Catholic Irish population. IPPs’ experiences within 

this model have been explored through the lens of occupational health and 

psychological well-being. 

Throughout this discussion, qualitative interview data have served to enrich, extend 

and affirm quantitative survey results thereby justifying the decision to conduct a 

MM approach in my quest to establish the current state of psychosocial health of 

IPPs. 

The following chapter will provide a holistic appraisal of my research journey from 

the initial identification of a practice-based research problem through the under-

researched field of IPP occupational well-being which I believe has been enriched by 

several original findings from this study which are also of relevance to the wider 

international field of occupational H&S within an educational context. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 
 

6.1 Introduction 
 

                                              The wheel has come full circle. 

                                                                           - Shakespeare (King Lear: Act 5: Scene 3). 

 

This thesis began with the introduction of an identified research problem which 

gave rise to two research questions: 

1. Is the work environment of the Irish primary principal adequately supportive 

of their psychosocial well-being? 

2. What is the day-to-day occupational experience of primary principals in 

Ireland? 

 

This final chapter revisits these two questions and conclusively addresses them. It 

presents a reflective synthesis of the study’s main findings and an outline of my 

original contributions to knowledge including the development of a working model 

which measures the psychosocial well-being of Irish education sector employees. It 

describes the implications and potential impact of these findings and contributions 

to the discipline and explicates their significance in regard to the development and 

extension of relevant theory, policy and practice. An overview of emerging 

recommendations is presented followed by a consideration of the study’s 

limitations before the thesis draws to its conclusion. 
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6.2 Addressing of the Research Questions 
 

6.2.1 Is the work environment of the Irish primary principal adequately supportive of     

          their psychosocial well-being? 

 

 Job Characteristics 
 

To ascertain the supportiveness of the IPP’s work environment relative to their 

psychosocial well-being requires, firstly, an appreciation of the characteristic 

features which combine to create that environment and, secondly an understanding 

of what constitutes psychosocial health within the workplace. From this platform, 

and in light of the results from application of my CFOW-B, a conclusive deduction 

may be made on whether the work environment of the IPP adequately supports 

their psychosocial well-being. 

As described by IPPs in this study, their work environment is hectic, fast-paced, 

challenging, rewarding, absorbing and stressful. It is a landscape featuring both 

administrative and curricular responsibilities overshadowed by accountability to 

several parties, most notably the DES, the Inspectorate and BOMs. It consists of 

multiple daily intricate HR challenges and responsibilities with IPPs navigating and 

attempting to manage multiple varying demands from teachers, ancillary staff, 

pupils, parents and SNAs. The IPP is also frequently required to adopt a PR role in 

meeting and accommodating representatives from outside agencies such as 

psychologists, occupational therapists, speech therapists, the school nurse, doctors, 

dentists, sales representatives, IT / technical support team, local community group 

representatives, local sports clubs, sports coaches, school visitors, school transport 
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operators, trainee teachers and their inspectors, religious examiners, PA 

representatives, curriculum support personnel and members of the BOM amongst 

others. A lack of middle management and full-time secretaries for a majority of IPPs 

renders these responsibilities very time-consuming and challenging for both AdPs 

and TPs alike but could be considered impossible to effectively manage for TPs who 

additionally hold daily full-time teaching duties for multiple classes.  

 In Ireland, principals receive no formal training for this demanding leadership 

position which, in addition to fostering role insecurity and stress, may be a factor in 

them identifying overwhelmingly as followers as opposed to leaders within their 

workplaces as identified in this research. Additionally, findings from this study 

suggest that a disproportionate amount of unpaid overtime is required to even 

attempt to address the daily workload of the IPP, hence it is likely no coincidence 

that this cohort of professionals are amongst the most highly burnt out group of 

employees who have ever completed the CBI, as revealed in this research. 

On a positive note, IPPs derive some moral support from colleagues and many 

spoke highly of their teaching staff. Some described colleagues as friends. Others 

reported having supportive BOMs and BOM chairpersons without whom they felt 

their role as principal would be untenable. Hence, it is fair to claim that some 

principals are quite happy within their work environments despite feeling 

overwhelmed by an excessive workload including the bulk of BOM duties which this 

study found is carried the principal. However, the vast majority of IPPs reported 

turning to their spouses / life partners for support with work problems, highlighting 

the differences in work experiences for IPPs and the non-existence of a reliable and 
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consistent support mechanism for principals within their work environments as 

despite some IPPs celebrating their BOMs, chairpersons and colleagues, many more 

identified these exact entities as being responsible for bullying and / or ostracising 

them causing stress and exacerbating role isolation and loneliness within the work 

environment. Some IPPs, with a majority being female, spoke of micromanagement 

and frustration around the undermining of their professional status as school 

leaders. This frustration is understandable as a majority believe that with the 

removal of teaching duties they could more effectively manage the school 

themselves independently of a BOM. To this end IPPs’ individual experiences of the 

work environment is greatly influenced, either positively or negatively, by their 

colleagues and their management and it is evident that some consistency in 

protection of principal well-being is required. 

 IPPs described the INTO and the IPPN as being reliable advisory services for 

employment or work-related queries but the general consensus was that personal 

or psychosocial support is unavailable within the immediate work environment of 

the IPP leaving many vulnerable to emotional, psychological and psychosocial 

distress on occasion, especially in light of the individuality of BOMs, colleagues, 

schools and school communities, in general. 

 Legislative Context 

Moving on to the second stage of determining whether IPPs’ work environment 

provides an adequate level of psychosocial well-being requires a reminder of 

available definitions and interpretations of psychosocial well-being and to this end 

we may look to the WHO along with EU and Irish OSH legislation. The WHO’s 
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Healthy Workplace Initiative (2010) and its four components of a healthy workplace 

includes suggested interventions for employers in supporting the psychosocial well-

being of their employees (as described in Section 2.4.1) from whence we can gain 

an insight into their understanding of what constitutes psychosocial well-being. The 

WHO (2010) suggest employers should ensure that the work environment features: 

• zero tolerance for bullying,  

• recognition and rewarding of good performance,  

• allowing meaningful input into decisions which impact employees’ work and 

workload reduction measures,  

• cognizance of the need for work-family balance in design of work schedules.  

 

As reported by Brueck (2020) although EU OSH legislation is built around the terms 

‘working environment’ and ‘health’ neither term is defined in the legislation. 

Nonetheless, she informs that the ECJ acknowledged ‘working environment’ as 

going beyond prevention of accident and illness to include the humane design of 

work processes, work organisation and health promotion in Judgement C-84/94 in 

1996. Within EU law the accepted definition of ‘health’ by the ECJ is the previously 

mentioned WHO definition as stated in Article 1 of the WHO constitution: “… a 

state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence 

of disease or infirmity” (WHO, 2020a, p. 1). 

Both EU and Irish OSH legislation are overarched by the European Framework 

Directive 1989/391/EEC. As stated in Article 14 of the Framework Directive all 

employers are obliged to ensure health surveillance for employees appropriate to 

the H&S risks they incur at work. However, in operational terms the Directive 

doesn’t go far enough towards ensuring the implementation of this intervention as 
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it vaguely relies on the national legislation of Member States to ensure this system 

is established (EU, 2020b).  

 The results from application of my CFOW-B identify the current state of 

psychosocial health of IPPs along with the OSH risks they endure. My findings show 

that IPPs currently score amongst the highest recorded mean levels of burnout 

amongst all identified recorded participants of the CBI since its creation in 1999. 

They possess lower than average levels of dispositional mindfulness which is 

considered a protective factor in control of burnout and BPN frustration. 

Dispositional mindfulness additionally supports the satisfaction of BPN needs as 

strongly suggested by inferential analysis. My inferential analysis also clearly 

suggests that IPPs’ work motivation is strongly influenced by satisfaction of BPNs 

which comprise autonomy, competence and relatedness. Against the backdrop of 

the suggested interventions from the WHO’s Healthy Workplace Initiative, 

autonomy satisfaction includes ‘allowing meaningful input into decisions which 

impact employees’ work’. To this end, IPPs do not enjoy this privilege. Competence 

satisfaction includes ‘recognising and rewarding good performance’ which is also 

suggested as an intervention to support psychosocial well-being. Lastly, relatedness 

satisfaction would include the remaining suggestions from the Initiative: ‘zero 

tolerance for bullying’ and ‘cognizance of the need for work-family balance in design 

of work schedules’ which supports the creation and maintenance of healthy 

relationships on both professional and personal levels. Accordingly, without 

mentioning BPNT or SDT the WHO nevertheless prioritised some necessary 

requirements for satisfaction of BPNs within the workplace in its Healthy Workplace 
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Initiative (2010) which supports application of the CFOW-B in measurement of 

employee psychosocial well-being. 

 There is strong dissatisfaction evidenced from this research regarding excessive 

workload, increased bureaucracy, extent of unpaid overtime required to stay on top 

of the workload, uneven distribution of BOM duties and measures introduced in 

recent years by the DES including pay cuts and CPHs. These negatives have 

impacted both job satisfaction levels and IPPs’ perception of fairness with a majority 

reporting that their job negatively impact their homelife and their overall health. In 

particular, the compromising of BPNs and the alarmingly high levels of burnout are 

standout findings from this research relevant to current WHO, EU and Irish OSH 

legislation and consideration should be given to the consequences on human health 

and well-being resulting from their ongoing neglect. 

In Ireland, SHWW Act 2005, which is based on the Framework Directive, obliges all 

employers to identify workplace hazards and put in place preventative and 

protective measures to eliminate or curtail any potential health hazards (Jones et al, 

2020). Accordingly, and justifiably, there is clear instruction on H&S protective 

measures required to ensure the physical safely of employees in Ireland e.g., use of 

PPE, safety on work sites, the various trades, around equipment, machinery, 

chemicals, explosives, room ventilation, etc. However, there is no obvious provision 

in Ireland for the protection of workers’ psychosocial well-being despite the HSA 

naming stress and bullying as human factor hazards with employers urged to do all 

that is reasonably practicable to control (HSA & KEC, 2013). So, while there are clear 

instructions from the HSA on, for example, room temperatures for schools, there is 
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no clarity on what happens if a teacher / IPP is repeatedly bullied through being 

undermined or ostracised in that room with unknown and unmeasurable damage 

being done to their long-term mental and physical health. The HSA’s (2007) advice 

regarding the ongoings in that school room or office is limited to the suggestion that 

it is adequately ventilated with the temperature at or above 16 degrees Celsius and 

there should no asbestos in the roof. Meanwhile, the scars from mental or 

psychological strain are invisible, sometimes until it’s too late and literature has 

shown us the links between psychosocial strain and long-term physical illness with a 

gradual erosion of well-being, happiness and life-expectancy (Sections 2.4, 2.5, 2.6). 

Surely this is deserving of the devising of precise legal definitions of psychosocial 

well-being within the workplace and more should be required of employers than to 

do ‘all that is reasonably practicable’ to protect their employees mental health and 

well-being. That advice summons an impression that Irish employees have endured 

decades of silent suffering, frustration, lack of support and managerial avoidance of 

liability regarding their psychosocial well-being and their mental health. In plain 

terms, while an employee can (rightly) be recompensed for sustaining a broken arm 

or leg on their worksite through the negligence of their employer not putting 

adequate safety measures in place, why is there no repercussion when an employee 

develops heart disease or depression from lack of psychosocial protective measures 

in the workplace or ongoing bullying which is ignored or caused by management? 

Either condition is far more likely to cause premature death than a broken limb, and 

yet workers are expected to weather whatever set of psychosocial circumstances 

they encounter in any given job. Many IPPs within this study spoke of having 

developed various health complications, as previously discussed, which their 
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physicians and / or consultants had attributed to their work, e.g., high blood 

pressure, anxiety, depression and MSDs. As employers of IPPs, BOMs have legal 

responsibility for the prevention of occupational hazards which may result in ill-

health. Depression and / or anxiety could reasonably be described as ‘potential 

health hazards’ as could burnout, considering its associated resulting ailments. The 

DSM-5 (diagnostic and statistical manual for mental disorders) includes both 

depressive disorders and anxiety disorders in its classification of mental illnesses 

(Regier, Kuhl & Kupfer, 2013). Insofar as teachers require a diagnosis of a psychiatric 

disorder from an expert before they receive support from their BOMs I consider 

that preventative measures are not in place to ensure the psychosocial health of 

IPPs as the psychosocial harm is done before they can approach their BOMs who 

are required, by law, to ensure preventative measures are in place. I believe that 

the necessary preventative measures could be put in place firstly by periodic 

measuring of IPP psychosocial well-being by means of my CFOW-B and secondly by 

ensuring the WHO Healthy Workplace Initiative (2010) suggestions for psychosocial 

health are implemented. Indeed, attention to the CFOW-B constructs alone would 

subsume the current WHO (2010) suggestions for psychosocial well-being in the 

workplace. 

Summary of Findings relative to Research Question One 

In summary, to definitively answer this research question one needs to consider the 

psychosocial hazards, as described, against existing protective measures. While not 

claiming any legal expertise I am confident in what constitutes occupational well-

being and consequently I believe that neither EU nor Irish OSH legislation goes far 
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enough in protection of employee psychosocial well-being and require revision to 

include clearly defined penalties for employers found negligent of protecting 

employee psychosocial well-being and mental health. This may encourage BOMs to 

put in place preventative measures such as those suggested by the WHO (2010) and 

as ruled by the ECJ (Brueck, 2020) as opposed to waiting for evidence of psychiatric 

illness as proof of a need to take preventative or remediating action.  

Meanwhile, despite no formal measures being in place to protect psychosocial well-

being, some principals derive support and protection from colleagues and their 

BOMs. However, the majority of IPPs reported turning to their spouses / partners 

for support relating to workplace problems and many principals named colleagues 

and BOMs as being responsible for bullying them. To this end IPPs cannot be 

assured that their well-being can or will be protected by either colleagues or their 

BOMs when taking up the position of principal as this depends on context and 

individual relationships. There is no facility to take a ‘mental health day’ for IPPs. In 

consideration of their levels of burnout on a global level, this is unacceptable and is 

a factor which needs urgent consideration towards protection of their psychosocial 

welfare. In fact, recent changes to sick leave for teachers discourages them from 

taking self-certified time out as it can ultimately impact both salary and pension 

payments. Currently, the maximum number of self-certified sick days allowable to a 

teacher in any two-year rolling period is seven. Sick leave periods are calculated 

retrospectively and include weekends, school closures and for job-sharing teachers 

it also includes days on which a teacher is not timetabled for attendance (DES, 

2019d).  
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When considering the alarmingly high burnout levels of IPPs and their lower than 

average level of trait mindfulness which appears to moderate BPN frustration, 

burnout, amotivation and more extrinsic forms of motivation there are realistic 

concerns arising for the state of their psychosocial health and well-being. One must 

also consider IPPs’ degree of autonomy frustration relative to lack of job control and 

lack of involvement in decision-making regarding DES curricular interventions and 

the pace of ongoing new initiatives which contravene the WHO Healthy Workplace 

Initiative recommendations for protection of psychosocial health. Evidence of 

bullying surfaced in this research with colleagues being identified as the 

predominant perpetrators. This also flies in the face of the WHO’s Healthy 

Workplace Initiative which suggests employers adopt zero tolerance for bullying. 

IPPs strongly felt underappreciated by the DES and their patron bodies in particular 

and it would appear that the rewards for their work efforts are mostly intrinsic 

judging by the amount of voluntary overtime they are willing to complete. IPPs 

named their BOMs as being most appreciative of them. However, as employers, 

BOMs need to address their adding to their principals’ workload by not evenly 

distributing the BOM workload and failing to prevent IPPs’ workplace stressors 

which have caused alarmingly high levels of burnout.  

On balance, I deduce that the work environment of IPPs does not adequately 

protect them from the psychosocial hazards attached to the job.  
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6.2.2 What is the day-to-day occupational experience of primary principals in 

Ireland? 

 

By design, this thesis has focused on gaining an appreciation of the various 

occupational challenges faced by IPPs which impact their psychosocial well-being. 

However, it has also uncovered a number of positives attached to the job from 

which IPPs derive happiness, meaning and a sense of accomplishment on a daily 

basis. IPPs displayed high levels of competence satisfaction suggesting confidence in 

their own performance and a general sense of being appreciated for their work. 

They speak highly of their staff and students and many enjoy supportive 

relationships with colleagues and BOM members. The majority of IPPs find their 

work highly rewarding. Amotivation levels were low for this professional cohort 

who exhibit more autonomously regulated work motivation as they strongly 

consider their work to be of personal importance to them and are highly conscious 

of and responsive to the various responsibilities attached to the role including 

professional accountability to multiple parties while appearing to self-impose an 

obligation to be a role model to students, staff and the wider school community. 

Despite this, over 10% of IPPs would strongly prefer to be working in another job 

and over a third (35.5%) more expressed medium desire to switch careers. As 

outlined in this research, excessive workload and the resultant need for completion 

of excessive unpaid overtime may factor in IPPs’ considerations of leaving their 

position as principal. So too may the exceptionally high burnout levels and the 
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higher than both national and EU average incidence of both depression and anxiety 

uncovered in this research. 

IPPs described their daily work in terms of being challenging, highly stressful and yet 

highly rewarding. When asked what alternative career path they may have pursued 

the majority of those interviewed struggled to even imagine themselves doing any 

other kind of work so intricately was their identity enmeshed with their role as 

school principal.  

Principals described being pulled in several directions, multi-tasking and finding it 

hard to focus on one task or in conversations as their attention is drawn elsewhere 

to the next task, impending deadlines, an upcoming meeting, a phone call they 

forgot to make, an injured child, an irate parent, staff demands, unannounced 

visitors, urgently finding a substitute teacher and so forth. TPs in particular, 

representing almost two thirds of all IPPs, likened their daily experience to putting 

out fires as they attempt to juggle fulltime teaching duties with school 

administration and its incessant demands conjuring the impression of a ‘whack a 

mole’ experience facing TPs in their daily toil. In fact, it may be stated that it is not 

possible for a TP to effectively execute both their administrative and curricular 

duties within their paid work hours on any given day. To this end their workloads 

are unrealistic and unacceptable and a source of great stress to TPs. It is my view 

that Irish TPs do not have jobs which feature the humane design of work processes 

which was ruled by the ECJ in Judgement C-84/94 (Brueck, 2020) as being required 

of employers to ensure for protection of employee occupational health and well-

being. 
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Contrary to the aforementioned theocentric paradigm (O Sullivan, 2005, p.118) 

which viewed Irish principals and teachers as “not just in loco parentis, but also as 

church-state agents concerned with the ultimate salvation of the pupil and 

empowered to act as they know best to further assist that salvation”, this research 

shows that modern day IPPs are predominantly concerned with fostering a safe and 

productive learning environment for the pupils in their charge and take great pride 

and responsibility in leading both teaching and learning.  

Below average levels of dispositional mindfulness identified by this study leaves this 

cohort vulnerable to the negative impacts of workplace stressors such as excessive 

workload. This in turn erodes personal downtime and impacts personal 

relationships as reported by IPPs who described feeling irritable and lacking energy 

to positively engage with family and close others on work evenings. Strong 

dissatisfaction also exists with aspects of their work conditions such as workload, 

salary cuts and CPHs as evidenced in this study resulting in low scores in their 

perception of fairness at work.  

Apart from the indisputable altruism being displayed by the vast majority of IPPs 

who habitually volunteer their personal time to continue working for free past 

‘closing-time’, it is simply unacceptable that a need for this volume of voluntary 

overtime exists and to this end IPPs are not being protected by their representative 

bodies relative to excessive workload. Leadership should not involve self-harm. The 

results of this study point to an urgent need for a reappraisal of IPP’s workload and 

perhaps some reflection and reconsideration on the part of individual IPPs as to 

why they accept this unjust workload and cooperate with completing it on an 
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unpaid basis in their free time. This behaviour can only erode any collective or 

individual sense of professional self-esteem as it indicates a blatant undermining, by 

multiple parties, of both their profession and their well-being. It does, however, 

align with the servant leader profile as previously discussed, which prevails in public 

sector religious educational entities and which attracts those with personality traits 

linked to ethical behaviours such as vision, humility, altruism and service. It is 

feasible to assume that such leaders would view excessive workload as a personal 

duty, attached to their vision for their school and their interpretation of ‘the ethical 

thing to do’. In turn, this acceptance and compliance relieves those responsible for 

the excessive workload of any need for reappraisal of IPPs’ duties and workload. 

And so, it continues. 

And while a sense of duty is admirable, in terms of the state of the psychosocial 

health of IPPs from this research, it shouldn’t be at a cost to IPPs’ mental health, 

personal / family life and general psychosocial well-being.  

Many IPPs admitted to not adequately delegating their own workload from feelings 

of indispensability. I am reminded of advice dispensed by a retired principal at my 

own Misneach principal training many years ago who warned of new principals 

typically becoming absorbed in attempting to be ‘all things to all people’ and naively 

trying to cover all bases in a futile attempt to please everyone and disappoint no 

one. Incrementally, this becomes part of your new identity as school leader and 

feelings of indispensability arise. He recounted that the overnight unexpected death 

of a neighbouring young principal brought the realisation that, should you suddenly 

die or become incapacitated, all the school really requires from you is the school 
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keys and school life will resume as normal under a new principal. It would appear, 

from the results of this study, that IPPs may be sacrificing their well-being for the 

sake of ‘their’ schools and as with the advice dispensed when flying, they need to 

secure their own oxygen masks first before helping anyone else, metaphorically 

speaking, as within a work context none of us is indispensable and neither can we 

effectively carry out our duties if running on empty. 

IPPs assume their positions following an interview process and without any training.  

Considering the differences in workload, responsibility and accountability between 

a classroom teacher and a school principal it is unacceptable that principals receive 

no formal training for this highly demanding position. To what degree pre-

appointment training would enhance professional self-esteem is indeterminable. 

Likewise, how much better IPPs could execute their duties had they received formal 

training for their post is unknown, but what can be said of IPPs, judging by this 

study’s findings, is that they remain a dedicated, hard-working and self-sacrificing 

group of professionals who have been shown to go over and above their call of 

duty, on a daily basis, in attempting to manage their excessive workloads, 

consistently completing hours of unpaid overtime to the detriment of their family 

life and their own psychosocial well-being.  

 

 

 

 



 

392 
 

6.3 Main Findings 
 

6.3.1 Findings relative to Aims & Objectives 
 

Aim 1: This research aims to determine through the psychometric measurement of 

IPPs’ psychosocial well-being whether their work environment is adequately 

supportive of them or conversely if there is evidence of work-related illness. 

 

The CFOW-B encompassed five psychometric tests which measured levels of IPPs’ 

BPNs, dispositional mindfulness capacity, work motivation style, burnout levels and 

job satisfaction level. IPPs’ perception of fairness relative to their employment and 

work conditions was also measured from items which I designed. As Research 

Question One evolved from and addressed this specific research aim, in addressing 

that question I concluded that IPPs psychosocial needs are not being adequately 

addressed within their work environment. Despite a handful of support mechanisms 

being identified, nonetheless a substantial body of evidence emerged from 

application of the CFOW-B relative to work-related illness amongst IPPs. Therefore, I 

conclude that there is an inadequate level of psychosocial support for IPPs in their 

work environment.  

 

Aim 2: This research aims to evaluate the efficacy of primary school Boards of 

Management in the protection of Irish primary principals’ psychosocial health and 

well-being. 

 

As employers BOMs have responsibility for the protection of their employees’ 

welfare in the workplace. To this end they are the entity holding responsibility and 

accountability for the level of psychosocial health experienced by IPPs. BOMs are 
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legally obliged to maintain a Safety Statement which outlines their OSH duties 

towards their school staff. Additionally, under the terms of the GAR (2007), the 

WHO Framework Directive 1989/391/EEC and SHWW Act (2005), BOMs must do all 

that is reasonably practicable to control workplace hazards including psychosocial 

hazards such as stress and bullying (HSA & KEC, 2013) including the training of 

employees relative to existing psychosocial hazards, which have been identified by 

the BOM, within the work environment of the IPP. This research has found that 

while some IPPs enjoy healthy functional relations with their BOMs, which are 

critical to the smooth functioning of the school and to the well-being of the IPP, this 

type of support is not available on a consistent basis to all IPPs. Indeed, some IPPs 

reported being bullied by members of their BOMs and almost all have their 

workload increased by BOM affairs resulting from a combination of reticence on 

behalf of some principals to impose school-related work on a group of volunteers 

and deficiencies in the skillset of BOM members. In the current Irish primary school 

management model BOM members receive minimal training for their four-year 

term. A majority of IPPs state that what training exists is unsatisfactory and they 

consider BOMs to be an untrained body. Additionally, principals can either be lucky 

or unlucky with the chairperson who is undemocratically selected by the local 

bishop (as Catholic school patron). Principals consider this relationship to be critical 

to the effective and smooth functioning of school affairs and it is evident from this 

research that a considerable amount of psychosocial suffering results from 

interactions with unsupportive and unprofessional BOM chairpersons. To this end 

some IPPs declared that principals should be consulted in the appointment process 

for BOM chairpersons to ensure that an appropriate candidate is selected as four 
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years is a long time with an unprofessional, incompetent or unsupportive 

chairperson in the life of a school and its staff.  

It was also uncovered in this research that a majority of IPPs believe they could 

confidently manage their schools by themselves (without any teaching duties) and 

that BOM work is overwhelmingly left to the principal to deal with raising the 

possible need to examine the functioning and viability of BOMs as they currently 

operate. It is beyond the scope of this research to redesign the BOM model, but it 

appears that IPPs favour a state-run multidenominational model for Irish primary 

schools, going forward. As it currently stands, IPPs would prefer to engage with fully 

trained BOMs who are capable of sharing the workload. These conditions would 

greatly support the principal in his/her leadership role. 

In summary, the greatest obstacles created by the current management model 

which were identified in this research are the appointment of voluntary BOM 

members, the undemocratic appointment of the BOM chairperson and the lack of 

satisfactory training for BOM members rendering current BOMs incapable of 

adequately supporting their principals. Indeed, IPPs burnout scores alone may be 

considered as evidence that they are not receiving adequate protection of their 

psychosocial health by their employers. Apart from this, it is also clear that currently 

neither EU not Irish OSH legislation, under which BOMs operate, goes far enough in 

the protection of employee well-being, a definition of occupational well-being or 

sanctions for employers found negligent or responsible for psychosocial illnesses 

amongst their employees. 
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Aim 3: This research aims to create amongst the various education stakeholders a 

greater understanding of the challenges attached to role of primary principal with a 

view to promoting a collaborative approach to supporting principals in their 

leadership roles. 

 

The MM design of this research approach featured the psychometric measurement 

of the component factors which comprise and reflect psychosocial well-being, along 

with two further qualitative stages which explored the quantitative results 

providing contextualisation and clarification for these findings. As such, this 

approach facilitated the emergence of a holistic understanding of both the 

supporting and thwarting factors associated with the psychosocial well-being of the 

IPP. This first application of the CFOW-B has produced clear results which may be 

the catalyst for initiating conversation amongst the various education stakeholders 

as to how best IPPs may be prepared for and supported in their role as school 

leader, e.g. IPPN, INTO, the TC, the DES, the CPSMA, the HSA and the CSL. Likewise, 

the findings will be of use to MedMark towards the enhanced understanding of the 

psychosocial hazards faced by IPPs on a daily basis and their associated illnesses. In 

summary, I believe that this research has succeeded in clearly identifying the 

various challenges faced by IPPs in their workplaces. I also believe that the findings 

from this cross-sectional study have raised important and pertinent issues around 

shortcomings in the current provision of employee protection from psychosocial 

hazards within Irish primary schools which have been shown to negatively impact 

both mental and physical health. Armed with the results of this research each 

education stakeholder may now assess what part they can individually and 

collectively play in the enhancement and protection of IPPs’ psychosocial well-
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being. I can but recommend the adoption of a collaborative approach as I have 

shown that the causes of psychosocial suffering are complex and multifaceted 

requiring commitment and collaboration from all parties before Irish primary 

schools may be considered safe, harmonious and healthy workplaces within which 

IPPs and teachers may flourish and where their well-being, on equal footing with 

their pupils’, is prioritised. 

 

 

 

Objective 1: To assess the current level of psychosocial well-being of Irish primary 

principals. 

 

In this thesis I created a framework for psychosocial health which proposes that it is 

reflected in the satisfaction of BPNs, manageable stress levels, autonomous work 

motivation style, capacity for trait mindfulness, satisfactory levels of job satisfaction 

and a perception of fairness with one’s employment and work conditions. Through 

the application of the CFOW-B I have succeeded in measuring each component of 

the psychosocial well-being of IPPs as intended in this research objective. 

 

 

 

 

Objective 2: To identify the supporting and thwarting factors impacting the 

psychosocial well-being of Irish primary principals. 

 

This research succeeded in identifying both supportive and thwarting factors 

associated with the role of IPP. Many principals enjoy supportive and collegial 

relationships with colleagues and BOM personnel. IPPs find their work highly 
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rewarding and TPs, in particular, reported enjoying the teaching aspect of their job 

and their daily interactions with pupils. IPPs rely on principal representative bodies 

such as the INTO and the IPPN for work-related support and advice and many 

appreciate supportive networking relationships with other IPPs. However, the 

majority of IPPs report turning to their spouses / life partners for moral or personal 

support when enduring work-related problems as they report an absence of 

personal support on the job. Many IPPs spoke of role isolation and loneliness as 

colleagues, parents and management were identified as frequent perpetrators of 

bullying them. Attempts to deal with an excessive workload results in IPPs engaging 

in excessive unpaid overtime which negatively impacts stress levels, family life and 

personal time. Frustration with incessant DES initiatives and their implementation 

exacerbate the principal’s workload and burnout levels. There appears to be a 

unanimous expectation on behalf of BOMs that the principal will complete the 

brunt of the board’s workload instead of them alleviating the principal from 

additional work-related strain as is their duty as employers with responsibility for 

protection of the psychosocial well-being of school employees. Low trait 

mindfulness amongst this cohort leaves them vulnerable to these negative and 

stressful aspects of their role. However, their relatively high levels of autonomous 

motivation buffers some of this negativity as they strongly value their work and 

they enjoy and are competent in leading teaching and learning. A sense of their not 

being appreciated by the DES was uncovered and dissatisfaction was expressed with 

CPHs and salary cuts. 
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Objective 3: To identify the strengths and weaknesses of the current system of 

Church-State management of Catholic primary schools relative to the occupational 

well-being of school principals. 

 

This research uncovered evidence that IPPs’ psychosocial well-being is not 

adequately protected in the current Church-State model of primary school 

management. As BOM members are volunteers many principals do not expect them 

to share the BOM workload. Additionally, many IPPs reported having unskilled 

BOMs who would be incapable of carrying out BOM duties effectively resulting in 

the unfair devolution of BOM duties to the principal. Hence, BOMs are not 

adequately trained to support their school leaders and a majority of BOMs, owing 

to their voluntary and untrained design, add to their principal’s work as opposed to 

alleviating their workload. This contravenes the recommendations of both EU and 

Irish OSH legislation which requires BOMs to identify and tackle workplace stressors 

which negatively impact or infringe upon their employees’ well-being, their 

personal time and their family life, as well as ensuring the humane design of 

employee work processes as ruled by the ECJ (Brueck, 2020).  

As most IPPs are themselves products of this system, and have known nothing else 

in their working lives, it is difficult for some to see past the current management 

arrangement to the benefits of any alternative model, but a majority of IPPs would 

prefer an alternative school model as Ireland becomes increasingly multicultural 

and religiously diverse with principals suggesting the state-run community national 

school model and / or Educate Together model as being most appropriate. It was 

uncovered that the CC consider the principal’s primary focus should be the 
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upholding of the religious ethos of the school and the propagation of the Catholic 

faith. This research uncovered that the primary focus of IPPs is the creation of a safe 

and happy learning environment for their pupils. This points to a difference in 

agendas, at the most rudimentary level, between the two most prominent BOM 

members – the principal and the chairperson who represents the bishop (as school 

patron in 90% of Irish schools). 

A majority of IPPs think that religion should be taught outside the school and some 

feel that CC patronage negatively impacts teacher identity as they internalise the 

need to suppress or hide aspects of their own beliefs, values or lifestyles which may 

not necessarily reflect what is expected from a teacher or principal in a Catholic 

school. As previously reported (Section 4.10.1) the CPSMA BOM Handbook 

prescribes the following:  

There will be an awareness on the part of all involved in a Catholic school 

that they are contributing to the promotion of a particular educational 

experience, founded upon a Catholic anthropology of the person, vision of 

society, understanding of teaching and learning and of knowledge itself. 

(CPSMA, 2016, p. 17) 

 

 Only 22.3% of IPPs in this research identified as devout Catholics. Accordingly, as 

expressed by one IPP, “It kind of silences people working in Catholic schools”.  

 

This research uncovered that Ireland’s primary school system is being propped up 

by a band of altruistic volunteers with over 120,000 BOM members enlisted on a 

voluntary basis and, arguably, over 3,000 IPPs volunteering unpaid overtime on a 

daily basis ‘just to keep the ship afloat’ as described by participating IPPs. 
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Funding and resourcing of schools was deemed inadequate by IPPs most notably 

regarding SEN provision, administrative support and the implementation of 

numerous DES initiatives and curricular interventions. These factors are an ongoing 

source of occupational stress to IPPs. There also appears to be inadequate 

managerial protection for IPPs experiencing bullying and other HR conflicts with a 

diagnosis of a psychiatric disorder required before the BOM takes remedial action. 

Particular strengths identified by IPPs regarding the current Church-State primary 

school model included an appreciation of the constitution of BOMs being 

representative of multiple stakeholders (patron body, educators, parents and 

community) and the fact that many parents appreciate schools having a particular 

religious ethos depending on their own faith. 

 

6.3.2 Findings relative to previous research 
 

Here follows an overview of the main findings from this research relative to 

previously presented pertinent literature on each of six components of the CFOW-B: 

Deci and Ryan define well-being in terms of humans thriving or fully functioning. 

The SDT view of well-being is characterised by vitality, awareness, exercise of one’s 

human capacities and true self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In line with 

Aristotle’s views on eudaimonia and the conditions required for human flourishing 

in the workplace, Ryan and Deci concur that happiness derives from healthy human 

functioning and engaging in work which aligns with one’s values and strengths. 

Accordingly, BPNT posits that those experiencing well-being exhibit lower 

symptoms of anxiety or depression, greater energy and vitality, a greater sense of 
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coherence and meaning, less defensiveness and fewer general somatic symptoms. 

The relatively high prevalence of SAD and burnout amongst IPPs identified in this 

research would suggest that this group of professional are not ‘thriving’ or ‘fully 

functioning’ within their workplaces as they exhibit a high degree of somatic 

symptoms and report high levels of both physical and mental work-related 

exhaustion. Vansteenkiste and Ryan (2013) explained that when BPNs are 

frustrated, maladjustment and even psychopathology can develop as a result of 

unfavourable social contextual influences, e.g., unsupportive or controlling 

environments (Costa et al., 2015). This finding is of relevance to IPPs’ perception of 

the DES and some BOMs as controlling, unsupportive and, in some instances, 

engaging in micromanagement of IPPs. Similarly, van der Elst et al., (2012) found in 

a large study of Flemish (Belgian) employees that frustration of BPNs predicted 

poorer work-related well-being, as indexed by a high incidence of employee 

burnout (van der Elst et al., 2012). An unusually high level of burnout has been 

identified in IPPs relative to all other participants of the CBI since its introduction in 

1999 and while IPPs displayed above average levels of competence satisfaction they 

also displayed above average levels of autonomy frustration. In line with the tenets 

of BPNT, all three BPN must be satisfied for people to maintain optimal 

performance and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

 Supportive of the recommendation from this research that IPPs are granted input 

to decisions which impact their workload it was found that employees can also 

experience autonomy satisfaction when acting according to a supervisor’s / 

manager’s request (which compromises independent action) because of being 

provided with a meaningful rationale for compliance resulting in the employee 
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willingly cooperating with the request (Soenens et al., 2007). Currently, IPPs have 

no say regarding the extent and pace of DES initiatives which is a source of 

considerable BPN frustration. Gagné (2015) additionally related that employees are 

likely to feel more competent when given the opportunity to engage in challenging 

tasks that allow them to use and build on their unique existing skills and abilities. As 

competence satisfaction was high amongst this cohort we can deduce that they find 

their work challenging and rewarding. Indeed, many reported this to be the case. 

Within occupational contexts Schulz et al., (2014) contest that innate dispositional 

mindfulness can enhance workplace well-being and potentially buffer against 

negative workplace climates. As IPPs have been shown in this research to possess 

low trait mindfulness capacity they remain vulnerable to occupational stressors with 

predictable effect on their mental and physical health. As several studies have 

shown regardless of whether mindfulness is cultivated through training or occurs as 

a natural disposition, it is linked to well-being and human flourishing (Allen & 

Kiburz, 2012; Bowlin & Baer, 2012; Brown & Ryan, 2003), better relationship quality 

(Barnes et al., 2007; Saavedra et al., 2010), and better emotional regulation such as 

lowered rumination (Carmody et al., 2008; Creswell et al., 2007). This points to the 

need for mindfulness training being a pre-requisite for principalship appointments. 

Both Staw and Ross, (1985) and Judge et al., (2002) suggested that the factor having 

the greatest bearing on employee job satisfaction is personality trait. My research 

suggests that the factors which predominantly support IPP job satisfaction were 

autonomy satisfaction and IM. Job satisfaction was negatively impacted by 

autonomy frustration and burnout. 
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Solow’s Wage Efficiency Theory (1979) proposes a positive link between wage level 

and effort level referred to as the “efficiency relationship” which conditions 

employee productivity. Solow’s hypothesis was confirmed by multiple international 

studies (e.g., Brown et al., 2008; Cahuc & Zylberberg, 2004; Giorgiadis, 2008; 

Raposo & Menezes, 2011). Findings from this research support Solow’s theory as 

IPPs report widespread reduction in voluntary overtime being completed following 

the introduction of pay cuts and CPHs. These findings are also in line with Akerlof 

and Yellen’s (1990)  Fair Wage-Effort Hypothesis which holds that employees adapt 

their efforts to balance the “fair wage” against the “received wage” whereby they 

will reduce their efforts proportionally in order to retain the contribution-reward 

balance.  

Considering the identification in this research of very high levels of Work-Related 

Burnout and high levels of autonomy frustration endured by IPPs it is worth 

recalling Boseley’s (2012) finding that people in highly stressful jobs, with little or no 

autonomy, have a 23% higher risk of a heart attack. Buchanan & Huczynski (2017) 

further explained that as well as impacting employee’s physical ill-health, chronic 

stress can also have a negative emotional impact as it leads to burnout, relationship 

problems and reduced work engagement. They listed the following emotional 

consequences of burnout: anxiety, fatigue, depression, frustration, nervousness, 

low self-esteem. They warn that extreme stress can lead to mental breakdown and 

suicide. IPPs in this study were found to have above national and EU averages in 

both depression and anxiety, supporting Buchanan and Huczynski’s findings. 

Santavirta et al., (2007) also found that burnout is high among teachers who 

perceive their jobs to be highly demanding and low in control. Teacher burnout was 
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found to be influenced by job satisfaction (Kantas & Vassilaki, 1997), poor working 

conditions and time pressures (Abel & Sewell, 1999) and working overtime (Bauer 

et al., 2007). Findings from this research supports all of these findings. 

Finally, results from this research support findings from a study on Irish 

psychologists (Roncalli & Byrne, 2015) which concluded that a positive liaison with 

one’s manager/ supervisor and satisfactory teamwork and relationships with one’s 

colleagues are important factors in enhancing job satisfaction and in protecting 

from emotional exhaustion and depersonalisation in the workplace. Ryan and Deci 

(2017) concur that it is critical for managers to be supportive of employees’ 

autonomous motivation in highly stressful contexts and to refrain from any 

undermining behaviours. However, as Roncalli and Byrne’s findings reflect 

relatedness satisfaction alone, which is only one of three BPNs requiring satisfaction 

in order for a person to maintain optimal well-being and work engagement, my 

research extends this finding to show that comprehensive occupational well-being 

comprises satisfaction of all three BPNs, enhanced capacity for mindfulness, 

absence of burnout, a perception of fairness relative to employment and work 

conditions and autonomously regulated work motivation. As discussed, while all of 

these factors impact job satisfaction, the factors with greatest influence on job 

satisfaction were autonomy satisfaction, autonomy frustration and burnout levels. 

 

6.4 Contributions to Knowledge, Theory and Practice 
 

The following original contributions to knowledge which could enhance practice, 

theory and policy may be recorded as having emerged from this research: 
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1.  Creation of the CFOW-B has introduced a measurement tool which may be 

useful in other white-collar settings for measurement of employee 

psychosocial well-being. In line with standard practice in employment of 

psychological scales some adjustment relevant to occupational context may 

be required and remains at the discretion of individual researchers. It 

functions as a response to psychosocial well-being within an occupational 

context being the most neglected avenue of the WHO Healthy Workplace 

Initiative (2010), which is largely invisible from policy and legislation 

(Kortum, 2014). Accordingly, to promote the importance of occupational 

well-being my CFOW-B facilitates a holistic assessment of employee well-

being capturing BPN satisfaction and frustration levels, dispositional 

mindfulness level, work motivation style, job satisfaction level, burnout level 

and employee perception of fairness. To this end, as a contribution to policy, 

a comprehensive definition of psychosocial well-being within OSH policy 

may be devised as the CFOW-B offers both a definition of occupational well-

being and a means by which to measure it. 

 This study, which represents the first application of the CFOW-B, has 

brought to light several pieces of new knowledge regarding the psychosocial 

welfare of IPPs. Apart from facilitating the first comprehensive and 

conclusive measurement of psychosocial well-being of IPPs, on a component 

basis the following original contributions to knowledge may be recorded 

from this first application of my CFOW-B: 
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Burnout: IPPs display one of the highest mean levels of burnout on a global 

scale of any professionals who have completed the CBI (and the highest I 

identified in a literature search).  

 

BPNT: BPNT is one of the six mini-theories which comprise SDT. This 

research represents the first use of SDT in an Irish educational context and is 

the first known Irish-based SDT research to the knowledge of its developers 

(Professor Richard Ryan [SDT developer], personal communication, 

23/05/2019). Professor Ryan informed me that the SDT research community 

had no recorded data for Ireland to that date and that I am the first Irish-

based SDT researcher to come to their attention. Regarding BPNs of IPPs, 

this study revealed their satisfaction and frustration levels of autonomy, 

competence and relatedness. IPPs scored highest in autonomy frustration 

and competence satisfaction. 

 

Mindfulness: This research revealed that IPPs display lower than average 

levels of dispositional mindfulness. Based on previously discussed findings 

from Schulz et al., (2014) mindful individuals are more likely to see stressful 

situations as less demanding or threatening.  Accordingly, this finding has 

ramifications for the need to promote the capacity for mindfulness amongst 

IPPs who have been shown in this research to have untypically high burnout 

levels. In turn, this would promote their mental health and long-term 

physical health (see Section 2.6.8). 
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Work Motivation: IPPs were identified in this study as a cohort who scored 

highest in Identified Regulation, which is an extrinsic form of motivation. 

Although on the upper end of the motivation continuum, it does not 

constitute IM which is considered the most autonomous or volitional form 

of motivation. Nonetheless, Identified Regulation is perceived by SDT 

developers and researchers as being indicative of behaviours pursued 

because the outcomes are personally valued. IPPs scored lowest on 

amotivation. However, at 10% it still uncovers that one in every ten IPPs 

have thoughts of leaving the position and / or would prefer to be working in 

a different job. Adding to the knowledge base on job design relative to work 

motivation regulation style of employees (as called for by Gagné and 

Panaccio, 2015), intrinsic rewards for the majority of participants of this 

study appear to outweigh the effects of work-related stressors. 

 

Job Satisfaction: This research revealed that IPPs display greatest 

dissatisfaction with their pay and general job characteristics, most notably 

their workload. IPPs feel least appreciated by the DES and their patrons for 

their work input. Satisfaction with work relationships including co-workers 

and management was reported. However, many reported suffering role 

isolation and a lack of either administrative or personal support. Almost half 

of IPPs declared having experienced / currently experiencing workplace 

bullying with colleagues (predominantly female) being identified as the most 

frequent perpetrators. To a lesser degree BOM members were identified as 
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bullying principals with the Chairperson and the Treasurer being named 

most often. 

 

Perception of Fairness: The effects on IPPs’ or Irish teachers’ work 

engagement from the introduction of  pay cuts and CPHs has not been 

researched, to my knowledge, and thereby warranted exploration. IPPs in 

this study exhibited low levels of perception of fairness with their work 

conditions which was linked to excessive workload, excessive unpaid 

overtime, CPHs and salary cuts. IPPs additionally reported that while CPHs 

are being completed there has been a resultant radical reduction in 

voluntary overtime amongst themselves and / or staff since the introduction 

of CPHs and salary cuts with many teachers who habitually completed 

several hours overtime on a weekly basis now unwilling to do any overtime.  

 

2. This study has revealed that some 20 years after the publication of the Hay 

Report (Drea & O’Brien, 2002) several of the main issues arising from that 

Report have not been addressed to the satisfaction of IPPs, most notably the 

ongoing devolution to the principal of functions in which s/he has 

insufficient expertise resulting from inadequacies in the collective skillset of 

BOMs. This study has extended that finding to show that an equivalent 

reason for IPPs receiving the bulk of BOMs duties is because of the voluntary 

nature of BOM appointments and a strong sense on behalf of IPPs that 

because BOM members are unpaid and untrained volunteers they cannot be 

expected to absorb arising BOM work. Both findings point to design flaws in 
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the management model which have negative repercussions for the effective 

functioning of BOMs and also for the psychosocial and general well-being of 

the principal. 

 

3. This research has extended the ESRI (2016) finding regarding SAD levels of 

education sector workers being amongst the highest in Ireland, to add that 

within the education sector, IPPs have the highest mean burnout scores of 

any identified participants of the CBI spanning five continents since its 

development in 1999. This research also revealed that 58% of IPPs suffer 

from anxiety and 23.4% suffer from depression, figures which rank above 

both EU and national averages for the incidence of anxiety and depression. 

IPPs predominantly attribute their W-RS to work overload and to a lesser 

extent to HR management and conflict resolution (staff and parent 

relations). 

 

4.  The aforementioned EU Report of the Occupational Safety and Health 

Directives – Country Summary for Ireland (Graveling & Winski, 2015) 

highlighted the paucity, and / or non-existence of data which could serve to 

assess the degree of Irish compliance with EU OSH directives stating that to 

assess the effectiveness of directives, the only indicators currently used is 

rates of accidents and fatalities. No information was available on Irish 

compliance relative to psychosocial well-being of Irish employees at that 

time and I remain unaware of any published study specific to the 

psychosocial well-being of Irish employees since that date. To that end I 
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believe that publication of the findings from this cross-sectional study 

represent a first such study and consequently may be useful towards 

creating an understanding of the degree of psychosocial health amongst a 

cohort of Irish white-collar professionals whose psychosocial welfare is 

dependent on employer compliance with the SHWW Act (2005). Moreover, 

these findings include a comprehensive assessment encompassing six 

indicators of psychosocial health which may inform the research interests of 

a wide spectrum of both national and international OSH stakeholders. 

 

5. From a methodological perspective and regarding the design of this MMR, 

my QUANqual→qual model, which was designed specifically for this study, is 

not described in any of the books or articles on research methods which I 

have consulted despite many complex and hybrid models being described 

(see Section 3.3). To this end I believe that it may be a unique design. My 

design is QUANqual→qual featuring both concurrent and sequential 

qualitative aspects to a predominantly quantitative study thereby 

introducing a level of complexity to the design which appears to represent a 

novel approach to MMR. Likewise, the reporting of my MMR findings 

relative to this unique design required a three-tier approach with initial 

quantitative survey results being supported and extended by second tier 

quantitative and qualitative findings from SS-C, followed by third tier 

explanatory data from the interview phase which expanded on and clarified 

findings from both preceding tiers. This MMR reporting style has not been 
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observed previously and to this end may be representative of a contribution 

to the literature on reporting of MMR. 

 

6. Insofar as SDT research (incorporating BPNT research) with its standard 

application of SDT scales (survey method) is a quantitative research 

approach, the addition of a qualitative aspect to this study renders it a MMR 

approach which is uncommon in this research field and to that end this 

research adds to the minimal body of literature featuring research 

approaches which do not follow the standard approach to SDT research. This 

research may advance the process of developing theoretical contributions 

from qualitative research within the SDT field. 

 

7. From a gendered perspective some evidence emerged from this research 

suggesting a preference for male BOM chairpersons on behalf of school 

patrons. Female IPPs exhibit higher levels of autonomy frustration than 

males. As regards securing a permanent position in a primary school 37% of 

IPPs felt that male candidates have an advantage over females as opposed 

to just 0.4% who felt that females had an advantage over males. Colleagues 

(primarily female) followed by parents were identified as the predominant 

perpetrators in bullying of IPPs.  

 

 

8. This research identified that IPPs predominantly identify as followers and 

not leaders within their profession. Only 1.5% identified ‘completely’ as a 

leader and a further 15% felt ‘considerably’ that they were leaders. In 
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comparison, 0.2% of IPPs stated they did not at all identify as followers and 

85.4% strongly identified as followers. IPPs display behaviours consistent 

with servant leadership which reconciles with vision, service, humility, 

values and self-sacrifice. This reconciles with their dominant work 

motivation style (identified regulation) whereby the employee attaches 

great personal value to their work. This also explains the bewildering 

amount of unpaid overtime that IPPs are willing to volunteer on an ongoing 

basis to the detriment of their personal time, their family life and their 

holistic well-being. For the majority of IPPs it is as if ‘school principal’ is much 

more than just their job; it is who they are, suggesting a blurring between 

their professional and private personae. The fact that 76% of IPPs in this 

study find it hard to switch off after work and 98% report being preoccupied 

with work concerns after work would further support this supposition. 

Findings from this research may result in IPPs reflecting on their current 

practice of completing unpaid overtime. Findings may also support and 

inform the content of ‘Leadership Development’ modules and courses 

currently operational in Ireland. 

 

9. The devising of the CFOW-B represents a contribution to theory-based 

assessment by means of the creation of a new psychometric measure 

(CFOW-B) which additionally adds to the field of psychometric 

(measurement) methods and OSH practice. Accordingly, it promotes 

theoretical developments in the field of positive organisational psychology. I 

believe that the findings may be of interest to the HSA relative to the 
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success of their current SHWW Act 2005 recommendations for protection of 

the psychosocial well-being of white-collar workers in general. Indicative of 

my vision for the future of psychosocial well-being assessment of IPPs, and 

other white-collar employees, the CFOW-B may now, in practice, be 

employed to produce a holistic assessment of employee occupational well-

being. And while recognising that it takes time to bridge the gap between 

research and practice, nevertheless, the findings from this research 

contribute to the cumulative growth of a knowledge base on principal well-

being. 

 

 

10. It is hoped that the findings from this research will make a practical 

contribution by means of the various education stakeholders prioritising the 

improvement of both IPP and teacher occupational well-being. It is 

envisioned that these findings may create dialogue amongst education 

partners and IPP representative groups relative to addressing the identified 

shortfalls in protection of the psychosocial well-being of IPPs. This may 

support policy development around OSH and employee well-being in the 

education sector. It additionally calls for a revision of BOM practices around 

responsibility for IPPs’ psychosocial well-being and the even distribution of 

the BOM workload. BOMs, as employers and holding responsibility for the 

well-being of their employees, may revise their School Safety Statements to 

include the periodic assessment of employee well-being by means of 

utilisation of the CFOW-B and take whatever remediating action is required. 
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This research has underlined the gravity of the BOM’s responsibility towards 

their employees regarding the protection of their well-being which calls for 

mandatory training of elected BOM members prior to taking up their 

positions, as currently many IPPs feel somewhat adrift and unsupported 

relative to personal support within the workplace.  

 

11. The findings of this research will inform and support the development of 

Leadership, Coaching and Mentoring courses amongst the various providers 

of training aimed at preparing IPPs for their role. This research has clarified 

many of the challenges facing IPPs and has raised the issue of psychosocial 

well-being, its measurement and its maintenance. Suggestions have been 

made throughout this thesis regarding the developing of modules on various 

components of the CFOW-B, e.g., mindfulness and techniques for BPN 

satisfaction, which could only enhance the psychosocial well-being of IPPs 

and their capacity to cope with occupational stressors, thereby enhancing 

their experience as school leaders and, in turn, their praxis.  

 
12. This research uncovered that the majority of IPPs turn to their life partners / 

spouses for support when facing work-related strain pointing to a need to 

augment personal and moral support for IPPs by the various principal 

representative groups who are perceived and appreciated more so as 

professional advisory bodies. Notably, almost a fifth of IPPs in this research 

reported not having a spouse / life partner. 
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6.5 Recommendations for Policy, Practice and Future Research 
 

The following recommendations for policy, practice and further research emerged 

from this research: 

 Policy-related recommendations 

1. Mental health support: The introduction of periodic ‘mental health days’ 

(which do not erode current sick leave entitlement) should be made 

available to IPPs as enjoyed by multiple other professions who display lower 

mean scores for burnout than IPPs as revealed in this research. 

2. Enhanced principal representation: In light of findings from this research 

relative to the need for job control and input to decision-making which 

impacts the day-to-day experience of employees I recommend that the INTO 

and IPPN strongly advocate for direct teacher input to DES curricular 

interventions and DES initiatives, their design and the pace of their delivery. 

A panel of teachers and principals could be created to liaise with the DES for 

this purpose. 

3. Curriculum design and delivery: Additionally, I would recommend that 

teaching staff have more control over the curriculum being taught in their 

schools, similar to the Finnish model, which grants autonomy to teachers 

and principals regarding the delivery of the curriculum to their pupils. To this 

end, an opt-out clause could be considered for DES initiatives deemed 

surplus to curricular requirement per academic year. Consideration may be 

given to their inclusion in another academic year. Precedence should be 

given, at the discretion of the principals and teaching staff, to the specific 

needs of the particular cohort of children currently in the school as opposed 
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to the enforced adoption of generic initiatives which may or may not 

support these particular children and their individual learning needs at this 

specific point in their academic journey. In all cases, effective delivery of the 

basic curriculum to the current cohort of pupils is paramount and their 

specific current educational needs are best known to their teachers and 

principals. Accordingly, the DES must begin the process of acknowledging, 

trusting and respecting the professional judgement of principals and 

teachers in knowing and doing what is best for their pupils academic and 

personal development. 

4. Pastoral support programme: Despite both theory and practice suggesting 

that principals’ well-being and coping mechanisms (Grubb & Flessa, 2006) 

are developed and supported by internal social capital in the form of 

colleagues and also by external social capital as represented by the broader 

community of education stakeholders (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013) this 

research found IPPs needing to turn to their spouses / life partners for 

support when enduring acute work-related strain. Hence, it is evident that 

there is currently no reliable support mechanism in existence for IPPs within 

their work environment. To this end, I recommend that all IPPs have free 

access to a mentor who is immediately available to discuss and advise 

regarding work-related problems. Recently retired IPPs may be best placed 

to receive training in the pastoral support of distressed IPPs. This proposal is 

based on research from Thomas et al., (2016) who found that older adults 

are more skilled at emotional regulation and complex social decision making 

based on their wisdom and life / work experience. My findings relative to 
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the incidence of SAD in young and older IPPs support this research with my 

youngest survey participants exhibiting higher levels of stress, anxiety and 

depression than their older colleagues. To this end, I recommend the 

development of a mentoring course for recently retired IPPs. The 

subsequent appointment of a panel of trained mentors could serve to 

provide on-the-spot one-to-one support for working IPPs as required. 

Training and running costs could be borne collectively by the various patron 

bodies who hold responsibility for the occupational well-being of the IPP as 

detailed in aforementioned EU and national legislation and would likely also 

require ongoing DES funding. I also consider that funding reserved for 

initiatives which support the implementation of OSH legislation in the 

workplace could be sought for this purpose.  

5. Teaching Principalship: It is beyond the scope of this research to determine 

the best alternative to the current system of TPs having full teaching duties 

for multiple classes as well as full responsibility for the administrative 

functioning of schools. However, I would recommend that the role is 

dissolved and consigned to the historical annals of the Irish education 

system as IPPs in this study strongly describe the job as ‘undoable’ and 

‘double-jobbing for one salary’. A possible alternative would be the grouping 

of several small schools within a locality whereby one AdP is selected from 

among the cohort of principals to hold full administrative duties for all 3 – 5 

schools (perhaps, dependent on overall enrolment) and the remaining 

former TPs receive a reduced DP allowance with transparent and agreed 

minor administrative duties within their schools. This approach would create 
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a DP post within the school of the selected AdP. And while former TPs would 

henceforth receive a reduced DP allowance, it would nonetheless reflect 

their reduced workload which I am confident would be welcomed by a 

majority of TPs who would instead have more time to singularly focus on 

their teaching responsibilities.  

 

Practice-related recommendations 

6. Role requirements & training: Considering the differences in workload, 

responsibility and accountability between a classroom teacher and a school 

principal it is unacceptable that principals receive no formal training for their 

position. This is likely a major factor in the unhealthy levels of burnout being 

endured by IPPs. To this end, it is recommended that a mandatory training 

course for prospective principals is developed without which one is ineligible 

to apply for a school leadership position. Previously described models such 

as the Canadian or Singaporean models may provide a sample framework 

for the design of a model best applicable to an Irish context. Indeed, I 

believe that DES investment in such training would have ultimately yielded 

the DES’ desired higher levels of school productivity as opposed to their 

enforcement of CPHs which this research has found to have had the 

opposite effect by causing a sharp decline in volunteerism and good will 

amongst teaching staffs across the country.  

7. Principal training courses: I recommend that the CSL extend their principal 

training courses to include formal training for prospective principals and 
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consider the results from the application of the CFOW-B in their design of 

any such course.  

8. BOM training: Findings from this research suggest that BOMs require 

credible training, as a matter of urgency, as the current model has been 

shown to be ineffective relative to protecting its employees from 

psychosocial work hazards, as is their legal obligation. Additionally, IPPs 

reported that BOMs are adding to their workload instead of relieving their 

administrative / managerial workload which contravenes both EU and Irish 

OSH legislation. To this end, BOM training should include familiarisation with 

OSH legislation, Additionally, with BOMs as employers being legally obliged 

under both EU Directive 1989/391/EEC and Ireland’s SHWW Act 2005 to 

provide training for employees relative to any threats to their wellbeing 

inherent in their work, there is a need for follow-up training for all school 

staff informing them of their rights, as employees, under EU and Irish OSH 

legislation. 

9. Mindfulness Training: As dispositional mindfulness has been found to be a 

protective factor against burnout and BPN frustration, and in consideration 

of the high levels of stress associated with principalship, I recommend 

Mindfulness training for all student teachers and current practitioners 

(teachers and IPPs) as a matter of form considering the high levels of 

burnout and the resulting harm to psychological and physical health. 

Additionally, I believe it would help in providing IPPs with advice on how to 

‘switch off after work’ which 85% claim they struggle to do. 



 

420 
 

10. Personal evaluation of unpaid overtime: Findings from this research call for 

reflection on the part of IPPs themselves regarding their own practice of 

volunteering copious amounts of unpaid overtime which is associated with 

long-term ill-health as well as impinging on family life and personal time. 

IPPs may consider the real cost (family, personal and health-wise) of 

voluntarily covering for governmental design flaws in the current provision 

of primary education. 

 

Recommendations for further research 

11. Incidence of Burnout in education professionals: In light of the excessive 

levels of burnout uncovered in this research I recommend the application of 

the CBI on other Irish white-collar employees and in particular other 

education sector employees: post-primary principals, classroom teachers, 

university teaching and research staff, DES employees, the Inspectorate. This 

would facilitate a comparison with IPPs’ mean scores which were the highest 

identified amongst multiple professions on five continents. This would also 

establish whether this phenomenon is unique to Irish education sector 

workers or just IPPs.  

12. Leadership in Irish primary education: As it emerged from this research that 

IPPs identify more so as followers than leaders further research may 

establish why this is so and what impact this is having on IPPs in their 

execution of their role as school leaders. It remains to be investigated 

whether other Irish professionals work comparable levels of unpaid 

overtime as IPPs or if the teaching profession characteristically attracts the 
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type of person who firstly, fits the servant leader profile and, secondly, is 

willing to sacrifice aspects of their well-being for altruistic purposes.  

13. Consideration of gendered experiences in the workplace: While this 

research was designed to address research questions which sought to 

ascertain well-being levels of IPPs collectively, regardless of gender, further 

research is warranted in light of some gender-related issues which arose 

around bullying of female IPPs and some reporting from female principals of 

being undermined by males (chairpersons and GAA representatives).  

Stemming from the findings of this research it is recommended that a 

gendered perspective on well-being is adopted to advance the 

understanding of the differences (if any) between the male and female 

psychosocial experience in work contexts. This recommendation aligns with 

the Global Strategy on Occupational Safety and Health (2003) and the 

Bangkok Charter for Health Promotion in a Globalised World (2005) which 

both recommended taking account of gender specific factors in the creation 

of a healthy workplace for all. In summary, adoption of a more gendered 

lens in conceptual and theoretical frameworks may serve to support 

increased awareness and understanding in future research of the different 

strengths and needs associated with well-being for each gender (and its 

various shades) and how this understanding may enhance psychosocial 

workplace well-being for all. 

 

6.6 Limitations 
 

1. Design-related limitations:  
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Some limiting factors associated with this research include the design of the 

Perception of Fairness items in the CFOW-B which had weak correlations 

with all other constructs. While this may be an accurate finding, it may also 

point to a lack of robustness in their design. As discussed, my interpretation 

of ‘perception of fairness’ was narrowed, for this study, to assess IPPs’ 

attitudes towards CPHs and pay cuts. Thus, while it satisfactorily served the 

purpose for which it was designed, any wider application of the CFOW-B 

amongst other white-collar workers would require researchers to adjust the 

Perception of Fairness items to best address the culture and worker 

characteristics of individual organisations, as recommended by the WHO 

Healthy Workplace Initiative (Burton, 2010). To this end, this matter is more 

of a consideration for other researchers wishing to apply the CFOW-B to 

other work environments than a limitation in this study. 

Aside from this, I consider that there are some additional survey questions 

which were not included, such as whether their School Safety Statements 

included an outline of the exact steps taken by management to protect staff 

well-being, not just student well-being and what steps their BOMs had taken 

to ensure the ‘humane design of work processes’ as required by the ECJ 

ruling C-84/94. While all schools are required to have an Anti-Bullying policy, 

I did not ask how many had a Dignity at Work policy and if they felt it could 

protect their psychosocial welfare should they need support. Elsewhere the 

number of hours overtime worked by principals was capped at 25 hours per 

week and it emerges that many IPPs complete far in excess of this amount. 

Hence, while I know the percentage of principals who work in excess of 25 
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hours overtime per week, I did not capture how many would have featured 

in higher time categories e.g., 25-30 hrs. / 31-35 hrs. / 36-40 hrs. etc. There 

was also some concern in my mind regarding a small number of slider scale 

(0-100 range) questions which were set at zero and should have been set at 

the midpoint as the slider needed to be moved in order for a score to be 

recorded so responses from those selecting ‘zero’ who did not move the 

slider were not registered. This is something I was not aware of until the 

survey was completed. Five questions featuring 38 items in total required 

the use of a slider scale. However, the vast majority of participants selected 

values greater than ‘zero’ for all of these items. It is also unknown whether 

some participants selected ‘zero’ or decided to skip the question. This issue 

may have marginally impacted the validity of the slider scale questions. 

Regarding efforts to control or minimise researcher bias, I was aware that 

having spent almost two decades as a principal I could not but have a 

subjective view of the position and to this end, every effort was made during 

the design and piloting stages to adopt a neutral stance. Having said that, my 

subjective experiences relative to all parties one encounters in one’s 

professional role as principal included both ends of the behaviour spectrum - 

exemplary to deplorable - and everything in between which, at least, 

supported the adoption of a balanced view. Insofar as I had left the primary 

education sector for HE employment at the start of the research, I feel that 

my emic perspective quickly transformed to an etic lens. It was an advantage 

to have networked abundantly with other IPPs during my time as a principal 

which also helped create perspective during the design stages. Regarding 
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the survey design the inclusion of 21 textboxes which facilitated narrative 

responses and further explanations from IPPs was intentional as I felt that 

my single-handed Likert scale design / adjustment may have been 

subliminally influenced by my former subjective experiences. The wealth of 

qualitative data which these textboxes yielded served to clarify and augment 

the Likert scale responses and the various perspectives and experiences of 

480 other IPPs thereby boosting validity of findings. 

 As some evidence of gender-related differences between the female and 

male experience of being or becoming an IPP arose in this study, despite the 

deliberate adoption of a neutral stance by the (female) researcher in the 

study design and survey/interview questions, the exact extent of these 

gender-based differences remain to be uncovered regarding challenges to 

their appointment, leadership and their professional standing in their school 

communities. As this study neither sought nor collected such data this 

matter may be resolved by further study. 

A final design-related limitation is its cross-sectional design. While this 

design can identify potential correlations, associations and relationships 

between variables it cannot define direct causation. A longitudinal study 

may better serve this purpose. However, a longitudinal study on a 

sufficiently large sample over an extended period of time was not possible 

within the time scale of this research and, by design, my selection of pre-

validated scales required a cross-sectional survey design. My MMR design 

which included follow-up interviews somewhat extended the inquiry stage, 
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but on reflection, I am satisfied that the selected design was most 

appropriate as it garnered responses from a relatively large sample which 

supports generalisability of findings. 

2. Sample-related limitations: 

While every effort was made to ensure that only IPPs completed the survey 

section I was required to delete approximately 200 efforts by non-IPPs from 

doing the survey. Hence there was interest amongst non-IPPs in taking the 

survey or in viewing the questions. As the survey was emailed to school 

email addresses where the principal’s email was not available, it is likely that 

these attempts were made by vice-principals or school secretaries as the 

most probable staff members to have the password for opening school 

emails. I cannot estimate how many of these non-IPPs retook the survey and 

stated they were IPPs in order to access it (as stating they were not IPPs in 

the first question routed to the end of the survey thereby preventing them 

from taking it). To this end it is unknown if all survey participants were 

actually IPPs, but I believe I did everything in my power to control this 

variable including stating in red lettering beside the ‘take the survey’ button 

that only IPPs should complete it. Another sample-related limitation is that 

only currently employed IPPs were accessible for inclusion in the study. 

Insofar as the study was investigating factors impacting occupational 

psychosocial well-being of IPPs it may have been useful to include retired or 

early retired IPPs or those on sick leave. It may be the case that they were 

not in the system because of failures in the protection of their psychosocial 
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well-being thereby rendering them an unfortunate omission. However, it 

was not possible to access this cohort of IPPs from available databases.  

 

6.7 Conclusion 
 

This research has focused on identifying the factors impacting the psychosocial well-

being of IPPs. Supporting and thwarting aspects have been identified, measured and 

discussed in light of relevant psychological theory and both national and 

international OSH policy and literature. Despite the fact that it is now over seven 

years since the ILO (2013) informed us that work-related disease is estimated to kill 

six times more workers than work-related accidents, this issue has not been 

adequately addressed in most countries, including Ireland, where psychosocial 

health remains undefined and the implementation of protective measures remains 

at the discretion of individual employers. This thesis holds that neither EU nor Irish 

OSH legislation goes far enough in either defining occupational well-being from a 

psychosocial perspective or in imposing penalties for negligent employers and to 

this end they fall short in protection of employee occupational well-being. It is 

hoped that the findings from this research will contribute towards the elevation of 

psychosocial work hazards to an equal status with physical work hazards in view of 

their compromising impact on human flourishing and eudaimonic experience within 

the workplace as well as their debilitating effect on both physical and mental health 

constituting unwarranted human suffering.  

An additional factor which impacts the psychosocial welfare of the vast majority of 

IPPs is the dichotomous design of the current Church-State model of primary 
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education provision whereby IPPs are employed and managed by religious BOMs, 

paid by the DES and accountable, as professionals, to both parties with neither 

party providing adequate OSH protection to IPPs. Furthermore, when one considers 

the workload consigned to IPPs by both entities what appears to fall between the 

cracks of this dichotomous arrangement is the well-being of the IPP.  

As captured in this thesis’ opening epigraph from T. S. Eliot, I began this journey 

intent on the relentless exploration of the inherent challenges and rewards 

attached to the role of primary principal in contemporary Ireland in order to gain an 

understanding of the current state of their psychosocial health through 

psychometric measurement as well as creating a clear impression of what school 

life entails for them on a daily basis. I consider that this thesis has succeeded in 

resolving what it set out to do, and as this exploratory journey winds to an end it is 

my hope that this research will now serve to create dialogue and collaboration 

amongst the various education stakeholders towards addressing the occupational 

hazards and challenges identified by this research for, as envisaged at the outset, a 

clear understanding of both has been provided herein.  

Thus, I consider it time to return to Eliot who, in closing his verse, will close this 

thesis: 

                                             “…and the end of all our exploring  

                                              will be to arrive where we started 

                                              And know the place for the first time”. 

 

                                                                         - T. S. Eliot, Little Gidding, Four Quartets. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Procedure for the selection of two members 

from the community for appointment to the Board of 

Management of Irish Primary Schools. 

(This process shall also apply, mutatis mutandis, for the selection of one 

extra member in the case of Boards of schools with only one teacher or for 

the selection of three extra members where a shared governance 

arrangement is in place). 

1. The Patron's representative shall convene a meeting of the two nominees 

of the Patron, the two elected parent nominees, the elected teacher 

nominee and the Principal. 

2. This meeting of the 6 nominees to the Board shall be convened 

within seven days of the completion of the election processes. 

3. At this meeting, having discussed the skill needs of the Board, in line with 

the criteria set out at 4 below, for the effective management of the school, 

the 6 nominees/members shall propose two extra members from the wider 

community, agreed unanimously amongst them, to the Patron for 

appointment. To ensure the widest possible representation, where 

practicable, the two selected members from the community should be 

independent of the other categories of persons on the Board. 

Every effort shall be made to reach unanimous agreement. However, if the 

members are experiencing difficulty in this regard, they may hold further 

meetings in order to facilitate the process. A maximum of three such 

meetings is recommended. In the event that it is not possible to get 

unanimous agreement by the third meeting, a majority of 5 to 1 (8 to 1 in 

the case of a shared governance arrangement) of the members shall 

propose two extra members from the wider community to the Patron for 

appointment. These discussions, including the three recommended 

meetings, shall conclude within ten days. It would be expedient for the 

members to identify those other persons who might be approached in the 

event that those initially selected decline the invitation. The members 

should determine the order in which the persons selected will be 

approached. The period for agreement on the selection of the two extra 

members may be extended from ten days to an absolute maximum of 

seventeen days but only where the two persons initially selected decline. If 

there is failure by the majority of the members to nominate the two extra 

members as set out above, the Patron shall appoint two members from the 

persons originally considered by the Board for nomination. 
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4. The criteria to be applied in selecting persons to act as Board members 

from the community shall be: (a) Persons nominated shall possess skills 

complementary to the Board's skill requirements. (b) Persons shall be 

nominated with a consciousness of having a gender balance on the Board. 

(c) Persons nominated shall be interested in education and its promotion 

but would not normally be parents of pupils attending the school. 

 

 

The following criteria shall be applied as appropriate: 

1. In the case of Roman Catholic primary schools (i) Persons nominated 

shall have a commitment to the ethos of the school and the 

community/parish served by the school and shall have an 

understanding of and commitment to Catholic education as outlined in 

the Deed of Trust for Catholic Schools. 

(ii) In the case of Roman Catholic Gaelscoileanna / Gaeltacht schools, 

people nominated shall also have an understanding of and commitment 

to the ethos of the school. It is also expected that those nominated shall 

have a good knowledge of the Irish language. 

2. In the case of Church of Ireland primary schools (i) Persons nominated 

shall have a commitment to the ethos of the school and the 

community/parish served by the school and shall be members of the 

Church of Ireland, as determined by the Church of Ireland, although it is 

at the discretion of the Patron to decide otherwise. 

3. In the case of Presbyterian primary schools (i) Persons nominated shall 

have a commitment to the ethos of the school and the 

community/parish served by the school and shall be members of the 

Presbyterian Church in Ireland, although it is at the discretion of the 

Patron to decide otherwise. 

4. In the case of Methodist primary schools (i) Persons nominated shall 

have a commitment to the ethos of the school and the 

community/parish served by the school and shall be members of the 

Methodist Church in Ireland, although it is at the discretion of the 

Patron to decide otherwise. 

5. In the case of Educate Together schools (i) Persons nominated from the 

community served by the school shall have a commitment to the ethos 

of the school. In the case of Gaelscoileanna under the patronage of 

Foras Pátrúnachta na Scoileanna Lán Ghaeilge (i) Persons nominated 

from the community served by the school shall have an understanding 

of and a commitment to the ethos of the school. It is expected also that 

those nominated shall have a good knowledge of the Irish language. 
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6. In the case of Muslim primary schools (i) Persons nominated shall have 

a commitment to the ethos of the school and the community served by 

the school and shall have an understanding of, and commitment to 

Islamic education as outlined in the Deed of Trust for Muslim Schools. 

They shall be members of the Muslim community in Ireland as 

determined by the Islamic Foundation of Ireland, which is the official 

democratically elected representative body of, and for Muslims in 

Ireland, although it is at the discretion of the Patron to decide 

otherwise. 

7. In the case of all other schools (i) Persons nominated from the 

community served by the school shall have a commitment to the ethos 

of the school. 

The Patron's representative The Patron's representative shall 

immediately establish the willingness of the nominees to act. 

 

8. When the nominees have been chosen and it has been confirmed that 

they have agreed to act as members, the Patron's representative shall 

forward the names of the agreed nominees to the Patron for 

appointment together with the names of the other persons nominated 

to serve on the Board. It should be noted that the total period provided 

for notification of the composition of the Board to the Patron, 

acceptance by the Patron and notification to the Minister shall not 

exceed ten days. 

9. In the event of a vacancy the remaining members of the Board should 

propose a name to the patron for appointment using the criteria at 4 

above within of month of the vacancy occurring. 
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Appendix B: Overview of Higher Education Programmes 

in Education Leadership. 

 

 Educational leadership development programmes currently available in Ireland (2020). 

Institution Programme Content/Modules Entry Requirements 

University 
College 
Dublin 

Prof. Diploma 
in Education 
Leadership & 
Management 

▪ Contemporary 
issues 

▪ School leadership 
and the quality of 
teaching and 
learning: actors, 
agency, activities 

▪ School 
Transformation 

An honours degree 
at undergraduate 
level (or equivalent) 
from a higher 
education 
institution, a 
recognised teaching 
qualification and 
have a minimum of 3 
years’ teaching 
experience in either 
the primary or post-
primary 

sector. 

University 
College Cork 

Post Grad. 
Diploma in 
Educational 
Leadership 

▪ Schools as 
organisations – 
policy, planning and 
review 

▪ Effective leadership 
in education – theory 
and practice 

▪ Schools as 
organisations – 
leading school 
improvement 
mentoring and 
coaching practicum 
in educational 

leadership 

An honours 
primary degree 
and 3 or more 
relevant 
professional 
experience in 
education. 

Trinity 
College 
Dublin 

Masters’ in 
Education: 
Leadership & 
Management 

▪ Leadership & 
management in 
education – an 
introduction 

▪ Leading and 
managing human 
relations in 
education 

An honours degree 
and 2 or more 
years’ experience 
in the field of 
education. 
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  ▪ Leading and managing 
learning in schools – 
student learning and 
professional learning 

▪ Leadership and 
management in 
education – legal 
issues 

 

National Uni. Master’s in ▪ Leading and 
managing 
educational 
innovation 

▪ Leadership for 
enhancing cultures of 
communication 

▪ Participative research 
as leadership practice 

▪ The person and the 
professional – who am 
I as a leader? 

▪ Legal contexts, policy 
and practice 

▪ Coaching & 
mentoring in 

leadership practice 

A minimum of 3 

Of Ireland Education full years full time 

Maynooth (Educational qualified 

 Leadership) experience. 

 
Postgraduate 

 

 Diploma in  

 Educational  

 Leadership &  

 Management  

MIC* 
Limerick 

Masters’ in 
Educational 
Leadership & 
Management 

▪ Leadership and 
management 
portfolio 

▪ Management and 
administration in 
educational 
contexts 

▪ Education and the 
law 

▪ Principles and practice 
of research in 
education 

▪ School self- 
evaluation and 
whole-school 
planning – leading 
and managing 

curriculum change 

Typically, an 
Honours Bachelor 
degree or a major 
award at Level 9 or 
Level 10, and a 
minimum of 2 yrs. 
relevant working 
experience in an 
education setting 
and currently 
working in an 
education setting. 
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  ▪ Organisational 
psychology applied 
to education 
contexts 

▪ Developing a digital 
school of distinction 

▪ The Christian vision 
of the human person 
and its implications 
for education 

▪ Professional 
leadership in Irish- 

medium education 

 

*Mary Immaculate College 
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Appendix C: Role of the Teaching Council. 
 
 

The Teaching Council (TC) is the professional standards body for the teaching 

profession, which promotes and regulates professional standards in 

teaching. Since 2014, under Section 30 of the Teaching Council Act 2001 all 

teachers must register with the TC in order to be paid a salary by the State. 

The TC is legally responsible for reviewing and accrediting all initial teacher 

education programmes in the State covering 19 higher education 

institutions. Graduates from these programmes are eligible to apply for 

registration with the TC. Without this registration they are ineligible to teach 

in the State, as per Table 2. There are over 95,000 registered teachers in 

Ireland representing the largest professional register in the country (TC, 

2020). Since 2016, the TC is responsible for the vetting of teachers under the 

National Vetting Bureau Act and the Teaching Council Act and is also 

instrumental in assessment of teachers’ fitness to practice (TC, 2020). 
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Appendix D: General Application Regulations (2007)  
                        categories. 
 

1. The workplace 
2. The use of work equipment 
3. Personal protective equipment (PPE) 
4. Manual handling of loads 
5. Display screen equipment 
6. Electricity 
7. Work at height 
8. Noise 
9. Vibration 
10. Protection of children and young persons 
11. Protection of pregnant, post-natal and breast-feeding mothers 
12. Night work and shift work 
13. Safety signs 
14. First aid 
15. Explosive atmospheres (HSA, 2018). 
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Appendix E: The organisational structure of the INTO. 
 
Figures taken from the INTO Return of Membership 2019: 
 
Congress 
Central Executive Committee (22 members) 
Benefits Funds Committee (7 members) 
Northern Committee (16 members) 
Education Committee (18 members) 
Equality Committee (16 members) 
Principals’ and Deputy Principals’ Committee (18 members) 
Districts (16) 
Branches (180) 
Members (47,719). 
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        Appendix F: Colquitt’s Measurement Items for  
                              Organisational Justice (2001). 
 

 
Procedural justice 
  
The following items refer to the procedures used to arrive at your (outcome).  
 
To what extent:  
1. Have you been able to express your views and feelings during those 
procedures?  
2. Have you had influence over the (outcome) arrived at by those procedures?  
3. Have those procedures been applied consistently?  
4. Have those procedures been free of bias? 
 5. Have those procedures been based on accurate information?  
6. Have you been able to appeal the (outcome) arrived at by those 
procedures?  
7. Have those procedures upheld ethical and moral standards?  
 
 
Distributive justice  
 
The following items refer to your (outcome). 
 
 To what extent:  
1. Does your (outcome) reflect the effort you have put into your work?  
2. Is your (outcome) appropriate for the work you have completed?  
3. Does your (outcome) reflect what you have contributed to the 
organization?  
4. Is your (outcome) justified, given your performance? 
 
 
 Interpersonal justice  
 
The following items refer to (the authority figure who enacted the procedure).  
 
To what extent:  
1. Has (he/she) treated you in a polite manner?  
2. Has (he/she) treated you with dignity?  
3. Has (he/she) treated you with respect? 
 4. Has (he/she) refrained from improper remarks or comments?  

 
 
 
Informational justice  
 
The following items refer to (the authority figure who enacted the procedure). 
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 To what extent: 
 1. Has (he/she) been candid in (his/her) communications with you?  
2. Has (he/she) explained the procedures thoroughly? 
 3. Were (his/her) explanations regarding the procedures reasonable? 
 4. Has (he/she) communicated details in a timely manner?  
5. Has (he/she) seemed to tailor (his/her) communications to individuals' 
specific needs?  
 
Note: All items use a 5-point scale with anchors of 1 = to a small extent and 5 
= to a large extent. 
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Appendix G: Basic Psychological Needs at Work Scale (Likert). 
 
The following statements concern your feelings about your job. Please indicate how 

much you agree with each statement given your experience on the job. 

Please use the stem “At work…” before each statement. 

 

1. I feel a sense of choice and freedom in the things I undertake. 
2. Most of the things that I do I feel that I ‘have to’. 
3. I feel confident that I can do things well. 
4. I feel a sense of accomplishment. 
5. I feel disappointed with much of my performance. 
6. I feel my choices reflect who I really am. 
7. I feel pressurised to do too many things. 
8. I feel I have been doing what really interests me. 
9. My daily activities feel like a chain of obligations. 
10. I feel the work relationships I have are just superficial. 
11. I feel connected with people who care for me and for whom I care. 
12. I feel that my decisions reflect what I really want. 
13. I have the impression that people I spend time with dislike me. 
14. I feel like a failure because of the mistakes I make. 
15. I feel that my position somewhat isolates me from the rest of the staff. 
16. I feel insecure about my abilities. 
17. I feel like I can be my true self. 
18. My feelings are taken into consideration. 
19. I feel free to do my job the way it can best be done. 
20. I often feel alone when I’m with my colleagues. 
21. People tell me I am good at what I do. 
22. Some people I work with are close friends of mine. 
23. I do not get much of a chance to show how capable I am. 

 

Note: This is a web-based Likert scale with respondents indicating level of agreement by 

selecting radio buttons representing: 

1. Not at all 
2. Slightly 
3. Moderately 
4. Considerably 
5. Completely 
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Appendix H:  Motivation at Work Scale (Likert). 

 

In this final section, please consider why you put effort into your current job as 

you indicate your answers on the following scale: 

Stem: “I put effort into my job…” 

1. To get others’ approval. 
2. Because others will respect me more. 
3. To avoid criticism or penalty. 
4. Because this job affords me a certain standard of living. 
5. To maintain my job security. 
6. For the financial reward. 
7. Because it makes me feel proud of myself. 
8. Because my reputation depends on it. 
9. Because it is personally important to me to put effort into this job. 
10. Because otherwise I would feel guilty. 
11. To prove to myself that I can. 
12. I don’t because the work is monotonous. 
13. Because my job is closely linked with my self-identity. 
14. Because I enjoy my work. 
15. I don’t because the work is unchallenging. 
16. Because I feel obliged to be a good role model to staff and students. 
17. Because I am accountable for my work. 
18. I’d prefer to be working at another job. 

 
 

Likert scale responses: 

1. Not at all 
2. Slightly 
3. Moderately 
4. Considerably 
5. Considerably 
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Appendix I: Mindfulness Scale (Likert). 

Below is a collection of statements about your everyday experience. Using the 

scale, please indicate how frequently or infrequently you have each experience 

with particular reference to workdays. Please answer according to what truly 

reflects your experience rather than what you think your experience should be. 

1. I could be experiencing some emotion and not be conscious of it until 
sometime later. 

2. I break or spill things because of carelessness, not paying attention, or 
thinking of something else. 

3. I find it difficult to stay focused on what is happening in the present. 
4. I tend to walk quickly to get to where I am going without paying attention to 

what I experience along the way. 
5. I tend not to notice feelings of physical tension or discomfort until they 

really bother me. 
6. I forget a person’s name almost as soon as I’ve been told it for the first time. 
7. I rush through activities without being really attentive to them. 
8. I get so focused on the goal I want to achieve that I lose touch with what I 

am doing right now to get there. 
9. I do jobs or tasks automatically, without being fully aware of what I’m doing 
10. I find myself listening to someone with one ear, while doing something else 

at the same time. 
11. I drive places ‘on autopilot’ and then wonder why I went there. 
12. I find myself preoccupied with the future or the past. 
13. I snack without being aware of what I’m eating. 
14. I find that my mind wanders during conversation. 
15. Sometimes I don’t understand why I’m feeling a particular emotion. 

 
 

Likert response choices:  

1. Never 
2. Rarely 
3. Sometimes 
4. Often 
5. Always 
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Appendix J: Copenhagen Burnout Inventory 

Please use the following scale to indicate your responses to the following 

statements when you think of yourself in your work setting. 

 

1. How often do you feel tired? 
2. How often are you physically exhausted? 
3. How often are you emotionally exhausted? 
4. How often do you feel weak and susceptible to illness? 
5. How often do you feel burnout because of your work? 
6. How often does your work frustrate you? 
7. How often do you feel worn out at the end of a workday? 
8. How often do you feel tired in the morning facing a workday? 
9. How often can you easily ‘switch off’ and relax after work? 
10. How often do you feel energised at work? 
11. How often do you have enough energy for family and friends after 

work? 
 

 

Likert scale – participants select from the following radio buttons to indicate their 

response: 

1. Never 
2. Rarely 
3. Sometimes 
4. Often 
5. Always 
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Appendix K: Job Satisfaction Scale (1). 
 

Please use the following scale to indicate your responses to the following statements 

when you think of yourself in your work setting. 

1. I feel I am being paid a fair amount for the work I do. 
2. My chairperson / manager is competent in his / her role. 
3. When I do a good job, I receive the recognition for it that I should. 
4. Many rules and procedures make doing a good job difficult. 
5. I like the people that I work with. 
6. Sometimes I feel my job is meaningless. 
7. Communication is good with my chairperson / manager. 
8. Pay increases are too few and far between. 
9. My chairperson / manager is unfair to me. 
10. I have too much paperwork. 
11. I like my chairperson / manager. 
12. I find I have to work harder because of the incompetence of 

others. 
13. I work best on a team. 
14. The amount of tax I pay is fair. 
15. There is disharmony amongst staff members. 
16. There is disharmony amongst BOM members. 

 
 

Likert scale – participants select from the following possible responses: 

 

1. Strongly disagree 
2. Somewhat disagree 
3. Neither agree nor disagree 
4. Somewhat agree 
5. Strongly agree 

 

 

 
Job Satisfaction Scale (2). 

 
On a SCALE of 0-100% to what degree do the following descriptors apply to your 

chairperson? This section contains 18 slider scale items (0-100). 

 

Please read each descriptor beginning with the stem, “My chairperson / manager 

…”. 

 

1. Is supportive. 
2. Is someone I trust. 
3. Is impolite. 
4. Praises my work. 
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5. Is tactful. 
6. Is my boss / superior. 
7. Is up to date with own role. 
8. Is authoritative. 
9. Contacts me outside work hours. 
10. Is democratic. 
11. Is caring towards school staff. 
12. Is stubborn. 
13. Is demanding. 
14. Delegates too much work to me. 
15. Is a poor planner. 
16. Is around when needed. 
17. Overly depends on me. 
18. Gives me ‘free rein’. 
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Appendix L: Survey questions. 

All textboxes are optional. 

SECTION A: DEMOGRAPHICS 

1. Are you a teaching principal /admin principal /acting principal /none of above? 

2. How long have you worked as a school principal? TEXTBOX for additional 

comments (optional). 

3. Are you male / female? 

4. What is your highest academic qualification? NT / Bachelor degree / Master’s 

degree / Doctoral degree / ‘Other’. TEXTBOX for ‘other’ option. 

5. What is your religious affiliation: Catholic (devout) / Catholic (dissenting) / 

Catholic (lapsed) / Protestant /Jewish / Buddhist / Presbyterian /Muslim / Quaker 

/ Methodist / Agnostic / Atheist /Spiritual / Other / Prefer not to say. TEXTBOX 

for ‘other’ option. 

6. What is your marital status: Married / Single / Living with partner / Divorced / 

Separated / Widowed / Prefer not to say. 

7. Do you have dependants? Yes – children / Yes – other / No. 

8. What is your age range? 20-25 / 26-30 / 31-35 / 36-40 / 41-45 / 46-50 / 51-55 / 

56-60 / 61-65. 

9. Is your school under the patronage of the Catholic Church? If ‘No’ is selected, 

please name the patron body. TEXTBOX for ‘NO’ option. 

10. Is your patron a Northern Irish based bishop? 

11. Does your school have a BOM? 

12. Is your BOM chairperson a layperson-male/ layperson-female / priest / nun/ 

other? TEXTBOX for ‘other’ option. 

13. If your school has a BOM, how many members TEXTBOX for number of 

members. 

14. How many members of religious orders are on your BOM? TEXTBOX. 

15. How many BOMs have you worked with during your principalship? TEXTBOX. 

16. How many religious chairpersons have you worked with (per four-year term) 

during your career?  

 

 

 Survey Section C (SS-C) 

This section examines the professional and personal impact that school 

patronage, leadership and management issues have on you in your work 

environment. 

17. (i) Did you receive any leadership training / complete any Professional 

Development programme for your principalship?  Yes / No. If ‘yes’ is selected, 

please briefly describe the training (organising body and length of training 

course). TEXTBOX for ‘YES’ option. 

 

(ii) Did this training adequately prepare you for principalship role? Yes / No. 
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18. When you think of accountability to your BOM, the DES and the Inspectorate, 

do you ever feel you are being micromanaged in your job? Always / often / 

sometimes / seldom / never. 

19. How does your accountability to BOM /Patron /DES make you feel in your 

professional decision making? (i) I feel free to be an autonomous, independent 

leader - Not at all / slightly / moderately / considerably / completely; (ii) I feel like 

a team player - Not at all / slightly / moderately / considerably / completely; (iii)  

I feel obliged to follow BOM decisions and DES directives - Not at all / slightly / 

moderately / considerably / completely. 

20. In light of accountability to BOM/Patron for day -to-day management of school, 

do you feel that you are an independent, autonomous professional as school 

principal? Completely / Considerably / Moderately / Slightly / Not at all. 

21. How far away from your school do you live? 0-5 miles / 6-10 miles / 11-15 miles 

/ 15+ miles. 

22. Do you feel that your role as school principal influences some of your behaviour 

outside of school? Always / often / sometimes / seldom / never. 

23. Could your chairperson/manager make your job easier? No / Unsure / Yes. If 

‘Yes’ is selected, please use the textbox to elaborate, if you wish. TEXTBOX for 

‘YES’ option. 

24. Do you feel that you could do your job more effectively if you had more 

professional autonomy in your decision-making? Definitely yes / probably yes / 

might or might not / probably not / definitely not. 

25. How often are you obliged to ‘go along with’ a majority BOM decision that 

conflicts with your own professional judgement/opinion? Always / often / 

sometimes / seldom / never.  

26. On a scale from 1 – 100 to what degree do you think that the current 

management system affords excessive control to BOMs over teachers careers 

and professional development, e.g., permission required to take/extend career 

breaks and secondments, attending conferences, Professional Development 

seminars etc. SLIDER SCALE. 

27. Does your BOM collectively possess the professional skillset necessary to fully 

support you in your role as principal? Yes / No / Unsure / Not applicable. 

28. Do all BOM members equally share the workload?  Yes / No / Unsure / Not 

applicable. If you choose ‘No’ then please clarify who predominantly deals with 

the BOM workload. 

29. Do you think that the training currently provided by the CPSMA to new BOMs is 

sufficient for effective shared school management over a four-year term? 

Definitely yes / probably yes / unsure / probably not /  definitely not.  

30. Do you feel that the current management structure of Catholic primary schools 

favours church control or democratic school community control of school 

affairs? Catholic Church control / Democratic school community control / Unsure 

/ Other. TEXTBOX FOR ‘Other’ option. 

31. In your opinion, should religion be taught outside of the school system? 

Definitely yes / probably yes / unsure / probably not /  definitely not. 

32. In your opinion, should Church and State be separated in the provision of 

primary education in Ireland? Yes / Unsure / No. 
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33. Do you think that principals would make good school managers (all teaching 

duties removed)? Definitely yes / probably yes / may or may not be / probably 

not /  definitely not. 

34. Would you feel sufficiently competent to fully oversee the management of the 

school you currently work in (all teaching duties removed)? Definitely yes / 

probably yes / may or may not be / probably not /  definitely not. 

35. Do you think that the position of school manager should include the following? 

Professional qualification – Yes / Unsure, No; Democratic appointment - Yes / 

Unsure, No; Salary - Yes / Unsure, No?  

36. What role do you believe parents should play in school management? 

TEXTBOX. 

37. How satisfied are you with the current management structure of your school? 

Completely satisfied / Somewhat satisfied / Unsure / Somewhat dissatisfied / 

completely dissatisfied. 

38. Do you believe that an applicant’s gender influences the securing of a 

principalship in Irish Catholic primary schools? Yes – male applicants have an 

advantage / Yes – female applicants have an advantage / I don’t think gender 

makes any difference / I don’t know. 

39. Do you believe there is a push from Government to run schools like 

businesses(principals and teachers being pressurised to focus more so on 

raising pupils’ grades than the holistic development of the child)? Yes / Unsure / 

No? 

40. Do you believe that schools should be run like businesses? Yes / Unsure / No. 

TEXTBOX for optional additional comments. 

41. Have you personally experienced workplace bullying during your principalship? 

If ‘Yes’ is selected you may use the textbox to indicate by whom, if you so wish, 

e.g., colleague / parent / chairperson, etc. Please do not name any person. 

TEXTBOX FOR ‘Yes’ OPTION. 

42. How much unpaid overtime do you do on a weekly basis? 0 hours / 1-5 hours / 

6-10 hours / 11-15 hours / over 15 hours. 

43. Are you happy to do unpaid overtime? Yes / Unsure / No, but it’s part of the job 

/ No and I resent it. 

44. Do you ever find yourself preoccupied with school concerns outside of work 

hours? Yes / No. 

45. Do upcoming BOM meetings ever cause you to feel anxious? Yes / Unsure / No. 

46. Have you ever lost sleep because of work-related matters? Frequently / 

Occasionally / Unsure / Seldom / Never. 

47. Do you feel ‘pulled in several directions’ by your job? Frequently / Occasionally / 

Unsure / Seldom / Never. 

48. Do you ever go in to work despite feeling unwell? Yes / No (skip to Qn. 50). 

49. On a scale of 0-100% to what degree would each of the following reasons affect 

your decision to work while feeling unwell? Sense of duty / lack of substitutes / 

if I don’t do it, it won’t be done right / work demands override my need for rest. 

SLIDER SCALE. 

50. Are there any other reasons why you would go to work despite feeling unwell? 

TEXTBOX. 

51. How do you feel about having to do Croke Park hours? I accept it as fair / 

neutral / somewhat dissatisfied / I resent it. 
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52. Do you think it Is fair for an employee (in any line of work) to reduce their work 

input in response to a pay cut which does not include a reduction in their work 

responsibilities? Yes / Unsure / No. 

53. Do you think it is fair for an employee (in any line of work) to reduce their work 

input in response to a pay cut which includes an increase in their workload? Yes 

/ Unsure / No. 

54. Have you witnessed any disengagement from work, however subtle, in any of 

your staff members or yourself since the introduction of pay cuts and increased 

workload for teachers?  Yes / Unsure / No. TEXTBOX for ‘YES’ response.  

55. On a scale of 0-100%, to what degree do you feel appreciated for the work you 

do by the following entities? DES/BOM/Parents/Staff/Pupils/School 

Patron/Chairperson/Wider school community.  SLIDER SCALE.  

56. Which description best fits your relationship with your chairperson? 

Professional working relationship (impersonal) / Professional working relationship 

(personal) / Friendship / Functional but somewhat strained / Acrimonious. 

TEXTBOX for ‘OTHER’ option. 

57. What one aspect of your job most frustrates you? TEXTBOX 

58. On a SCALE of 0-100% to what degree do you believe your job is responsible for 

the following?  Stress / negatively affects my well-being / negatively affects my 

mental health/negatively affects my physical health? 

59. Does your job ever cause you to become irritable with family? / in personal 

relationships? Yes / Unsure / No. 

60. Do you suffer from any musculoskeletal pain or conditions which have resulted 

from / are exacerbated by your work (e.g., degenerative disc disease, carpal 

tunnel syndrome, cubital tunnel syndrome, tendonitis, joint pain / disease, 

repetitive strain injury, ligament strain, or any other conditions? TEXTBOX FOR 

‘YES’ RESPONSE. Your response is anonymous. 

61. Do you / have you ever suffered anxiety during your principalship? Yes / No. 

62. Do you / Have you ever suffered depression during your principalship? Yes / No. 

63. On a SCALE of 0-100% what degree of work-related stress do the following 

cause for you? Workload / staff / parents / chairperson / BOM / pupils / it is 

self-inflicted? 

64. What do you believe is your primary responsibility to the pupils in your school? 

TEXTBOX. 

65. Are you satisfied with the level of professional support available to principals 

who encounter problems at work, e.g. Staff relations / management issues / 

stress / workload / personal problems / health problems, etc? Very satisfied / 

moderately satisfied / neither satisfied nor dissatisfied / moderately 

dissatisfied / very dissatisfied. 

 

 

66. Jungian Word Association Exercise 
 
Write the first three unedited words that immediately come to mind when you 
think about your job. THREE TEXTBOXES for word association responses. 

 

 Perception of Fairness - See questions 51 - 54 above. 
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FINAL COMMENTS 

67. On reflection, do you believe that your work environment is good for 

your overall health and well-being? Yes, definitely / Yes, probably / 

Unsure / Probably not / Definitely not. 

68. Use the TEXTBOX to add any other comments that you feel are of 

relevance to this study. 
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Appendix M: Interview Schedule.     
 
Interviews were semi-structured with the following questions used as 
a guide. 

                                 
LEADERSHIP / MANAGEMENT: 

 

1. What has been your best and worst experiences in dealing with BOMs in 

your principalship, as in the best support and the most frustration they have 

caused you in your leadership role? 

 

2. Do you think that principals have more leadership traits in their personalities 

than other staff members?  

 

3. The position of principal can be quite isolating…have you experienced 

isolation in your role and, if so, how does this affect you personally and 

professionally? 

 

4. The Hay Report found that relationships between principals and their 

chairpersons are highly individualistic and that there is no definitive job 

description for the principal. As it can be quite an isolating role do you think 

there are enough support mechanisms in place to provide professional or 

personal advice and support to principals who are experiencing difficulties 

with their chairpersons?  

 

5.  What are the changes that most need to happen to improve well-being and 

work conditions for principals? 

 

6.  Most principals, and teachers, do a considerable amount of unpaid 

overtime. Is this proof that teaching is a vocation or is the job just undoable 

in its current format?  

             Should the hours be 9am – 5pm for staff and / or the principal and pay us  

             accordingly? 

 

7. What training, would you suggest, should be available for new principals to 

help them adjust to their new role as quickly as possible?  

 

8. Would you agree that there has been a negative shift in the public 

perception of teachers/principals in general in recent years? If so, what has 

caused this and how can it be rectified? 
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9. What are your views on standardised testing and Department collection of 

results, PISA ratings and school league tables?  

 

10.  What do you think the future holds for small schools and teaching 

principals? 

 

11.  Would you be in favour of the introduction of a set term for principalships 

(e.g., 7 years or 10 years) after which time you step down to a teaching 

position within the school? Advantages? Disadvantages? Any other 

suggestions…principalship rotation system between schools? 

 

 

12. What are the best and worst examples of parental involvement that you 

have experienced? How can schools best harness parental interest in their 

children’s education? 

 

 

 
PATRONAGE QUESTIONS: 

13.  As Ireland becomes increasingly more diverse culturally and religiously, 

what school model, or patronage model, would best support integration and 

tolerance for all faiths and cultures?  

 

14. What has the Catholic Church got to offer the Irish primary education 

system, moving forward? (positives and negatives) 

 

15. A majority of principals believe that the training provided by the CPSMA is 

insufficient for preparing incoming boards to share the workload and that 

the principal bears the brunt of that workload. Do you think that this makes 

the current management model in catholic schools dysfunctional?  

 

16.  Have you any views on the appointment process for chairpersons of catholic 

primary schools? Do you believe that they operate democratically? 

 

 

17. On the majority of BOMs, the principal and teacher’s rep are the only 

professionals with any training or expertise in education. Yet, principals are 

answerable to board members with vested interests and good intentions, 

but no training. What are your thoughts on this management model? 
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Appendix N: Fourteen Behaviours associated with 

Transformational Leadership Alimo-Metcalfe & Alban-

Metcalfe (2002). 

Leading and developing others 

• Showing genuine concern 

• Empowering 

• Being accessible 

• Encouraging change 
 

Personal qualities 

• Being transparent 

• Acting with integrity 

• Being decisive 

• Inspiring others 

• Resolving complex problems 
 

 

Leading the organisation 

• Networking and achieving 

• Focusing team effort 

• Building shared vision 

• Supporting a developmental culture 

• Facilitating change sensitively. 
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Appendix O: Number of participants in each work category in 

the Danish PUMA baseline study 

 

 
1. A state psychiatric prison (196), 

 2. Social welfare offices of a large town (379), 

 3. Wards in a county somatic hospital (413), 

 4. A psychiatric ward in the same county (43),  

5. Institutions for severely disabled in a county (307), 

6. Homecare service in the capital (284), 

 7. Home care service in a provincial town (292). 

 

Scores for all 1,914 participants were compared to those of IPPs (n = 480) on the 

Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (CBI). See Table 14 (p. 190). The PUMA study was a 

longitudinal study which ran from 1997 – 2002. Its data were used by Kristensen et 

al., (2005) in the validation of the CBI. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


