
Understanding novice school leaders’
turnover intentions: the role

of leadership dynamics
Tobias Richard

Department of Sociology, Ume�a University, Ume�a, Sweden

Abstract
Purpose – This study investigated how leader characteristics, interpersonal dynamics, and situational context
may predict turnover intentions among novice principals and assistant principals.
Design/methodology/approach – A quantitative survey was administered to 1,945 novice school leaders in
Sweden. Linear regression analysis was conducted to identify factors contributing to turnover intentions and to
compare the predictive influences between principals and assistant principals.
Findings – The results indicate that leader characteristics such as gender, emotional stability and self-efficacy,
interpersonal dynamics like trust and emotional containment and situational context factors including role
demands and managerial support, significantly shape turnover intentions. The overall pattern of factors
influencing turnover intentions was similar for both principals and assistant principals, with some differences
observed.
Practical implications – The study underscores the limitations of one-dimensional strategies, advocating for a
comprehensive approach to enhancing school leader retention. Effective interventions should address individual
attributes, foster trust within teams and strengthen organizational support structures.
Originality/value – This research provides fresh insights into the turnover intentions of novice school leaders,
emphasizing that a combination of factors across different domains predicts turnover intentions. The findings
support the development of multi-faceted, context-sensitive strategies for retaining school leaders.
Keywords Turnover intentions, Individual characteristics, Situational context, Interpersonal dynamics,
Novice school leaders
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
School leader turnover is closely linked to turnover of teachers (Sun and Wang, 2017) and
school leader colleagues (Bartanen et al., 2021), negative impacts on student outcomes
(Bartanen et al., 2019) and inhibited school development (Grissom et al., 2021).With turnover
rates as high as 20–30% annually (Thelin, 2020) and a median tenure of just three years
(OECD, 2019), Swedish schools face a significant challenge of an overrepresentation of
novice leaders, who thus make up a critical and substantial part of the education system.
Novice school leaders are often placed in challenging schools due to the departure of more
experienced colleagues (B�eteille et al., 2012; Gates et al., 2006; Loeb et al., 2010), and early
challenges in these positions can lead to premature turnover (Spillane andLee, 2014), although
some studies have found lower turnover rates among novice principals than their more
experienced counterparts (Grissom and Bartanen, 2019). Despite their crucial role, it remains
unclear how their leadership experiences influence their turnover intentions.

According toHughes et al. (2019), leadership can be understood through the three domains
of leader characteristics, interpersonal dynamics, and situational context. The leader
characteristics domain includes individual contributions like work experience, emotional
regulation, self-efficacy, age, and gender. Interpersonal dynamics focus on the shared social
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influence process among workplace members, emphasizing the leader follower relationship.
The situational context highlights the broader environment, where factors such as
organizational roles, structure and resources significantly impact leadership behaviors and
effectiveness.

Much of the research on school leader turnover and turnover intentions has traditionally
focused on the dimension of situational context (Snodgrass Rangel, 2018), manifested as
working environment (Richard, 2024; Yan, 2020), school actors (Ni et al., 2015; Sun and Ni,
2016), and school-level factors (B�eteille et al., 2012; Burkhauser et al., 2012; Fuller et al.,
2015). Studies that have included leader characteristics andworkplace interpersonal dynamics
have enhanced our understanding of turnover (Boyce and Bowers, 2016; H�akansson et al.,
2021). However, when investigating school leader turnover, the leadership experience, as
described byHughes et al. (2019), of novice school leaders has not particularly been taken into
consideration. In addition, as the three leadership domainsmay be beneficial for understanding
school leader turnover, the roles of principals and assistant principals may differ in ways that
might influence how their turnover intentions can be explained (Bartanen et al., 2021).
Principals typically carry the primary responsibility for the overall management and strategic
direction of the school, while assistant principals often focus on specific operational aspects
from a not so visible position (Bush, 2024). These differences in roles may potentially affect
their turnover intentions differently. Examining these distinctions is crucial for amore nuanced
understanding of leadership turnover in schools.

Even though we know that the decision to leave a job is influenced by a complex interplay
of factors over time (Lee andMowday, 1987),most of the existing research about school leader
turnover has focused on turnover that has already occurred (Snodgrass Rangel, 2018; Yan,
2023). Thus neglecting the precursors to these decisions. Exploring the factors contributing to
school leaders’ turnover intentions offers crucial insights for policymakers aiming to enhance
leadership stability and succession (Sun and Ni, 2016; Tran, 2017).

To address the research gap, the aim of this study is therefore to investigate how leader
characteristics, workplace interpersonal dynamics and situational context of novice school
leaders may predict novice school leaders’ turnover intentions. The study also explores how
these potential associations might differ between principals and assistant principals.

Leader characteristics
School leader characteristics may significantly shape workplace experience and turnover
intention (Hughes et al., 2019). Experience has been found to have a positive relationship with
turnover stability among school leaders (Baker et al., 2010). However, school leaders with
both minimal and extensive experience have been shown to share similar motivations for
staying, unlike those with moderate experience (Gates et al., 2006). Emotional stability,
defined as inversely related to neuroticism, is a valued quality for school leaders. It enables
them to manage and regulate the emotions and needs of various stakeholders as well as to
themselves (Derue et al., 2011). Leaders with higher emotional stability are more likely to
cope effectively with the stressors and challenges associated with their roles, resulting in
increased job satisfaction and commitment to their schools (Boyland, 2011). The importance
of emotional stability is supported by research findings that link successful leaders with high
extraversion and low neuroticism (Do and Minbashian, 2020), while low flexibility and low
emotional stability have been strongly linked to leadership derailment (Hogan et al., 2011).
Similarly, self-efficacy plays a pivotal role in shaping an individual’s workplace experience,
including their job satisfaction and emotional well-being (Bandura et al., 1999). In the context
of school leadership, the relationship between self-efficacy and turnover intention is
particularly noteworthy. School leaders with a strong sense of self-efficacy are more likely to
exhibit resilience in the face of challenges and demonstrate commitment to their roles.
Conversely, those with lower self-efficacy may feel overwhelmed by the demands of their
positions, ultimately resulting in a higher turnover intention (Skaalvik, 2020).
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School leader characteristics also include factors like age and gender, which demonstrate
complex associationswith turnover. Older leaders are generallymore likely to leave their roles
(Sun and Ni, 2016), but both younger and older leaders than middle-aged ones, also show a
higher propensity to exit (Ni et al., 2015; Tekleselassie and Villarreal, 2011). Age further
moderates the gender-turnover connection, with young female leaders having similar turnover
rates to young men, while older men are more prone to leave than older women (Gates et al.,
2006). Gender studies on turnover present mixed results, with some suggesting men are less
likely to leave (Ni et al., 2015), while others find that women are less likely to leave (Sun and
Ni, 2016; Tekleselassie and Villarreal, 2011).

Interpersonal dynamics
School leaders’ interpersonal dynamics, particularly their relationships with co-workers, may
significantly impact job satisfaction and turnover intentions (Prado Tuma and Spillane, 2019).
Managing team frustrations and emotions can increase stress, leading to higher turnover
(Arvidsson et al., 2021; H�akansson et al., 2021). The number of co-workers also plays a
critical role, as smaller teamsmake it easier to build trust andmanage relationships, potentially
reducing turnover (Leithwood et al., 2008). However, as team size increases, the challenges of
maintaining personal connections and trust grow, often resulting in a reliance on indirect
communication, which can hinder unity (Spillane, 2012). Trust between leaders and co-
workers is crucial (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2000). In a professional setting, a principal
may feel the need to act in ways that foster trust, while in an environment filled with conflict,
they might resort to behavior that promotes distrust in an effort to gain control (Tschannen-
Moran and Hoy, 1998).

Situational context
The situational context addresses the conditions within the organization that may affect
leadership practices and outcomes. In this context, the turnover intention of school leaders
might be influenced by several factors. Swedish compulsory school leaders’ turnover rates
seem to differ between those in private versus public schools (National Agency for Education,
2024). Thus, private and public schools may have different organizational structures and
support systems for their school leaders, which could contribute to varyingwork environments
and conditions (Ni et al., 2015; Sun and Ni, 2016). The school leader’s opportunity to exercise
leadershipmight be altered by organizational aspects such as resource allocation, performance
expectation and accountability, autonomy and decision-making power (Gawlik, 2008; Sun and
Ni, 2016). The availability of resources, along with the organizational role demands, may
shape the school leader’s experience and ability to effectively carry out their responsibilities
(Wells et al., 2010). Additionally, school levels – preschool, compulsory school, high school
and adult education – may present different organizational challenges, possibly affecting
turnover rates (Persson et al., 2021a, b).

The Swedish context and principal training program
The Swedish National Principal Training Program plays a crucial role in preparing novice
school leaders with essential skills and knowledge. This mandatory three-year in-service
program, required within a year of assuming a principal role and voluntary for assistant
principals, covers key areas such as legislation, administration and school leadership
(Norberg, 2019). With approximately 3,500 participants, the program’s comprehensive
approach helps novice leaders navigate the complexities of their roles, potentially improving
retention (Jacob et al., 2015).

As pedagogical leaders, Swedish school leaders must thoroughly understand the
teaching–learning environment to influence teachers’ practices and initiate educational
changes (Merchant et al., 2012). This role has become increasingly complex due to enhanced
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state oversight, legislative changes, rigorous inspections and a focus on systematic quality
assurance. Leaders must balance policy directives with improving educational outcomes
(€Arlestig and Johansson, 2020), reflecting broader challenges in educational leadership
globally (Hoy and Miskel, 2012). In the public sector, school leaders’ roles increasingly
resemble those of first-line managers, involving strategic planning, budget management and
personnel oversight (Bj€ork et al., 2013). New public management has expanded these
responsibilities, requiring leaders to navigate a dynamic work environment and maintain
transparency in reporting (W€allstedt and Almqvist, 2017), which may impact turnover rates
(Creg�ard and Corin, 2019).

Method
Participants
This study targeted novice school leaders who were enrolled in the principal training program
in Sweden during the fall of 2021, drawing on participants from cohorts enrolled in the years
2019, 2020 and 2021. Approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board (DNR, 2021/02,710),
the survey reached 3,096 eligible participants after initial contact information filtering from
the National Agency for Education. Out of these, 2,008 completed the survey, with 1,945
responses (63% of the target population) included in the final analysis. This sample covers a
significant portion of Sweden’s novice school leaders and includes a notable share of the 5,600
principals and 6,800 assistant principals across all educational levels in the country.

Table 1 gives an overview of the participants structured by principal and assistant principal
as well as female and male. The sample was predominantly female, reflecting the gender
distribution of school leaders in Sweden, with most participants working as principals. The
majority were employed in public schools, with female principals mainly in preschools and
male principals in compulsory schools. Assistant principals, both male and female, were
mostly in compulsory schools. A small proportionworkedwithout co-workers,whilemost had
substantial co-worker teams, which included both teachers and administrative staff. School
locations were fairly balanced among urban, close to urban and rural settings. Most
participants, both principals and assistant principals, held teacher or preschool teacher
qualifications. Participants’ experience in the principal training program was evenly spread
across the three years.

Instruments
Six standardized instruments were employed to assess the study’s central constructs, as
outlined in Table 2. These instruments were translated and back-translated between English
and Swedish, adhering to recommended practices (Wang et al., 2006). All constructs
demonstrated acceptable reliability (Tavakol and Dennick, 2011). Participants rated their
responses on a seven-point Likert scale, which was later converted to a 0–10 scale for
improved statistical clarity.

Dependent variable. Turnover intention was measured using the Turnover Intention Scale
(Bothma and Roodt, 2013), a unidimensional scale consisting of six items.

Independent variables. Leader characteristics. Gender, age and years of experience were
collected as background information. Health was assessed with a single item asking
participants to rate their overall health. Emotional instability was measured using the
neuroticism subscale of the Mini-IPIP (Donnellan et al., 2006). Self-efficacy was measured
with the Norwegian Principal Self-Efficacy Scale for instructional leadership
(Skaalvik, 2020).

Interpersonal dynamics. Trust was measured with a subdimension of the Principal Trust
Scale (Tschannen-Moran and Gareis, 2004). Emotional containing, group dynamics and
mentoring co-workers were evaluated using subscales from the Gothenburg Manager
Stress Inventory (GMSI, H�akansson et al., 2021). Emotional containing captures the extent
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to which leaders must manage their co-workers’ frustrations, while group dynamics
assesses the perceived cohesion among staff. Co-workers refers to all school employees,
including teachers and administrative staff. Mentoring co-workers refers to the energy
spent on structuring and guiding their work. To assess the number of co-workers that the
school leader at the time was responsible for, they were asked to fill in the number in
clusters of 0, 1–10, 11–20, 21–30 and 31 and up. The categories were then rearranged to
construe only three categories (0, 1–20, 21 and up), transformed into dummy variables
where 0 was set as the reference value.

Situational context. School levels were transformed into dummy variables with preschool
as the reference category. Organizer affiliationwas similarly transformed, with private schools
serving as the reference. Salary satisfaction and support from superiors were assessed using
subscales from the Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ, Kristensen et al.,
2005). Organizational role demands were measured with a subscale from the GMSI, focusing
on the pressures placed on school leaders by their organizational roles. Resource deficit, also
measured with the GMSI, assessed the extent to which leaders felt their schools were under-
resourced for managing responsibilities effectively.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of participants distribution in % (n 5 1,945)

Principal 62% (1,206) Assistant principal 38% (739)
Female Male Female Male
85% (1,025) 15% (181) 73% (539) 27% (200)

Organizer
Public 64 68 76 73
Private 36 32 24 27

School level
Preschool 60 16 13 3
Compulsory 28 62 68 62
High school 7 12 15 27
Adult 5 10 4 8

Number of co-workers
0 4 3 14 11
1–20 28 26 21 30
21 68 71 65 59

Age
Mean 47.48 46.57 47.94 46.01
SD 7.00 7.81 6.34 6.60

School location
Urban 28 20 45 47
Close to urban 40 48 37 37
Rural 32 32 18 16

Education
Teacher 44 78 74 85
Preschool teacher 49 12 15 1
Leisure time teacher 2 3 4 3
Other 6 7 8 11

Years in principal training program
1 33 33 28 33
2 35 36 33 32
3 32 31 39 35
Source(s): Author’s own work
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and instrument overview of variables of the study

Variable

Min-
Max
Value Mean SD

Number of
items

Alpha
value Instrument name Research reference (Example) item

Leader characteristics
Age 26–71 47.43 6.90 1 N/A How old are you?
Health 0–10 7.22 1.99 1 N/A How would you rate your overall

health?
Experience in years 0–10 3.70 2.28 1 N/A Number of years as school leader?
Emotional
instability

0–10 3.74 1.83 4 0.64 Mini-IPIP Donnellan et al.
(2006)

I am relaxed most of the time

Self-Efficacy 0–10 7.35 1.40 15 0.94 Norwegian Principal Self-
Efficacy Scale for Instructional
Leadership

Skaalvik (2020) How certain are you that you can guide
teachers about educational matters?

Interpersonal dynamics
Trust 0–10 7.46 1.44 9 0.87 Principal Trust Scale Tschannen-Moran

and Gareis (2004)
I can trust my teachers even in difficult
situations

Emotional
Containing

0–10 5.87 2.48 2 0.86 Gothenburg Manager Stress
Inventory

H�akansson et al.
(2021)

How often do you have to handle co-
workers’ frustrations?

Group dynamics 0–10 3.30 2.06 3 0.79 Gothenburg Manager Stress
Inventory

H�akansson et al.
(2021)

How often do you face security and
cohesion issues among employees?

Mentoring co-
workers

0–10 4.87 2.19 2 0.84 Gothenburg Manager Stress
Inventory

H�akansson et al.
(2021)

How often do you have to plan and
structure employees’ work?

Situational context
Salary Satisfaction 0–10 3.98 2.49 5 0.90 The Copenhagen Psychosocial

Questionnaire
Kristensen et al.
(2005)

I have a reasonable salary in relation to
the burden and responsibility of my
duties?

Resource deficit 0–10 6.19 2.59 3 0.83 Gothenburg Manager Stress
Inventory

H�akansson et al.
(2021)

How often is your school under-
resourced for workload peaks?

Organizational role
demands

0–10 5.28 2.30 3 0.84 Gothenburg Manager Stress
Inventory

H�akansson et al.
(2021)

How often is school development
responsibility burdensome?

(continued )
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Table 2. Continued

Variable

Min-
Max
Value Mean SD

Number of
items

Alpha
value Instrument name Research reference (Example) item

Support from
superior

0–10 7.70 2.61 2 0.93 The Copenhagen Psychosocial
Questionnaire

Kristensen et al.
(2005)

If you need, do you get support and help
with your work from your immediate
manager?

Dependent variable
Turnover Intention 0–10 4.01 2.12 6 0.86 Turnover intention scale Bothma and Roodt

(2013)
How often have you considered leaving
your job?

Note(s):The variable “Experience in years” includes assistant principal roles held prior to enrollment in the principal training program.While assistant principals are not required
to attend the program, they may do so based on school organizers’ request. 75% of the participants reported 4 years or less of leadership experience (median: 3 years), with only
7.1% reporting 7–10 years of experience
Source(s): Author’s own work
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Analysis
The data were analyzed using SPSS version 28. Descriptive statistics, including measures of
central tendency and distribution, were calculated to provide an overview of the dataset and
understand the interrelationships among the variables. ANOVAs were performed to examine
differences in the study variables between principals and assistant principals. Next, a linear
regression analysis was conducted, employing different models to explore the relationships
between independent and dependent variables. This approach systematically introduced
variables to determine their unique contributions, providing robust insights into the factors
influencing turnover intention.

Results
Descriptive overview and differences
Table 3 provides a statistical overview of the key variables of the study, including means and
standard deviations for each variable. In addition, the F statistic from a one-way ANOVA
compares the results between principals and assistant principals for each of the variables. The
results show that principals rated their health lower (p< 0.001) and perceived less support from
their superior (p < 0.001), and at the same time not only had higher organizational role
demands (p < 0.05) but also higher self-efficacy (p < 0.01).

Table 4 provides an overview of the turnover intention means and standard deviations
across various categorical independent variables. Overall, the turnover intentions of principals
and assistant principals appear similar and may not be attributed to any variables in the model,
except for the compulsory school level, where principals experience significantly higher
turnover intentions than assistant principals (p < 0.05).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of continues variables of the study

Variable
Total sample
mean(SD)

Principals
mean(SD)

Assistant
principals
mean(SD) F(11,945)

Leader characteristics
Age 47.43 (6.9) 47.40 (7.16) 47.46 (6.48) 0.03
Health 7.22 (1.99) 7.08 (2.00) 7.44 (1.95) 15.51***
Experience in years 3.70 (2.28) 3.74 (2.40) 3.64 (2.08) 0.87
Emotional instability 3.74 (1.83) 3.78 (1.82) 3.69 (1.82) 1.13
Self-efficacy 7.35 (1.40) 7.41 (1.37) 7.22 (1.45) 8.80**

Interpersonal dynamics
Trust 7.46 (1.44) 7.50 (1.42) 7.38 (1.47) 3.40
Emotional containing 5.87 (2.48) 5.88 (2.56) 5.87 (2.33) 0.00
Group dynamics 3.30 (2.06) 3.20 (2.07) 3.45 (2.02) 7.04
Mentoring co-workers 4.87 (2.19) 4.93 (2.19) 4.75 (2.20) 3.27

Situational context
Salary satisfaction 3.98 (2.49) 3.93 (2.43) 4.01 (2.56) 0.51
Resource deficit 6.19 (2.59) 6.22 (2.63) 6.13 (2.53) 0.53
Organizational role demands 5.28 (2.30) 5.40 (2.30) 5.13 (2.29) 6.66*
Support from superior 7.70 (2.61) 7.42 (2.70) 8.10 (2.42) 31.08***

Dependent variable
Turnover intention 4.01 (2.12) 4.05 (2.10) 3.98 (2.14) 0.411
Note(s): * 5 p < 0.05, ** 5 p < 0.01 and *** 5 p < 0.001
Source(s): Author’s own work

Journal of
Educational

Administration

151

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/jea/article-pdf/63/2/144/9701195/jea-03-2024-0073.pdf by guest on 11 June 2026



Exploring key factors in relation to turnover intentions
The linear regression analysis, presented in Table 5, offers insights into the relationship
between turnover intentions and the independent variables for the total sample but also
principals and assistant principals separately. The results reveal that the explained variance in
turnover intention increases as more domains are included in the models, culminating in
Model 5, which incorporates all predictor variables and accounts for around 45% of the
explained variance.Model 1,where only leader variableswere included, could explainmore of
the variance than the variables included in interpersonal dynamics (Model 2) could. However,
situational context (Model 4) was the group of variables that, by itself, could explain most of
the variance.

Gender was a significant predictor for turnover intention among principals but less so for
assistant principals, suggesting gender-related turnover factors may be more pronounced
among principals, as men are more likely to leave. Trust in co-workers was a significant
predictor for principals but not for assistant principals (except in model 1), highlighting the
potential difference in howwork relationships impact turnover intentions between these roles.
Organizational role demands were a stronger predictor for principals, while support from
superiors was consistently significant for both groups but showed a slightly stronger effect for
assistant principals. Age showed minimal effect across models, whereas experience showed
significant but weak relations for the turnover intentions of principals, while there was no
significant prediction for assistant principals. Mentoring co-workers could not significantly
predict turnover intention for either group. However, the experienced dynamics among co-
workers was a strong predictor among assistant principals but reduced when the variables of
leader characteristics and situational context were added in model 5.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for turnover intention by categorical variables

Total sample mean
(SD)

Principals mean
(SD)

Assistant principals mean
(SD) F(11,945)

Leader characteristics

Gender
Women 3.93 (2.09) 3.97 (2.09) 3.87 (2.10) 0.78
Men 4.37 (2.18) 4.48 (2.14) 4.29 (2.22) 0.71

Interpersonal dynamics

Number of team members
0 3.62 (2.10) 3.50 (1.93) 3.69 (2.18) 0.28
1–20 3.85 (2.13) 3.83 (2.10) 3.88 (2.16) 0.05
21 - 4.13 (2.12) 4.17 (2.11) 4.07 (2.13) 0.55

Situational context

School level
Preschool 3.90 (2.05) 3.92 (2.03) 3.68 (2.16) 0.94
Compulsory
school

4.08 (2.17) 4.25 (2.20) 3.95 (2.12) 4.15*

High school 4.16 (2.19) 4.16 (2.14) 4.16 (2.23) 0.00
Adult education 3.95 (2.03 3.74 (1.94) 4.32 (2.15) 1.86

Organizer
Public 4.14 (2.12) 4.21 (2.10) 4.05 (2.13) 1.90
Independent 3.76 (2.10) 3.75 (2.10) 3.78 (2.18) 0.23
Note(s): * 5 p < 0.05, ** 5 p < 0.01 and *** 5 p < 0.001
Source(s): Author’s own work
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Table 5. Linear regression of turnover intention for principals, assistant principals and total sample

Total sample (n 5 1,945) Principals (n 5 1,206) Assistant principals (n 5 739)
1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Constant 7.71*** 4.66*** 5.97*** 3.98*** 6.41*** 7.66*** 4.77*** 6.11*** 3.60*** 6.29*** 7.83*** 4.52*** 5.54*** 4.89*** 6.25***

Leader characteristics
Gender (female as
reference)

0.38*** 0.41*** 0.32* 0.52*** 0.55*** 0.38* 0.26 0.30 0.26

Age 0.00 0.00 �0.01 �0.00 0.00 �0.01 0.00 �0.01 �0.01
Health �0.24*** �0.24*** �0.19*** �0.24*** �0.24*** �0.19*** �0.24*** �0.23*** �0.18***
Experience 0.06** 0.05* 0.05* 0.07** 0.05* 0.05* 0.04 0.03 0.04
Emotional instability 0.26*** 0.22*** 0.17*** 0.24*** 0.21*** 0.15*** 0.28*** 0.23*** 0.20***
Self-efficacy �0.44*** �0.30*** �0.14*** �0.42*** �0.28*** �0.11* �0.48*** �0.33*** �0.18**

Interpersonal dynamics
Trust in co-workers �0.30*** �0.06 �0.11** �0.29*** �0.11* �0.17*** �0.30*** 0.02 �0.01
Emotional
containing

0.21*** 0.17*** 0.10*** 0.22*** 0.17*** 0.09*** 0.20*** 0.17*** 0.12***

Co-worker dynamics 0.14*** 0.07** 0.00 0.09* 0.03 �0.05 0.22*** 0.15*** 0.07
Mentoring co-
workers

�0.02 0.01 �0.02 �0.02 0.01 �0.03 �0.03 0.01 0.00

Co-workers 1–20 0.03 0.10 0.02 0.01 0.30 0.41 �0.04 �0.07 �0.12
Co-workers 21- 0.04 0.09 �0.09 0.02 0.30 0.29 �0.02 �0.07 �0.21

Situational context
Compulsory school
(preschool as
reference)

0.19 0.14 0.10 0.16 0.01 0.03

High school
(preschool as
reference)

0.32* 0.35* 0.07 0.09 0.29 0.43

Adult education
(preschool as
reference)

0.34 0.38 0.24 0.26 0.42 0.43

Organizer (private as
reference)

0.04 0.06 0.06 0.06 �0.04 0.03

Salary satisfaction �0.08*** �0.06** �0.08*** �0.07* �0.09* �0.04

(continued )
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Table 5. Continued

Total sample (n 5 1,945) Principals (n 5 1,206) Assistant principals (n 5 739)
1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Resource deficit 0.07*** 0.07*** 0.09*** 0.06* 0.06* 0.08*
Organizational role
demands

0.32*** 0.17*** 0.33*** 0.21*** 0.30*** 0.11*

Support from
superior

�0.25*** �0.19*** �0.22*** �0.17*** �0.31*** �0.23***

Adjusted R2 0.28 0.20 0.34 0.33 0.44 0.25 0.18 0.32 0.34 0.43 0.32 0.23 0.36 0.33 0.45
R2 0.28 0.20 0.34 0.33 0.45 0.26 0.18 0.33 0.34 0.44 0.32 0.23 0.38 0.34 0.47
Source(s): Author’s own work
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One finding is the dynamic nature of the relationship between certain variables and
turnover intention as new predictors were added. For instance, health, in the leader domain and
emotional containing, in the domain of interpersonal dynamics, emerged as significant
predictors. However, the magnitude of these relationships shifted when additional variables
from other domains were introduced, suggesting that the intricate connections between factors
in different domains influenced the turnover intention of both principals and assistant
principals.

Another discovery is the fluctuating influence of self-efficacy and emotional instability
across the models. Both variables were strong predictors in the leader domain. However, their
association decreased when other variables were included, as seen when comparing model 1
and model 5. This pattern suggests that interpersonal dynamics and situational context factors
played a role in confounding these relationships. In addition, the number of co-workers had no
significant association to turnover intention.

Being a school leader in high school was significantly associated with increased turnover
intention compared to being a school leader in preschool; however, when analyzed, each group
per se showed no significant results. Affiliation to public or private school organizers did not
make any significant difference for turnover intention either. Salary and resource deficit were
significantly related to turnover intention but had low predictive value. Overall, the variables
included in the models affected each other substantially, emphasizing the need to consider
multiple domains when examining turnover intention.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to investigate how leader characteristics, workplace interpersonal
dynamics and situational context may predict novice school leaders’ turnover intentions. In
addition, the study explored how these potential associations vary between principals and
assistant principals. Health, self-efficacy, emotional instability and emotional containing
emerged as strong predictors. Gender and trust were related to turnover intentions primarily
among principals. Organizational role demands and support from superiors also significantly
influenced turnover intentions. Overall, differences between principals and assistant
principals were minor, with both groups rather similarly affected by these factors.

Leader characteristics
The results of this study cast new light on school leaders’ gender, age, experience, emotional
stability and self-efficacy as predictors of intentions to remain or leave the school leader
position. While previous research has shown mixed relations between age and turnover (Ni
et al., 2015; Sun and Ni, 2016; Tekleselassie and Villarreal, 2011), this study found almost no
relationship between age and turnover intention. This finding suggests that other factors may
play a more decisive role in the turnover intentions of novice school leaders. Almost the same
pattern could be seen when investigating experience. Although prior research indicates that
experience generally correlates with turnover stability and better equips leaders to navigate
their roles (Baker et al., 2010), this study suggests that the protective effect of experience may
be diminished in contexts where novice school leaders are predominant. In contrast, gender
emerged as a more pronounced factor. Despite the mixed findings in earlier studies (Ni et al.,
2015; Sun and Ni, 2016; Tekleselassie and Villarreal, 2011), this study reveals a clearer trend;
male principals expressed higher turnover intentions than women principals, while this
relationship could not be established statistically significant among the assistant principals.

Regarding emotional instability, the results extend the existing literature by directly
correlating emotional instability with increased turnover intentions, echoing the positive link
between emotional stability and job commitment highlighted by Boyland (2011). The study
reaffirmed the significant impact of health and self-efficacy on leaders’ turnover intentions,
aligning with existing research on the role of psychological factors in occupational
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commitment (Bandura, 1997; Skaalvik, 2020). Other studies have shown that stress and health
issues, including poor sleep, can erode principals’ self-efficacy, influencing their decision to
stay in their roles (Su-Keene et al., 2024). The findings from this study suggest that while self-
efficacy plays a crucial role in helping leaders face challenges and remain committed, its
impact on turnover intentionsmay be intertwinedwith other factors, such as situational context
and interpersonal dynamics. This indicates that the link between self-efficacy and turnover
intention is complex and likely influenced by multiple factors.

Interpersonal dynamics
The results within the domain of interpersonal dynamics indicate that trust within the team
is inversely related to turnover intentions, aligning with the research that underscores the
importance of trust in leadership stability (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2000). This
relationship underscores the importance of relational aspects in understanding turnover
intention and adds complexity to models like the job demands-resources model, which
considers only job-specific factors (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Conversely, the role of
emotional containing and themanagement of group dynamics emerged as factors positively
correlated with turnover intentions. These findings are congruent with theories
emphasizing the psychological toll of emotional labor (Hochschild et al., 1983; Maslach
et al., 2001), suggesting that the interpersonal dynamics within an organization can be a
source of stress, thereby exacerbating turnover intention. In the Swedish context, where a
significant proportion of school leaders exhibit symptoms of emotional exhaustion and
burnout (Persson et al., 2021a, b), these findings gain even more relevance, offering new
insights into the specific interpersonal challenges that contribute to turnover. Furthermore,
the results of this study shed light on the influence of team size on turnover intentions.
Contrary to Leithwood et al. (2008), who suggested the management of larger teams
inherently increases turnover intention, the data of this study did not show a significant
association between the number of co-workers and turnover intention. This might suggest
that while the complexity of managing larger teams is acknowledged, other mediating
factors, such as the group dynamics and trust, may be more influential in a leader’s decision
to stay or leave.

Situational context
The domain of situational context exhibited the most significant explanatory power for
turnover intention, in alignment with previous research (Grissom et al., 2021; Papa, 2007).
Specifically, role demands and support from superiors emerged as critical factors, thereby
emphasizing the importance of organizational elements in shaping turnover behavior. More
specifically, the results support the findings of H�akansson et al. (2021), highlighting the stress
and reduced workability that result from such role demands, potentially leading to lower job
satisfaction and increased turnover.

In combination with the other independent variables of the regression model, expected
differences in turnover intentions between leaders in private versus public schools (National
Agency for Education, 2024) were not observed. This challenges the notion of organizational
type as a determinant of turnover and alignswith the findings ofNi et al. (2015) and Sun andNi
(2016), suggesting that the impact of structural organizational differences might be explained
when dissecting the school organizer into a number of variables that theoretically construe the
concept of organization (Richard, 2024). While school leaders affiliated with high schools
showed elevated turnover intentions in the overall analysis, no significant effects were found
when examining principals and assistant principals separately. This suggests that while school
level might be associated with turnover intentions, further investigation is needed to clarify
this relationship (Persson et al., 2021a, b). Further, whileGawlik (2008) and Sun andNi (2016)
argue that leadership opportunities are shaped by organizational characteristics such as
autonomy and decision-making power, this study suggests that the influence of these factors
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on turnover intention is perhaps mediated by the level of support from superiors and role
demands, a link not explicitly made in prior research. This insight builds upon Wells et al.’s
(2010) recognition of the importance of support from the superintendent together with
demands of the organizational role, which play a substantial role in a leader’s experience and
their subsequent intentions to stay or leave.

Differences between principals and assistant principals
The study reveals that while the turnover intentions of principals and assistant principals are
influenced by similar factors, with health, self-efficacy and emotional instability impacting
them similarly, there are nuances in their experiences that reflect their distinct roles (Bush,
2024). For principals, trust in co-workers and organizational demands are more pronounced
predictors of turnover intentions. This suggests that the strategic, high-level responsibilities
associated with the principal role make trust and managing organizational pressures critical
areas for their retention. On the other hand, assistant principals exhibited a stronger
relationship between support from superiors and turnover intentions, highlighting the
importance of hierarchical support in theirmore operational, less visible roles. This alignswith
Bartanen et al. (2021), who emphasized the significant mobility of assistant principals and
their connection to principal turnover, indicating that support structures are crucial for their
retention. These results emphasize the need to consider both the shared and unique aspects of
principals’ and assistant principals’ roles in developing effective retention strategies, which
could enhance stability in school leadership.

Limitations and future research
This study is not without limitations. The cross-sectional design restricts the ability to draw
causal inferences, as it captures data at a single point in time, limiting the understanding of
cause-and-effect relationships. To gain more robust insights, future research could benefit
from longitudinal studies that track novice school leaders over time, offering a clearer picture
of how leader characteristics and situational contexts influence turnover intentions (Richard,
2024). Additionally, incorporating mixed-method approaches that include qualitative data
would enrich the analysis (Su-Keene et al., 2024), providing a deeper understanding of school
leaders’ perceptions and the reasons behind their career decisions. Such qualitative insights
would complement the quantitative findings and help in exploring how different contexts and
interventions affect the turnover of novice leaders.

Conclusions and implications
The findings of this research highlight the complex nature of turnover intentions among
novice school leaders. Given the significant impact of school leader turnover on
educational outcomes and school stability (Bartanen et al., 2019; Grissom et al., 2021),
this study presents several key implications for policy and practice. Policymakers should
prioritize developing training programs that specifically address the challenges faced by
novice school leaders. Emphasizing frameworks for mentorship and ongoing professional
development could serve as effective interventions to help novice leaders navigate common
challenges and reduce turnover risks (Jacob et al., 2015; Richard, 2024). Furthermore,
practitioners should focus on creating supportive frameworks tailored to the distinct needs
of both principals and assistant principals. For principals, initiatives that foster trust within
their teams and strategies to manage organizational demands could be crucial in mitigating
turnover intentions. Assistant principals, on the other hand, may benefit more from robust
support systems provided by their superiors. Addressing these distinct needs can lead to
more effective retention strategies that accommodate the unique challenges of different
school leadership roles.
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