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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Solidifying the principal pipeline and retaining administrators has become a critical concern. Initial
results from the Utah Principal Burnout Survey, administered in 2023, revealed five significant themes
related to principal job satisfaction.

Utah principals are more likely than not to be satisfied with their jobs.
Despite more than 80% of participants citing an increase in job stress since the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, Utah principals were 2.4 times more likely to report being satisfied or very
satisfied with their job than dissatisfied or very dissatisfied.

Utah principals feel a sense of accomplishment but are exhausted.
There is both great stress and great reward that come with the principal position. Emotional
Exhaustion among Utah principals is high with nearly two-thirds of principals feeling emotionally
drained multiple days per week, yet nearly as many principals also report high levels of Personal
Accomplishment.

Utah principals feel their workload is overwhelming but find strong

overlap in their values and the values of their schools.
Roughly three out of four principals said they do not have time to accomplish their work, yet the same
number found their personal, career, and school values to be in alignment.

Relationships matter. Time spent working directly with students and

staff contribute most to principal satisfaction.

Principals cited positive interactions in the school community as the main driver of satisfaction.
Satisfaction was derived from all kinds of interactions including positive relationships that drove stu-
dent achievement, teacher growth, and contribution to the greater community.

Utah principals say a lack of support and negative adult behaviors

would contribute to them leaving their current role.
Principals said they would be likely to leave their role if they did not have the necessary support for
their job and if adult behaviors became untenable.

Further insight into policies and practices leading to highly satisfied principals and increasing reten-
tion will be forthcoming in the ULEAD Innovative Practice Report: Promoting Principal Satisfaction
highlighting follow-up interviews with identified participant outliers from the MBI-ES/AWS survey.

We invite readers to explore these themes further over the following pages, then use the conclusion
of this report to drive discussions about the actions that will help address principal job satisfaction.



PARTICIPANT
PROFILE

Methodology Profile of Participants

The Maslach Burnout Inventory -

Educator Survey (MBI-ES) and

Areas of Worklife Survey (AWS) —

were distributed online from ’ﬁ' R

December 2023 to January 2024. Elementary Jr. High/Middle High School Other
71.2% 11.4% 11.4% 6.0%

School Level

In total, 184 Utah principals

completed the survey, which was School Locale

administered to collect data about Nl

the MBI constructs, AWS worklife .‘ i ]

' i I
domains, and job satisfaction, and
! I ! Rural Suburban Urban
to compare their experiences with 18.5% 67.9% 13.6%
normative samples.
.. . . Gender

Only school principals participated

. . She/her He/him Prefer not to Say

in the survey. The survey instrument
57.1% 40.2% 2.7%

gathered information about

respondents’:
Age

e Job satisfaction, and the effects 20-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 >65
0.5% 30.4% 50.0% 17.9% 1.1%

of COVID-19 on their stress
levels
*  Burnout Constructs

Years of Experience as a Principal
*  Worklife Domains

<1-5 years 6-10 years 11-15 years 16-20 years >20 years
*  Demographic information 39.1% 35.3% 14.7% 7.6% 3.3%
For survey details, refer to the
Appendix (p. 15) Race & Ethnicity
Asian Hispanic or Latino Two or More Races White
0.5% 2.2% 4.3% 92.9%



THEME 1

Utah principals are more likely than not to be satisfied
with their jobs.

Regarding job satisfaction, 50% of Utah principals were satisfied or very satisfied with their job, versus 29% of
principals who were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied, meaning Utah principals were 2.4 times more likely to be
satisfied or very satisfied than to be dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. Of note, job satisfaction increased with age.
This may be because of increased social networks within the profession, a tendency toward commitment nearing
the end of the career span, or age being associated with more work history and experience (Bauer & Brazer,
2013; Darmody & Smyth, 2016; Wang et al., 2018).

Multiple studies and surveys indicate job stress among principals rose precipitously during and following the
COVID-19 pandemic (Steiner, et al., 2022). A large-scale study found those with higher professional satisfaction
experience smaller effects from stress, while for those with lower job satisfaction, additional workload stress is
“the straw that breaks the camel’s back” (Ning et al., 2022). The same study also found workload stress contrib-
uted to teachers in the United States being less willing to take on leadership roles, which has a negative impact
on the principal pipeline. 82% of Utah principals reported that their job stress has increased since the COVID-19
pandemic, so job stress is an issue that is worsening and requires attention.

Stress has increased since the COVID-19 pandemic, yet

Since the COVID outbreak, has your level of job stress increased, decreased, or remained the same?

Increased No Change Decreased
82.1% 14.1% 3.8%

principals are more likely to be satisfied than not and

How would you describe your current overall job satisfaction?

Neutral
21.2%

Very Dissatisfied 7.1%

Very
Satisfied  Satisfied
10.9% 38.6%

Dissatisfied 22.3%

N=184

their level of job satisfaction increases with age.

Average Satisfaction by Age on a 5 Point Scale 55-64 Years 348

45-54 Years 3.23

35-44 Years 3.09



THEME 2

Utah principals feel a sense of accomplishment but are
exhausted.

The MBI-ES, which measures Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment, was a key
component of our survey. A synthesis of research on principal retention found that working conditions, which
include factors such as workload, support, and school climate, have a direct effect on principal attrition (Levin &
Bradley, 2019). Burnout can be offset by higher personal accomplishment. As sense of personal accomplishment
and satisfaction increase, emotional burnout and depersonalization decrease (Karakose et al., 2016). Even if
they stay, unhappy administrators may be less effective than those who find greater satisfaction in their roles
(Duckworth et al., 2009; Krekel et al, 2019).

Most Utah principals (64%) reported feeling emotionally drained from their work at least a few times a week,
and 20% of principals reported feeling emotionally drained from their work every day. Meanwhile, the majority
of Utah principals (55%) reported feeling that they have accomplished many worthwhile things at least a few
times a week. In comparison to a schoolteacher norm group, there are significant differences and large effect
sizes for Utah principals’ Emotional Exhaustion and Personal Accomplishment.

Utah principals experience burnout and are tired,

One in five Utah principals feels
emotionally drained daily.

(R X LT

Six in ten Utah principals feel burned out at least once a week.

but they do feel accomplished in their roles.
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THEME 3

Utah principals feel their workload is overwhelming
but find strong overlap in their values and the values of
their schools.

Research has found principal workload to impact the perception of working conditions and to be a significant
factor influencing principal turnover (Levin & Bradley, 2019; Yan, 2020). The Job Demands-Resources Mod-

el states that burnout occurs when “the demands of the job exceed one’s capacity and available resources”
(Coombs et al., 2009, p. 12). A conflict in values between the employee and their organization is related to all
three dimensions of burnout, while aligned values are predictive of retention, and shared values can decrease
educator turnover (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Leiter & Maslach, 2006; Wang & Klassen, 2023).

Most Utah principals (74%) agreed or strongly agreed that they do not have enough time to do the work that
needs to be done, and 78% of principals agreed or strongly agreed that they have so much work to do on the
job that it takes them away from their personal interests. Meanwhile, 72% of Utah principals agreed or strongly
agreed that their values and the values of their school are alike. In comparison to a norm group, there are
significant differences and large effect sizes for Utah principals’ workload and values match.

Utah principals feel imbalances in their workload,

m Strongly Disagree Disagree m Hard to Decide mAgree m Strongly Agree
I >
| do not have the time to do 14%
the work that needs to be _ 7%

36%

I 2

| have so much work to do on 2%
the job that it takes me away
from my personal interests. 36%

41%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

but have a strong balance between their values and their schools’ values.

B >

My values and the 6%

organization’s values 21%
are alike. — 63%
1%
My personal career goals I . 8%
are consitent with he | 20
B . 1 0
organization’s stated goals. 61%

1%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%



THEME 4

Relationships matter. Time spent working directly

with students and staff contribute most to principal
satisfaction.

Participants were asked open-ended questions at the end of the MBI-ES portion of the survey to determine what
factors contribute to their satisfaction and retention. Between 97-99% of respondents answered each question,
creating a robust list of factors important to administrators. Both intrinsic factors related to personal fulfillment
and extrinsic factors such as support, recognition, and school environment contributed to respondents’ feelings of

satisfaction. The most frequently cited factors were directly interacting with students, supporting teachers, and
positively contributing to the community.

Principals say the best parts of their job are direct student interactions,

What aspects of your job contribute most to job satisfaction in your current role?

“The students are the main reason | am still in this position. | love
that aspect of my job. They keep me coming back every day.”

“Working closely with students and being able to spend
meaningful time with students in a positive way leads to great
satisfaction in my job. | wish there was more time to do this.”

the chance to support teachers and staff, and

“l enjoy interactions with students and find fulfillment in providing
quality opportunities for teaching and learning within my school.”

“I love working with the people | work with who are skilled,
professional, and passionate about what they do. | love the kids
and seeing their progress.”

positively contributing to the community.

“Knowing | am making a difference in my school and my
community. Giving public service for the greater good.”

“I love working with people and solving complex personnel
problems. | believe the work | am doing is making a difference.”

10



THEME 5

Utah principals say a lack of support and negative
adult behaviors would contribute to them leaving their
current role.

When asked what would cause them to leave their current role, more than 40% of written responses mentioned
challenging adult behaviors from both parents and staff. More than a quarter of respondents specifically men-
tioned difficulty in dealing with parent expectations. Similarly, more than a quarter of respondents said that a
lack of support would lead them to leave their current role. It is important to note not all principals are currently
experiencing these factors; rather, they named them as factors that would influence their likelihood of leaving
their role. Some respondents named current challenges and an intention to leave, while others simply said an
increase in these issues would influence them. Reasons that would cause principals to leave were numerous, with
many causes being highly specific and only mentioned once. The five reasons here were identified by at least
15% of participants.

Utah principals would leave due to poor relationships with parents,

“#1 Parent complaints.”

“Over-controlling parents, non-supportive parents, helicopter
parents, parents in general”

a lack of support,

“[I’'m] just so overwhelmed. | have felt supported when | ask for
help, | really have. But the needs keep growing and teachers are
overwhelmed, so | try to take on more to alleviate them. All while
smiling and trying to keep the morale of the building up.”

“I do not feel like educators have the support of not only district
leaders but also communities in general.”

a lack of professional collaboration,

“It is very hard to do anything when | don’t have a team to talk to
every day consistently and work through decisions.”

“I find it difficult to deal with adults sometimes. They often have
some unreasonable expectations for what | can do.”

11



increased negative student behaviors, and

“Student behavior with no support from others on how to
handle even the toughest situations is becoming a bigger and
bigger problem.”

“If student behaviors continue to intensify or the expectations of
the job continue to increase, | may not be able to continue for
many more years without negatively impacting my health.”

vnmanageable workloads.

“More and more is added every month and nothing is taken
away.”

“The scope of my job it too much. | can not get to all my staff
members and needs as well as being the instructional leader. Then
comes running a huge building. It is too much!

A lack of support was felt in both generalized and specified ways. Principals most often expected
the district or their direct supervisor to provide support. The specific supports and their sources were
often unnamed, but those identified included help with managing student behaviors and managing
the expectations and workload of their role.

Sources of Requested

Principal Support Types of Requested Support

District Leadership &

DirectsUpervisor Managing Student Behaviors

Managing Workload

Parents & School Community
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IN CONCLUSION

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, an average of one in five principals left their
jobs each year (Harbatkin & Henry, 2019). After the 2020-21 academic year,
11% of public-school principals left the profession entirely, while overall
principal turnover increased to 16% (Diliberti & Schwartz, 2023; National
Center for Education Statistics, 2023). Burnout can influence people to leave their
roles, whereas those who are satisfied are more likely to not only maintain their
current position, but to be more successful as well. In order to understand the
current state of job satisfaction and burnout among Utah principals, the MBI-ES/
AWS was administered. Five key findings were:

Utah principals are more likely than not to be satisfied with their

jobs.
Utah principals feel a sense of accomplishment but are exhausted.

Utah principals feel their workload is overwhelming but find

strong overlap in their values and the values of their schools.

Relationships matter. Time spent working directly with students

and staff contribute most to principal satisfaction.

Utah principals say a lack of support and negative adult

behaviors would contribute to them leaving their current role.

The principalship is a challenging and complex role. Utah principals struggle with
exhaustion stemming from hefty workloads. They identify a need for support to
continue in their current roles. It is the adults principals deal with that often give
them the most cause for concern, be it parents or teachers. Utah principals say
they need support to handle the challenges associated with their jobs.

Despite the challenges, there is a lot to celebrate among Utah principals. Our
administrators tend to be satisfied in their roles. They feel a sense of personal
accomplishment, have values aligned to those of their schools, and enjoy time
working directly with students and staff. Utah principals feel they are contributing
to the greater good and are proud of the work they do.

While the MBI-ES/AWS provides insights into the state of Utah principal burnout,
further study is needed to understand what leads to higher levels of job
satisfaction. Those respondents with the lowest levels of emotional exhaustion
were invited to qualitative interviews to identify specific practices that help
support principal job satisfaction in Utah. Results will be published in an upcoming
Innovative Practice Report.

13
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APPENDIX

ABOUT THIS SURVEY

According to the World Health Organization (2019/2021), the occupational phenomenon of burnout is defined
as unsuccessfully managed workplace stress that is characterized by three dimensions: “feelings of energy deple-
tion or exhaustion; increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one’s
job; and reduced professional efficacy.”

The MBI-ES measures burnout across three scales identified in this definition: high Emotional Exhaustion, high
Depersonalization, and low Personal Accomplishment, and is used in more than 80% of burnout research publi-
cations (Noudreau et al., 2024; Maslach et al, 1996-2018). The AWS identifies six areas of work life where an
imbalance may lead to burnout.

MBI-ES measures the extent of burnout

AWS measures the likely cause of burnout

Burnout is a distinct construct from job stress or depression, but Depersonalization and Emotional Exhaustion have
a negative correlation with general job satisfaction, while Personal Accomplishment has a positive correlation
(Maslach et al., 1996-2018). This means that even though lack of burnout does not automatically imply higher
job satisfaction, the three scales used to determine level of burnout are correlated with job satisfaction.
Additionally, the AWS provides details about the organizational structures that may be affecting burnout and
satisfaction, offering a link to practical implications and needed interventions.

Example MBI Questions
| feel emotionally drained from my work.

Never A few times a Once a month A few times a Once a week A few times a Eveme
year or less month week

| have accomplished many worthwhile things in this job.

A few ti A few ti A few ti
Never ewitimes a Once a month ewtimesa Once a week ewtmesa Everyday
year or less month week

Example AWS Questions
Workload: | have time to do the work that must be done.

Strongly

Disagree Disagree Hard to Decide Agree Strongly Agree

Reward: | receive recognition from others for my work.

Strongly

Disagree Disagree Hard to Decide Agree Strongly Agree

Sample items from mindgarden.com:
MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) & Areas of Worklife Survey (Leiter & Maslach, 2020)
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