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Abstract
Identifying protective factors against increased work pressure is crucial to prevent 
teachers from experiencing burnout complaints. Two studies with 363 primary 
(Study 1; 95.0% female) and 419 secondary school teachers (Study 2; 80.4% fe-
male) tested whether dyad-level principal–teacher relationships (closeness, conflict) 
moderated or mediated the associations between work pressure and burnout symp-
toms. In both studies, closeness and conflict partially mediated the association of 
work pressure with emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. Closeness fully 
(Study 1) or partially (Study 2) mediated the association with personal accom-
plishment. However, no evidence for a moderating role was found. To conclude, 
principal–teacher relationships seem to be a potential mechanism underlying the 
association between work pressure and burnout.

Keywords  Principal–teacher relationships · Work pressure · Teacher burnout · 
Primary school teachers · Secondary school teachers

I feel like I’m on overload. My brain feels like a browser with 100 tabs open. 
There is so much to think about all the time.

    —Early-career teacher from an interview study in the UK (Kim et al., 
2021, p. 309).
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1  Introduction

Amid increasingly diverse classrooms, paperwork, and lingering teacher short-
ages, teachers’ work has never been more challenging (Voss et al., 2023). Given 
these increasing complexities, it seems relevant to explore factors within the 
school environment that might prevent teachers from experiencing work pres-
sure and associated burnout complaints (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017). A warm, 
non-conflictual relationship with principals might be one such protective fac-
tor (Zee et al., 2023). Growing evidence has shown that principals’ supportive 
behaviors protect teachers from experiencing burnout complaints (Bakker et al., 
2007; Collie, 2021; Klassen et al., 2012). However, there also remain knowledge 
gaps. Specifically, most studies focused on leadership styles, defined as behaviors 
that enlist, mobilize, and motivate groups of teachers to use their abilities and 
resources (Eyal & Roth, 2011). In contrast, the emotional bonds between indi-
vidual teachers and principals have seldom been considered. Furthermore, it is 
not clear yet whether the affective quality of principal–teacher relationships acts 
as a mechanism underlying work pressure and burnout (cf. Spilt et al., 2011). To 
address these gaps, we investigated whether the affective quality of dyadic prin-
cipal–teacher relationships moderated or mediated the association between work 
pressure and teacher burnout. In doing so, we targeted teachers’ relationships 
with principals in different educational contexts (primary education in Study 1 
and secondary education in Study 2). This enabled us to explore whether findings 
would be generalizable across two independent samples.

1.1  Conceptualizing the affective quality of dyadic principal–teacher 
relationships

Over the past 25 years, researchers have taken various approaches to studying prin-
cipal–teacher relationships (Collie et al., 2016; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999; Zee 
et al., 2023). Initially, positive principal–teacher relationships were conceptualized 
by teachers’ interpersonal trust, referring to the willingness to be vulnerable in the 
presence of their principals (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999; Tschannen-Moran & 
Hoy, 2000). This willingness is based on a firm belief that the principal is benevolent, 
reliable, competent, honest, and open, considered the five facets of trust. Recent years 
have also witnessed a proliferation of self-determination research (Collie et al., 2016; 
Eyal & Roth, 2011; Klassen et al., 2012). Scholars in this line of research examine 
whether principals’ behaviors (e.g., autonomy support) are consistent or in conflict 
with teachers’ basic psychological need satisfaction and how they are associated with 
teachers’ well-being.

In consequence, previous research on principal–teacher relationships mainly 
focused on the positive qualities of school leaders (e.g., honesty). Thereby, the fact 
is ignored that the relationship quality does not necessarily fall along the same con-
tinuum, implying that teachers can have a warm and supportive relationship but 
experience much conflict simultaneously (cf. Bosman et al., 2022). Furthermore, pre-
vious research has mainly conceptualized principal–teacher relationships in general 
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terms. This implies that generalized patterns in principals’ behavior, usually towards 
all teachers in the same school, are the focus. However, in this context, it might 
be useful to consider the affective core of leadership, as “leadership is enacted by 
relationships built upon a process of reciprocal influence” (Qian & Walker, 2021, p. 
327). Therefore, the present study departs from previous conceptualizations by char-
acterizing principal–teacher relationships in terms of inherently affective and dyadic 
components (Zee et al., 2023). This means that principal–teacher relationships can 
be thought of as emotional bonds between individual teachers and the principal (cf. 
Pianta et al., 2003), which follows the basic tenets of extended attachment theory in 
organizations (Yip et al., 2018).

According to extended attachment theory, an innate attachment behavioral 
system governs people’s attachment behavior—that is, choosing, activating, and 
terminating behaviors that seek protection and support from wiser others (Miku-
lincer & Shaver, 2009). For teachers, principals may serve as wiser others and 
help to protect teachers against the negative effects of stress. It has recently been 
recognized that the affective quality of dyadic principal–teacher relationships can 
be characterized by the degree of closeness and conflict (Zee et al., 2023). A 
close principal–teacher relationship is characterized by positivity, warmth, open 
communication, and self-disclosure. In contrast, a conflictual principal–teacher 
relationship reflects negativity, mutual distrust, suppressed anger, and feelings of 
emotional exhaustion.

1.2  Teacher burnout and the role of principal–teacher relationships

Teacher burnout captures a cumulative stress reaction to long-term contextual, 
emotional, and interpersonal stressors on the job (Maslach & Leiter, 1999, 2016). 
Three interrelated components are distinguished: emotional exhaustion, deper-
sonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). 
Emotional exhaustion is a lived experience of being overextended by work and 
running out of emotional energy (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). It is often consid-
ered the core component of teacher burnout and, therefore, probably the most 
investigated facet. Depersonalization is the interpersonal facet of teacher burnout 
(Maslach et al., 2001). It is an emotional and cognitive distancing mechanism 
to cope with prolonged work overload. This means building distance by treating 
people (e.g., students) impersonally and ignoring the qualities that distinguish 
them as human individuals. Personal accomplishment captures feelings of effi-
cacy, doing a meaningful job, and influencing others in meaningful ways (Van 
Droogenbroeck et al., 2021).

According to a relational model of teacher well-being (Spilt et al., 2011; see 
Fig. 1), the affective quality in dyadic relationships at school might shape teachers’ 
emotional responses to job stressors and aspects of their well-being, such as teacher 
burnout. Maslach et al. (2001) theorized that work pressure is one influential factor in 
teacher burnout. Work pressure is defined as the degree to which teachers must pre-
pare their lessons after school and/or during weekends or if their school day is hectic 
with little time to recover (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009). In that regard, researchers 

1 3

Page 3 of 28  64



M. Dehne et al.

have reported an intensification of work pressure and an acceleration of work speed 
by externally imposed requirements for high-stakes summative assessments, record-
keeping, and accountability in the past few decades (e.g., Van Droogenbroeck et al., 
2014).

One hypothesis related to Spilt et al.’s model (2011) is that the affective quality 
of relationships might mediate the association between work pressure and teacher 
burnout. Consequently, the quality of relationships with principals may be crucial 
for teachers to deal with such work-related changes that increase their work pres-
sure (Ballet & Kelchtermans, 2009). However, principals often fail to prioritize the 
relational nature of their work, as they themselves generally perceive a strong culture 
of performativity and work pressure (Peters & Pearce, 2012). Therefore, teachers 
who habitually perceive high work pressure will more likely experience less positive 
principal–teacher relationships, as they had expected their principals to support them 
against externally imposed stressors (Ballet & Kelchtermans, 2008; Yip et al., 2018). 
As a result, teachers could experience increased levels of burnout (cf. Alamos et al., 
2022; Corbin et al., 2019).

However, in addition to the reasoning that stressors affect the quality of principal–
teacher relationships, we emphasize that this process could also work the other way 
around, as has been touched on in the relational model of teacher well-being (Spilt 
et al., 2011). Therefore, it could be assumed that a conflictual principal–teacher rela-
tionship contributes to teachers’ emotional labor (i.e., managing their emotions and 
emotional expressions to meet professional expectations; Hochschild, 1983). Thus, 
if the relationship between teachers and principals is conflictual, teachers might fre-
quently fake or hide their emotions in mutual interactions (cf. Diefendorff et al., 
2005). This might explain increased levels of work pressure (Wang et al., 2019). 
As such, a reciprocal relationship where heightened work pressure relates to more 
conflict and more conflict relates to heightened work pressure is tenable (cf. Husby 
et al., 2023).

Another argument that can be drawn from the relational model of teacher well-
being is that the principal–teacher relationship works as a lens through which daily 
hassles are interpreted (Spilt et al., 2011). Hence, the principal–teacher relationship 
quality (e.g., closeness and conflict) and job stressors (e.g., work pressure) interact 

Fig. 1  Adapted Model of Teacher Well-Being with Hypothesized Associations for the Present Studies 
Note. Inspired by Spilt et al. (2011). Dotted lines indicate the proposedmoderation of the relationship 
between work pressure and aspects of teacherburnout, and dashed lines indicate the mediation by the 
affective quality of principal–teacher relationships. The third aim of the present research is intention-
ally not depicted for the sake of parsimony
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with each other. As such, a close principal–teacher relationship might act as a buffer 
against the negative impact of work pressure on teacher burnout, whereas a conflic-
tual principal–teacher relationship might work as a booster (cf. Hopman et al., 2018). 
This would reflect a moderated association. Following, empirical evidence on each 
part of the model will be briefly reviewed.

1.2.1  Work pressure and teacher burnout

In various empirical studies, work pressure has been linked to the three components 
of teacher burnout (e.g., Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009, 2020; Van Droogenbroeck et 
al., 2014) and findings pertaining to emotional exhaustion appear to be relatively 
consistent. Specifically, in a cross-sectional study, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2009) 
investigated 563 Norwegian primary and lower secondary school teachers and tested 
whether work pressure was associated with teacher burnout. Structural equation 
models indicated that work pressure was strongly associated with emotional exhaus-
tion. In a longitudinal study of 262 Norwegian senior high school teachers, this effect 
of work pressure at the beginning of the school year on emotional exhaustion at the 
end of the school year was replicated (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2020). However, a recent 
longitudinal study of 1,071 primary and secondary school teachers from Switzerland, 
which partialized into state-like, within-person and trait-like, between-person varia-
tions, did not find support for reciprocal relationships between work pressure and 
emotional exhaustion at the within-person level (Maas et al., 2021). Nevertheless, 
this research did support previous research by finding strong associations between 
work pressure and emotional exhaustion at the between-person level.

Findings pertaining to the role of work pressure for depersonalization and personal 
accomplishment are rather mixed. Van Droogenbroeck et al. (2014) studied 1,878 
Flemish senior teachers aged 45 years or older. Zero-order correlations in their study 
initially suggested that teachers with a higher workload were more likely to show 
higher degrees of depersonalization and lower degrees of personal accomplishment. 
Yet, these significant correlations did not hold in their structural equation model. This 
is consistent with findings in other cross-sectional research. For instance, research by 
Doménech-Betoret and Gómez-Artiga (2010) found zero-order correlations between 
teachers’ work pressure and depersonalization or personal accomplishment. Thereby, 
hierarchical multiple regression analyses revealed only a relationship between work 
pressure and depersonalization.

1.2.2  The moderating role of principal–teacher relationships

As far as we know, no studies to date have examined whether the quality of princi-
pal–teacher relationships may alter the potential role of work pressure in teachers’ 
burnout symptoms. There are, however, some studies that examined the moderating 
role of principals’ behaviors in the associations between job stressors and teacher 
well-being (e.g., Bakker et al., 2007; Breevaart & Bakker, 2018). For instance, a 
cross-sectional study of 805 Finnish teachers working in elementary, secondary, and 
vocational schools investigated how support by the principal moderated the associa-
tion between student misbehavior and different facets of work engagement, such as 
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vigor, dedication, and absorption (Bakker et al., 2007). Results indicated that princi-
pals’ support, which can be seen as a proxy of closeness, may be particularly relevant 
for work engagement under conditions of high student misbehavior. In contrast, it 
was less relevant in the case of low student misbehavior. Furthermore, a longitudinal 
study conducted over a 2-week period with Dutch primary school teachers examined 
whether principals’ transformational leadership moderated the association between 
work pressure and work engagement (Breevaart & Bakker, 2018). The results con-
firmed the idea that principals’ leadership acted as moderators on a daily basis, show-
ing that teachers were more engaged on days principals inspired them, intellectually 
challenged them, and supported them in their needs. Accordingly, this research shows 
how principals’ behaviors support positive facets of teacher well-being (e.g., work 
engagement) under highly stressful working conditions. Yet, it should be stressed that 
research focusing on reciprocal influences of work pressure, leadership, and teacher 
burnout has provided mixed evidence on the role of school principals (Maas et al., 
2021). Based on the reviewed empirical findings, the following hypothesis was for-
mulated in summary:

Hypothesis 1  Associations between work pressure and burnout symptoms will be 
weaker for teachers who share a close relationship with their principal. In contrast, 
associations between work pressure and burnout symptoms will be stronger for 
teachers who have a conflictual relationship with their principal.

1.2.3  The mediating role of principal–teacher relationships

To our knowledge, no studies have yet examined the mediating role of principal–
teacher relationships in the association between work pressure and burnout. How-
ever, some studies focused on other affective relationships in the school context (i.e., 
teacher–student relationships) as mediators in the association between factors related 
to work pressure and teacher burnout. In that regard, the role of student misbehavior 
was frequently explored, which has been considered an important aspect of work 
pressure (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009). For instance, in a longitudinal study with 222 
German secondary school teachers, Aldrup et al. (2018) investigated whether the 
degree of closeness teacher–student relationships mediated the association between 
student misbehavior and teachers’ emotional exhaustion and work enthusiasm at the 
classroom level. In this study, student misbehavior led to less close teacher–student 
relationships, which, in turn, led to lower work enthusiasm in teachers. Additional 
evidence is provided by two cross-sectional studies. Evans et al. (2019) examined 
whether teacher–student relationships mediated the association between student 
misbehavior and teachers’ negative affective responses to interactions in primary 
and secondary teachers. The study used dyadic measures, so teachers were asked to 
identify a student in their class or in their daily contact who often gets into trouble. 
Conflict fully mediated the association between student misbehavior and teachers’ 
negative affective responses. However, the study did not report mediated associations 
through closeness. Finally, Rafsanjani et al. (2019) found that closeness partially 
mediated the link between student misbehavior and teachers’ emotional exhaustion 
and work enthusiasm in a sample of senior high school teachers. In the present study, 
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we examined whether principal–teacher relationships also would play a mediating 
role in the association between job stressors (i.e., work pressure) and teacher burnout. 
The following hypothesis was formulated:

Hypothesis 2  High levels of work pressure will lead to less close and more conflictual 
principal–teacher relationships, which in turn will lead to more burnout symptoms.

1.3  Principal–teacher relationships in different educational contexts

Previous studies on principal–teacher relationships and teacher burnout have stressed 
differences between primary and secondary schools (Benita et al., 2019; Yao et al., 
2020; Zee et al., 2023). Hargreaves (2000) theorized that because primary schools 
tend to be smaller, employ fewer teachers, and provide more opportunities for inter-
personal contact than secondary schools, they are characterized by more physical and 
emotional closeness and greater emotional intensity. This is established through the 
norms of professional warmth, which means that the experiences and feelings of prin-
cipals and teachers are a routine part of their mutual interactions, thereby enhancing 
closeness. In contrast, secondary schools are characterized by greater professional 
and physical distance, where emotions might be considered interfering, leading to 
more conflicts. Hence, there might be differences in principals’ understanding of 
their own and other’s emotional states, their causes and consequences (i.e., emo-
tional understanding; Elfenbein, 2016), but also how principals provide emotional 
support to teachers (Hsieh et al., 2024). Indeed, previous research reported that pri-
mary school teachers received higher levels of support from their school principals 
compared to secondary school teachers (Benita et al., 2019). Furthermore, there is 
also some evidence suggesting that primary school teachers perceive higher levels 
of closeness and lower levels of conflict in their relationships with principals than 
secondary school teachers (Zee et al., 2023). This finding aligns with the hypothesis 
that primary school teachers may have more opportunities to engage in meaningful 
interactions with the principal (e.g., Yao et al., 2020).

There may also be differences in the degree to which work pressure plays a role 
in primary and secondary school teachers’ burnout symptoms. This is because pri-
mary school teachers usually teach most subjects in the same class, while second-
ary school teachers often teach changing classes (Doménech-Betoret, 2009). Also, 
secondary school students are adolescents, which is a more conflicting age. Thus, 
while aspects of teachers’ work pressure (e.g., student misbehavior) may unfold only 
for a certain group of students and to a lesser extent in primary education, this may 
increase by students’ age and the extent to which teachers are confronted with prob-
ably difficult students in secondary education (Aloe et al., 2014). Moreover, teachers 
in primary education perceive their school context as more supportive (e.g., due to 
school equipment, didactic supplies, or qualified personnel for student support such 
as psychologists) than secondary school teachers, which may help them to better 
cope with stressors (Doménech-Betoret, 2009). As a consequence, previous research 
revealed higher levels of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization and lower lev-
els of personal accomplishment in secondary school teachers (Doménech-Betoret & 
Gómez-Artiga, 2010). In conclusion, the question arises whether the findings in the 
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present research would generalize across both school types. We therefore investi-
gated the moderating and mediating role of principal–teacher relationships separately 
for primary school teachers (Study 1) and secondary school teachers (Study 2).

1.4  The present studies

The current studies investigated whether the affective quality of dyadic principal–
teacher relationships acts as a mechanism underlying the association between work 
pressure and teacher burnout. Three specific aims were addressed and are summa-
rized in Fig. 1. Inspired by the relational model of teacher well-being from Spilt et al. 
(2011), we first tested whether the affective quality of principal–teacher relationships 
(i.e., closeness and conflict) acted as moderators (Aim 1) or mediators (Aim 2) in the 
association between work pressure and teacher burnout. The third aim was to explore 
whether findings for primary school teachers (Study 1) were consistent with those for 
secondary school teachers (Study 2).

2  Method

2.1  Participants and procedure

The Ethics Review Board of the University of Amsterdam granted approval for 
both studies. From February to May of the consecutive school years 2017/2018 
and 2018/2019, primary and secondary school teachers in the Netherlands were 
approached via email, telephone, social media, and face-to-face messages and invited 
to participate in an online survey. On the first page of the online questionnaire, teach-
ers were provided with an information letter and were asked to agree to participate 
in the present study (active consent). Subsequently, teachers were asked to complete 
a digital survey about their work pressure, burnout, relationship with their principal, 
and some other issues beyond the scope of the present studies. The total question-
naire took approximately 15 min to complete. Teachers were asked to complete the 
questionnaires within two weeks.

2.1.1  Study 1

Study 1 included 363 primary school teachers (response rate = 68.75%) from 302 
primary schools (on average, 1.20 teachers per school). The primary school teach-
ers were predominantly female (95.0%), 37.50 years old on average (SD = 11.30, 
range = 19–64), and had, on average, 12.97 years of teaching experience (SD = 9.95, 
range = 0.3–42 years) and worked 7.25 years (SD = 7.65, range = 0–36 years) at their 
current school. About half of the teachers worked part-time (68.3%), whereas the 
remaining teachers worked full-time (31.7%). These numbers largely correspond 
with the Dutch population. According to a recent trend report, primary school teach-
ers are, on average, 42.7 years old, 87% of them are female, and work full-time 
in 32% of the cases (Ministerie van Onderwijs Cultuur en Wetenschap, 2023). The 
somewhat larger difference in terms of age is supported by meta-analytic evidence, 
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stating that younger participants show higher response rates to online surveys (Wu 
et al., 2022).

2.1.2  Study 2

Study 2 included 419 secondary school teachers (response rate = 74.29%) from 301 
secondary schools (on average, 1.39 teachers per school) across the Netherlands. Data 
for Study 2 were gathered during the same period as for Study 1. Participants were pre-
dominately female (80.4%), 40.60 years old on average (SD = 10.07, range = 22–66), 
and had 14.22 years of work experience on average (SD = 8.74, range = 0.5–40) and 
worked for 8.82 years (SD = 7.33, range = 0–37) at their current school. Slightly less 
than one-third (67.5%) of the teachers had part-time employment, whereas more than 
two-thirds had full-time employment (32.5%). These numbers largely correspond 
with the Dutch population. According to recent administrative data, secondary school 
teachers are, on average, 43.1 years old, 56% of them are female, and 43% of sec-
ondary school teachers work full-time (Ministerie van Onderwijs Cultuur en Weten-
schap, 2023). The somewhat higher percentage of females in this sample compared 
to the general population of secondary school teachers can be explained by higher 
response rates by women in online surveys (Wu et al., 2022).

2.2  Instruments

2.2.1  Work pressure

In both studies, Work Pressure was measured using a single Likert-type item (“To 
what extent do you experience high levels of work pressure? I experience work pres-
sure to a …”), ranging from 1 (…very small extent.) to 5 (…very large extent.). In 
general, it is not possible to test for the reliability of single-item measures (Allen 
et al., 2022). This is also the case for the present two studies because the samples 
were independent. However, analogous to the guidelines of Allen et al., evidence 
in favor of the single-item measure was found. Specifically, regarding construct 
validity, the single-item produced sufficient variability, and the standard deviations 
were equivalent between Study 1 and Study 2 (Table 1). Moreover, consistent with 
previous research (Stang-Rabig et al., 2022), independent t-tests indicated that sec-
ondary school teachers perceived a higher degree of Work Pressure than primary 
school teachers. Both can be interpreted as evidence for the measurement quality. 
Furthermore, regarding predictive validity, correlations with a similar magnitude as 
in previous studies were found (e.g., Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009, 2020, for Emotional 
Exhaustion). Finally, using Fisher’s r-to-z transformation, we found that Work Pres-
sure was equally associated with the three components of teacher burnout across both 
studies, further supporting the validity of the single-item measure.

2.2.2  Principal–teacher relationship quality

Teachers completed the Principal–Teacher Relationship Scale (PTRS; Zee et al., 
2023) about the affective quality of their relationship with their principal. This ques-
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tionnaire consists of two subscales: Closeness and Conflict. Closeness (5 items) mea-
sures the degree of warmth, affection, and emotional security between teacher and 
principal, such as “I share an affectionate, warm relationship with my principal” and 
“I can openly share my feelings and experiences with my principal.” Conflict (5 
items) refers to the degree of discordance, negativity, and unpredictability in the prin-
cipal–teacher relationship, for example, “I feel that my principal treats me unfairly” 
and “My principal’s feelings toward me can be unpredictable or can change sud-
denly.” Teachers responded to each item on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 
1 (definitely does not apply) to 5 (definitely applies).

Previous research has shown that the PTRS is suitable for use in primary and 
secondary school teachers, regardless of gender and different levels of teaching 
experience (Zee et al., 2023). A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using maximum 
likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR) and correction for teachers 
nested in schools1 (TYPE = COMPLEX) was performed in Mplus 8.6 to evaluate the 
two-factor solution for the present studies. In Study 1, the two-factor model demon-
strated a good fit according to established cutoff values of 0.95 for the comparative 
fit index (CFI) and the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), 0.06 for the root mean square error 
of approximation (RMSEA), and 0.08 for the standardized root mean square residual 
(SRMR; Hu & Bentler, 1999), χ2(34) = 58.34, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.04, 
90% CI [0.02, 0.06], SRMR = 0.03. Additionally, the Closeness (ρc = 0.91) and Con-
flict subscales (ρc = 0.88) showed excellent composite reliabilities. Similarly, the 
two-factor model in Study 2 indicated a good model fit (χ2[34] = 53.19, CFI = 0.99, 
TLI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.02, 0.06], SRMR = 0.02). Again, the Close-
ness (ρc = 0.93) and Conflict (ρc = 0.89) subscales demonstrated excellent composite 
reliabilities.

2.2.3  Teacher burnout

Teachers completed the 22-item Utrechtse Burnout Schaal voor leraren ([Utrecht 
Burnout Scale for Teachers]; UBOS-L; Schaufeli & van Dierendonck, 2000). The 
UBOS-L consists of three subscales: Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and 
Personal Accomplishment. Emotional Exhaustion (8 items) measures teachers’ feel-
ings of being emotionally overextended and lacking emotional resources (e.g., “I feel 
emotionally drained from my work”). Depersonalization (7 items) assesses teach-
ers’ perceptions of impersonal and insensitive behavior toward students (e.g., “I feel 
I treat some students as if they were impersonal objects”). Last, Personal Accom-
plishment (7 items) measures teachers’ sense of efficacy (e.g., “I know how to solve 
my students’ problems adequately”). Teachers replied to each item on a seven-point 
response scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always).

Previous research has supported the reliability and validity of the UBOS-L (Mer-
edith et al., 2020; Taris et al., 2005; Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). Additionally, 
analyses of measurement invariance indicated that the UBOS-L performs equally 
well across primary and secondary school teachers, genders, and different levels of 

1 Intraclass correlations (ICCs) for all study variables ranged from 0.17 to 0.60 (Study 1) and from 0.02 
to 0.30 (Study 2).
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teaching experience (van Horn & Schaufeli, 1998). Consistent with previous research 
(Meredith et al., 2020), composite reliabilities in Study 1 (Emotional Exhaustion: 
ρc = 0.91, Depersonalization: ρc = 0.74, Personal Accomplishment: ρc = 0.74) as well 
as in Study 2 (Emotional Exhaustion: ρc = 0.92, Depersonalization: ρc = 0.72, Per-
sonal Accomplishment: ρc = 0.75) were sufficient.

2.2.4  Covariates

Gender (0 = male, 1 = female) and teaching experience (in years) served as covariates 
in both studies. Indeed, previous research has consistently shown that males gener-
ally score higher on Depersonalization and females higher on Emotional Exhaustion 
(Maslach et al., 2001). One explanation is that gender stereotypes are relevant in this 
regard, but it has also been argued that this may reflect a cofounding of gender with 
certain occupations (e.g., primary school teachers are more likely female; Roorda 
& Jak, 2024). As for the present two studies, the role of gender must be taken into 
account cautiously, as the vast majority of teachers in primary and secondary schools 
identified as female. Additionally, teaching experience has generally been regarded 
as a protective factor against burnout. However, more experienced teachers are at risk 
of perceiving a lack of Personal Accomplishment because later years are reflected by 
a period of disengagement in their professional life cycle (Klassen & Chiu, 2010). 
In a previous study, it was shown that increasing teaching experience was associated 
with less close and more conflictual principal–teacher relationships (Zee et al., 2023). 
Just like Personal Accomplishment, this has been ascribed to a period of disengage-
ment in the later stages of teachers’ professional life cycle (Huberman, 1989). There-
fore, we additionally tested models including teaching experience as a covariate for 
Closeness and Conflict. However, coefficients did not differ, and neither Study 1 
nor Study 2 provided evidence for a significant association, which is why the final 
models in the results section do not include teaching experience as a covariate for 
Closeness or Conflict.

2.3  Data analyses

Data preparation and descriptive analyses were performed using SPSS version 27 
(IBM Corp, 2021). Latent variable modeling was carried out in Mplus 8.6 (Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998–2022). A robust maximum likelihood estimator with correction for the 
non-normality (MLR) and non-independence of indicator variables (TYPE = COM-
PLEX) was chosen. To treat missing data (Study 1: ≤ 15.4% per item; Study 2: ≤ 
14.6% per item), full information maximum likelihood (FIML) was applied.

Regarding the moderation hypothesis (Hypothesis 1), the Latent Moderated 
Structural Equations (LMS) method was adopted (Klein & Moosbrugger, 2000). 
The LMS method implements a rigorous latent variable approach to construct 
interaction terms and is superior to moderation analyses based on scale com-
posites. This is because the reliability of the interaction term is substantially 
dependent on the reliability of the two predictor variables and their correla-
tion (Dimitruk et al., 2007). As goodness-of-fit indices have yet to be devel-
oped for LMS models, a two-step approach was used to assess the overall model 
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fit (Maslowsky et al., 2015). First, a structural model without latent interaction 
terms was specified, which supplied goodness-of-fit indices (baseline model). 
Second, latent interaction terms (i.e., Work Pressure × Closeness/Conflict) using 
the XWITH command in Mplus were specified. Finally, the resulting nested mod-
els (with versus without latent interaction term) were compared using the uncor-
rected log-likelihood ratio test (D test) as suggested in the literature (Gerhard 
et al., 2015). Additionally, changes in R2 (ΔR2) were inspected to determine the 
portion of variance attributable to the interaction term.

To investigate the mediation hypothesis (Hypothesis 2), we used structural equa-
tion modeling (SEM), in which we applied a model-building approach, as full medi-
ation could be assumed based on theoretical propositions (Spilt et al., 2011) and 
empirical findings (Evans et al., 2019). First, a model with only indirect effects was 
specified (baseline model). Subsequently, the direct paths with the highest, second-
highest, and third-highest modification index linking Work Pressure to the respective 
teacher burnout dimension were added stepwise to improve the model fit. After each 
step, differences in model fit were tested with the Satorra–Bentler scaled χ2 difference 
test (TRd; Satorra & Bentler, 2001). The presence of a non-significant difference in 
fit supports a fully mediated relationship (based on parsimony). Closeness and Con-
flict showed high multicollinearity (Study 1: r = –.86; Study 2: r = –.89), so separate 
models per relationship dimension were estimated to avoid suppressor effects in both 
analytical models.

3  Results

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for both studies are in Table 1. All 
correlations were in the expected direction. Work Pressure was positively associ-
ated with Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization and negatively associated 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations
Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.
M (SD) or % 3.32 

(0.87)
4.05 (0.92) 1.64 

(0.84)
3.35 
(1.28)

2.09 
(0.79)

5.30 
(0.73)

95.0% 12.88 
(9.74)

1. Work Pressure – –0.18** 0.25*** 0.59*** 0.28*** –0.13* 0.00 –0.01
2. Closeness –0.27*** – –0.76*** –0.21*** –0.21*** 0.19** 0.00 0.02
3. Conflict 0.33*** –0.81*** – 0.29*** 0.29*** –0.08 –0.04 –0.05
4. Emotional 
Exhaustion

0.61*** –0.31*** 0.38*** – 0.55*** –0.27*** 0.11 –0.05

5. Depersonalization 0.27*** –0.24*** 0.34*** 0.55*** – –0.25*** –0.02 –0.14*
6. Personal 
Accomplishment

–0.18** 0.18** –0.11* –0.24*** –0.34*** – 0.05 0.01

7. Gender –0.01 0.01 0.00 0.06 –0.11* 0.01 – 0.00
8. Experience 0.03 –0.06 0.04 –0.06 –0.10 –0.07 –0.07 –
M (SD) or % 3.60 

(0.88)
3.75 
(1.11)

1.88 
(1.01)

3.73 
(1.38)

2.46 
(0.92)

5.13 
(0.82)

80.4% 14.55 
(8.79)

Note Above the diagonal = Study 1 (primary school teachers; N = 304); below the diagonal = Study 2 
(secondary school teachers; N = 358). * p < .05, *** p < .001
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with Personal Accomplishment. Furthermore, Work Pressure was negatively linked 
to Closeness and positively to Conflict. Closeness was negatively correlated with 
Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization and positively with Personal Accom-
plishment. Conflict was positively associated with Emotional Exhaustion and Deper-
sonalization. Only one correlation differed across studies: The negative correlation 
between Conflict and Personal Accomplishment was significant in Study 2 only.

3.1  Study 1

With regard to the moderating role of principal–teacher relationships (Hypoth-
esis 1), the baseline models demonstrated a good fit: χ2[390] = 653.75, CFI = 0.93, 
TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.04, 0.05], SRMR = 0.06 for the Closeness 
model and χ2[390] = 673.70, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.05, 90% CI [0.04, 
0.05], SRMR = 0.06 for the Conflict model. When adding the latent interaction terms, 
log-likelihood ratio tests for the Closeness model (D[3] = 2.65, p =.449) and the Con-
flict model (D[3] = 1.65, p =.648) did not indicate a substantial improvement in model 
fit. All interaction paths were non-significant and explained very little additional vari-
ance (Closeness model: 0.00 < ΔR2 < 0.02; Conflict model: 0.00 < ΔR2 < 0.01). As such, 
we did not find support for the moderating role of principal–teacher relationships.

However, we did find significant direct associations (Table 2). In both the Closeness 
and Conflict models, Work Pressure was positively linked to Emotional Exhaustion 
and Depersonalization, whereas the negative association with Personal Accomplish-
ment was non-significant. Furthermore, Closeness was negatively associated with 
Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization and was positively related to Personal 
Accomplishment. Conversely, Conflict was positively associated with Depersonali-
zation and Emotional Exhaustion. However, the association with Personal Accom-
plishment was non-significant.

Next, the mediating role of principal–teacher relationships (Hypothesis 2) was 
tested. The baseline models for Closeness and Conflict both showed a poor fit to 
the data (CFIs < 0.90; Table 2). The highest modification index was issued for Emo-
tional Exhaustion, for which a path was added in the subsequent model. The so-
specified models yielded an acceptable fit (CFIs > 0.90). However, after adding the 
path with the second-highest modification index linking Work Pressure and Deper-
sonalization, the model comparisons still indicated a significantly better fit to the data 
(Table 3). Moving to models linking Work Pressure with Personal Accomplishment, 
however, did not improve the model fit substantially, which led us to retain the pre-
vious models. Both models showed a good model fit: χ2[391] = 656.23, CFI = 0.93, 
TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.04, 0.05], SRMR = 0.06 for the Closeness 
model and χ2[391] = 676.66, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.05, 90% CI [0.04, 
0.05], SRMR = 0.06 for the Conflict model.

Figure 2 displays the final models for Closeness and Conflict. In both models, the 
indirect associations of Work Pressure through Closeness or Conflict on Emotional 
Exhaustion and Depersonalization were positive and differed significantly from 
zero. However, the direct associations of Work Pressure on Emotional Exhaustion 
and Depersonalization were also significant, indicating that there was only a partial 
mediation. Indirect associations from Work Pressure via Closeness or Conflict to 
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Personal Accomplishment were negative but only significantly different from zero 
for Closeness. As the non-significant difference test suggested, this indicated a full 
mediation via Closeness. However, Conflict did not mediate the association between 
Work Pressure and Personal Accomplishment, as the negative path coefficient from 
Conflict to Personal Accomplishment was non-significant.

3.2  Study 2

Regarding the moderating role of principal–teacher relationships (Hypothesis 1), 
the baseline models again demonstrated a good fit: χ2[390] = 693.73, CFI = 0.94, 
TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.04, 0.05], SRMR = 0.06 for the Closeness 
model and χ2[390] = 669.56, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.04, 
0.05], SRMR = 0.06 for the Conflict model. However, the log-likelihood ratio tests 
were non-significant (Closeness: D[3] = 1.80, p =.615; Conflict: D[3] = 0.37, p =.946) 
and did not indicate an improvement in model fit when latent interaction terms were 
added. Hence, all interaction paths were non-significant. Again, however, significant 
direct associations were found (Table  4). Work Pressure was positively linked to 
Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization in the Closeness and Conflict model. 
In contrast to Study 1, the negative association between Work Pressure and Personal 
Accomplishment was significant. Furthermore, Closeness was again negatively asso-
ciated with Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization and was positively related 
to Personal Accomplishment. Conflict was positively associated with Depersonali-
zation and Emotional Exhaustion, whereas the negative association with Personal 
Accomplishment was yet again non-significant.

In terms of the mediating role (Hypothesis 2), baseline models indicated an accept-
able model fit (Table 5). However, CFIs for both the Closeness and Conflict model 
showed room for improvement. In addition, the Satorra–Bentler scaled χ2 difference 
test indicated a significantly better fit for models in which first, the paths between 
Work Pressure and Emotional Exhaustion and, subsequently, the paths linking Work 
Pressure to Depersonalization were added. In contrast to Study 1, however, a better 
model fit was still indicated when paths linking Work Pressure with Personal Accom-
plishment were added. The latter models were retained and showed a good fit to the 
data: χ2[390] = 693.73, CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.04, 0.05], 
SRMR = 0.06 for the Closeness model and χ2[390] = 669.56, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.04, 90% CI [0.04, 0.05], SRMR = 0.06 for the Conflict model.

The final models for Closeness and Conflict are depicted in Fig. 3. Again, in both 
models, the indirect associations of Work Pressure through Closeness or Conflict 
on Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization were positive and differed signifi-
cantly from zero, providing evidence for mediation. Based on the significant direct 
associations of Work Pressure on Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization, this 
indicated that there was a partial mediation again. Indirect associations from Work 
Pressure via Closeness or Conflict to Personal Accomplishment were negative but 
again only significantly differed from zero for Closeness, providing evidence for 
mediation. As the direct association between Work Pressure and Personal Accom-
plishment remained significant, this indicated a partial mediation, which was a dif-
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ference compared to Study 1. Conflict did not serve as a mediator as the path from 
Conflict to Personal Accomplishment was again non-significant.

4  Discussion

This paper describes two empirical studies that explored the role of the affective 
quality of dyadic principal–teacher relationships in the association between work 
pressure and teacher burnout. In particular, we examined whether affective principal–
teacher relationships acted as moderators or mediators for the association between 
work pressure and symptoms of teacher burnout (cf. Spilt et al., 2011). Moreover, we 
considered the role of two educational contexts (Hargreaves, 2000) and investigated 
whether our findings were comparable for primary (Study 1) and secondary school 
teachers (Study 2). Major findings were as follows: First, work pressure appears to 
be highly relevant for teachers’ experiences of burnout, regardless of the quality of 
their relationship with the principal. Second, principal–teacher relationships seem to 
act as mediators rather than moderators in the association between work pressure and 
burnout. Third, most findings were comparable across the two educational contexts.

4.1  The moderating role of affective, dyadic principal–teacher relationships

Our findings did not support the moderation hypothesis (cf. Spilt et al., 2011). Hence, 
it appeared that the strength of the association of work pressure with the three facets 
of burnout did not depend on either closeness or conflict. In addition, this was found 
for both primary and secondary school teachers.

These findings are not in line with previous research that found evidence that associa-
tions between teachers’ work pressure (e.g., student misbehavior) and aspects of teacher 
well-being were dependent on how supportive principals acted or on their leadership prac-
tices (Bakker et al., 2007; Breevaart & Bakker, 2018). A possible explanation is that these 
studies adopted different conceptualizations of principal–teacher relationships than the 
present research (i.e., behaviors versus affective, dyadic relationships). A further explana-
tion can be found in recent research by Collie (2021, 2023), which has explored two facets 

Table 3  Model comparison of structural equation models in Study 1
Model χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR TRd
Closeness
Full Mediation 768.29*** 393 0.89 0.88 0.05 0.08
+ Exhaustion 678.43*** 392 0.92 0.91 0.05 0.07 192.97***
+ Depersonalization 656.23*** 391 0.93 0.92 0.04 0.06 21.49***
+ Accomplishment 653.75*** 390 0.93 0.92 0.04 0.06 2.40
Conflict
Full Mediation 780.26*** 393 0.88 0.87 0.05 0.08
+ Exhaustion 692.72*** 392 0.91 0.90 0.05 0.07 227.76***
+ Depersonalization 676.66*** 391 0.92 0.91 0.05 0.06 13.85***
+ Accomplishment 673.70*** 390 0.92 0.91 0.05 0.06 2.74
Note *** p < .001. The χ2 statistic with MLR estimation is asymptotically equivalent to the Yuan-Bentler 
T2* test statistic. The “+” indicates which direct association was added for the subsequent model
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of principals’ leadership (i.e., autonomy-supportive and autonomy-thwarting leadership). 
Similar to closeness in our study, autonomy-supportive leadership can be seen as a posi-
tive quality of principals’ behaviors. In contrast, autonomy-thwarting leadership can be 
seen as a negative quality similar to conflict. Unlike previous research utilizing principal’s 
support as an explaining mechanism (Bakker et al., 2007), the relationship between work 
pressure and aspects of teacher well-being, including teacher burnout, was independent 
of the facets of principals’ autonomy support (Collie, 2021, 2023). Thus, concerns about 
the moderating role of principals’ leadership were raised. It was argued that support by 
the principal, as in Bakker et al.’s study (2007), might be more relevant and more acces-

Fig. 2  Structural equation models predicting teacher burnout in Study 1. Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p 
< .001. Non-significant paths are depicted with dashed lines
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sible if teachers face exhausting situations than principals’ leadership practices reflected 
by two qualities. If negative (autonomy thwart) and positive qualities (autonomy support) 
originate from the same source—the school principal—this might not be seen as directly 
helpful in the face of increased work pressure and the possible onset of teacher burnout 
(Collie, 2021).

This line of reasoning corresponds to the matching hypothesis (Cohen & Wills, 
1985) as well as the triple-matching hypothesis of social support (de Jonge & Dor-
mann, 2006). Research using similar accounts like Spilt et al. (2011) for hypoth-
esizing a moderating role has failed to establish interactive effects consistently. 
Therefore, it was argued that it is not merely about the availability of social support 
but also about how specifically the support matches the stressor to mitigate associa-
tions with strain (matching hypothesis). Hence, if it is an emotional stressor (e.g., 
student misbehavior), then emotional support (e.g., by the principal) seems most 
helpful. Furthermore, de Jonge and Dormann (2006) argued that it is most likely to 
find significant interactive effects when, in addition, the stressors (e.g., emotional) 
match the strain (e.g., emotional exhaustion; triple matching hypothesis). Regard-
ing the two studies at hand, it can be argued that the match between affective prin-
cipal–teacher relationships and work pressure could be more pronounced because 
work pressure is a contextual force for which the principal is considered to be partly, 
but not mainly responsible. Moreover, in addition to the association between work 
pressure and emotional exhaustion, where there is a stronger match, the match with 
depersonalization and, in particular, personal accomplishment is rather weak. How-
ever, it should be added that there is also research that considered the triple-match 
principle with work pressure as a stressor, emotional support from the principal, and 
emotional exhaustion as a strain but found no evidence for a moderating role (Maas 
et al., 2021). This study shows that methodological aspects must also be considered 
in addition to matching principles. Nevertheless, to summarize, an even better match 
between the stressor and the affective quality of the principal–teacher relationship, as 
hypothesized by Spilt et al. (2011) for student misbehavior and affective teacher–stu-
dent relationships, but also between stressor and strain, could help detect a buffering 
(closeness) or boosting (conflict) role of principal–teacher relationships.

As a consequence, it seems that work pressure is associated with teacher burn-
out, regardless of the degree of closeness and conflict in the relationship with the 
principal. However, the present research yielded evidence for the role of increased 
work pressure in any of the teacher burnout symptoms. More specifically, teachers 
under high work pressure felt more emotionally exhausted. This underpins previous 
research that also found work pressure to be the most important stressor in the school 
context, increasing the risk of burnout (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017, 2020). More-
over, in the present studies, teachers with high work pressure were likely to perceive 
greater depersonalization and lower personal accomplishment. Based on increasing 
external requirements, teachers may feel that the time invested in bureaucratic tasks 
is disproportionate to the benefits for the students, provoking a vicious cycle of burn-
out symptoms (Ballet & Kelchtermans, 2009). This is a pertinent assessment insofar 
as work pressure is not only related to emotionally draining experiences but also to 
what teachers see as their core task, namely teaching students (Van Droogenbroeck 
et al., 2014). In turn, this could explain why direct associations have been found 
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between work pressure and the interpersonal component of burnout (depersonaliza-
tion) and teachers’ teaching-related efficacy beliefs (personal accomplishment) in the 
present research. As a result, educational administrators could pay particular atten-
tion to diminishing teachers’ work pressure caused by external demands to prevent 
them from experiencing burnout complaints and possible negative influences on their 
professional practice.

4.2  The mediating role of affective, dyadic principal–teacher relationships

As expected (Aldrup et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2019; Rafsanjani et al., 2019), prin-
cipal–teacher relationships mediated the association between work pressure and 
teacher burnout. Therefore, in line with the idea that principals act protective against 
external stressors (Ballet & Kelchtermans, 2008, 2009), work pressure led teach-
ers to experience less close and more conflictual relationships with their principals, 
which, in turn, resulted in higher levels of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 
or lower levels of personal accomplishment. This was found for teachers in primary 
and secondary education, which provides initial evidence for a mediating role of 
principal–teacher relationships.

In both studies, teachers who felt pressured by their work were more likely to 
perceive a lower sense of personal accomplishment through a less close relationship 
between teacher and principal. This is in line with previous research, suggesting that 
teachers’ satisfaction with the principal–teacher relationships is relevant to teach-
ers’ work performance and might, thus, act as a protective factor against burnout 
(Yao et al., 2020). Furthermore, the non-significant indirect effect through conflict 
(based on a non-significant relationship between conflict and personal accomplish-
ment) aligns with existing scholarship on teacher–student relationships, where con-
flict showed a weak significant relationship (Alamos et al., 2022) or non-significant 
relationship (Corbin et al., 2019) with personal accomplishment. This might regarded 
construct-wise as conflictual principal–teacher relationships may be less salient to 
teachers’ evaluations of their efficacy in influencing students’ lives. Furthermore, 
one difference between the present two studies emerged. The association between 

Table 5  Model comparison of structural equation models in Study 2
Model χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR TRd
Closeness
Full Mediation 823.51*** 393 0.91 0.90 0.05 0.08
+ Exhaustion 717.00*** 392 0.93 0.92 0.04 0.07 114.76***
+ Depersonalization 700.17*** 391 0.93 0.93 0.04 0.06 77.56***
+ Accomplishment 693.73*** 390 0.94 0.93 0.04 0.06 6.44*
Conflict
Full Mediation 786.25*** 393 0.91 0.90 0.05 0.08
+ Exhaustion 686.33*** 392 0.93 0.92 0.04 0.06 99.92***
+ Depersonalization 677.81*** 391 0.93 0.93 0.04 0.06 13.00***
+ Accomplishment 669.56*** 390 0.93 0.93 0.04 0.06 8.49**
Note * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. The χ2statistic with MLR estimation is asymptotically equivalent 
to the Yuan-Bentler T2* test statistic. The “+” indicates which direct association was added for the 
subsequent model
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work pressure and personal accomplishment was fully mediated in Study 1 and 
partially mediated in Study 2. The difference between both studies could relate to 
the fact that primary schools might enable teachers to engage in more meaningful 
interactions with their principals (Zee et al., 2023). As such, principal–teacher inter-
actions in primary education may offer more frequent opportunities to transfer or 
exchange information and emotions and provide teachers with more task-related or 
task-accomplishing information (Yao et al., 2020). Ultimately, such feedback-rich 
interactions could be internalized by teachers as a more positive principal–teacher 
relationship (cf. Spilt et al., 2011).

Fig. 3  Structural equation models predicting teacher burnout in Study 2. Note *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p 
< .001. Non-significant paths are depicted with dashed lines
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With the exception of personal accomplishment in Study 1, all associations 
between work pressure and teacher burnout symptoms remained significant. These 
partial mediations possibly suggest further mechanisms explaining the role of work 
pressure in teacher burnout. For instance, a study by Yu et al. (2015) with middle 
school teachers revealed that increased pressures in the school context may affect 
teachers’ efficacy beliefs as they struggle to cope and may eventually feel exhausted. 
Another explanatory mechanism might be the work–family conflict. Zhao et al. 
(2022) found in a study of primary and secondary school teachers that job stress was 
associated with teacher burnout through work–family conflict and that the indirect 
effect was stronger for teachers with high self-efficacy. Due to the role pressure at 
work and in the family, teachers may perceive a conflict of internal resources, emo-
tions, and behaviors and experience higher levels of burnout under high job stress. 
More research is needed to find out if there are other factors that could explain the 
association or why work pressure is still so important that it shows direct associations 
with teacher burnout.

5  Limitations and future directions

Some limitations to this research should be acknowledged. First, both studies relied 
on cross-sectional data, prohibiting causal conclusions. Thus, longitudinal studies, in 
which work pressure, principal–teacher relationships, and burnout are measured at 
different moments in the school year, are needed to investigate the causality of influ-
ences. Furthermore, for the present two studies, it was argued that work pressure is 
partly responsible for the affective quality of principal–teacher relationships. How-
ever, reciprocal influences might also be tenable. Future research could, therefore, 
examine reciprocal influences between work pressure, principal–teacher relation-
ships, and teacher burnout, also to enable a more thorough investigation of media-
tion processes (cf. Maas et al., 2021). Ideally, such studies could adequately control 
for within-person and between-person variability, as this might conflate research 
findings.

Second, the two studies are based on teacher reports only. As such, some associa-
tions might be inflated due to same-informant bias (cf. Roorda et al., 2011), and prin-
cipals might also have different perspectives on the mutual relationship than teachers 
(cf. Zee & Koomen, 2017). Future research could, therefore, consider the principal’s 
perspective as well. However, a measure for capturing the principal–teacher relation-
ships from the principal’s perspective is yet to be developed.

Third, for some teachers, the relationship with the assistant principal may be more 
important than that with the principal, especially when the principal is frequently 
absent due to meetings or in-service training courses (Ballet & Kelchtermans, 2008). 
In that case, the assistant principal is entrusted with clarifying the most urgent mat-
ters (e.g., support to counsel students and their parents). Consequently, the assistant 
principal could be more important in protecting teachers from the consequences of 
high work pressure. Future research could, therefore, consider the affective, dyadic 
relationship between teachers and principals, as well as assistant principals.
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6  Conclusions

Based on the present two studies, principal–teacher relationships seem to act as a mech-
anism explaining the association between work pressure and teacher burnout. Princi-
pals must be aware of this finding as they may not prioritize the emotional and relational 
nature of their work (Peters & Pearce, 2012). Principal–teacher relationships are “alter-
ables,” as described by Hakanen et al. (2006), meaning that such factors in the school 
context can be changed more easily (i.e., in the short term). In contrast, “givens” such as 
work pressure are aspects that can be changed only in the long term via large-scale sys-
temic efforts. As such, intervention research on teacher–student relationships by Bos-
man et al. (2021) has provided evidence for short-term improvements in closeness and 
decreases in conflict through multiple reflection sessions on individual relationships.

The present research shows that building an affectionate, warm relationship 
between teachers and principals is relevant to protecting teachers from the negative 
correlates of work pressure. Highlighting the role of emotional understanding, Bal-
let and Kelchtermans (2009) point out that teachers’ working conditions are never 
neutral; they are largely dependent on individual and collective sense-making. It is, 
therefore, important for principals to set teachers an example of possible reactions 
that signal the right way to make sense of their working conditions to guide teachers’ 
interpretations thereof (cf. Elfenbein, 2016). Generally, this means that principals can 
achieve much through specific attitudes and behaviors (Uslukaya & Demirtas, 2023). 
For example, principals can promote teachers’ well-being by treating them fairly, act-
ing predictably, and establishing an atmosphere where teachers can share their feel-
ings and experiences about their current working conditions. In that regard, primary 
schools provide a prototypical example of greater emotional understanding and sup-
port through established norms of professional warmth (Hargreaves, 2000). Hence, 
although increased work pressure may lead to deteriorated principal–teacher relation-
ships, principals can provide adequate support and thereby strengthen the affective 
bond with teachers. This is something that can even be achieved in secondary schools 
when principal–teacher interactions not only focus on new curriculum standards but 
also when the feelings associated with them are taken seriously.
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