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Abstract
The current study explored relations between principal self-efficacy for instructional 
leadership, emotional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to quit the work as 
a principal. Participants in the study were 340 principals in elementary school and 
high school in five randomly selected counties in Norway. The theoretical frame-
works for the study were self-efficacy theory and theoretical perspectives on instruc-
tional leadership. A new 15-item “Norwegian self-efficacy for instructional lead-
ership scale” consisting of five subscales was developed and tested by means of 
confirmatory factor analyses. Both a model defining five correlated primary factors 
(Model 1) and a model defining a single second order factor (Model 2) had good 
fit to the data. SEM analysis revealed that self-efficacy for instructional leadership 
was negatively related to emotional exhaustion and positively related to engagement, 
indicating good criterion validity of the scale. Self-efficacy was also negatively 
related to motivation to quit. This relation was indirect and mediated through both 
emotional exhaustion and engagement. The dimension of self-efficacy for instruc-
tional leadership that was most strongly associated with emotional exhaustion and 
engagement was self-efficacy for motivating teachers. The dimension that was most 
weakly related to these variables was self-efficacy for creating a positive and safe 
learning environment for the students.
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1 Introduction

School principals have a crucial role in developing the learning environment in 
school, which is important for teacher job satisfaction and student learning. For 
instance, Butler and Shibaz (2019), in a study of 650 teachers in Israel, found 
that the principals, through their priorities and evaluations, affect the teachers’ 
goals and practices. However, although the principal functioning may be affected 
by their working conditions, their level of stress and their mastery expectations, 
there is little research on school principal stress (Darmody and Smyth 2016) 
as well as on principal self-efficacy (Federici and Skaalvik 2012). This study 
explores relations between principal self-efficacy for instructional leadership and 
principals’ experiences of emotional exhaustion, work engagement, and motiva-
tion to leave the principal position.

Traditionally, the role of the school principal may be described as one empha-
sizing bureaucratic and management responsibilities, for instance responsibil-
ity for the school economy, facilities, schedules, and personnel (Hallinger et  al. 
2018). During the last decades, the responsibility of the school principals in many 
countries has been extended to all aspects of the school management, including 
student learning, the development of goals and visions, establishing evaluation 
procedures, and the development of a safe and stimulating learning environment 
(e.g., Møller and Ottesen 2011; Point et  al. 2008). The Norwegian Directorate 
for Primary and Secondary Education (2016) states that, “By definition, a school 
leader is responsible for everything that happens within the school” (p. 3), and 
“The principal is responsible for the pupils’ learning outcomes and learning envi-
ronment and for ensuring good learning processes in the school” (p. 6). This con-
ceptualization of the responsibility of the school principals is a global trend that 
has led to a stronger focus on instructional leadership and leadership for learning 
(see Hallinger 2010; Hallinger and Murphy 1985; Liu and Hallinger 2018).

The new leadership role requires a broad range of skills as well as expectations 
of being able to cope successfully on a number of areas including instructional 
leadership. The new role may be experienced as challenging and stimulating but 
also as overwhelming, demanding and exhausting. The present study focuses on 
principals’ self-efficacy for instructional leadership. Because instructional leader-
ship increasingly has been accentuated during the last decades it is important to 
explore principals’ self-efficacy for conducting it and how this aspect of principal 
self-efficacy relates to engagement and well-being.

Recent research has shown an increasing interest in teacher self-efficacy. The 
research evidence shows that teacher self-efficacy is positively related to engage-
ment and job satisfaction and negatively related to emotional exhaustion and 
motivation to leave the teaching profession (Collie et al. 2012; Klassen and Chiu 
2011). Less research has been conducted regarding principle self-efficacy. Also, 
researchers have used different scales assessing different dimensions of principal 
self-efficacy. Moreover, little attention has been given to self-efficacy for instruc-
tional leadership and valid instruments for measuring self-efficacy for instruc-
tional leadership as a multidimensional construct is generally lacking.
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One purpose of this study was to develop and factor-analyze a scale for measur-
ing school principals’ self-efficacy for instructional leadership. Another purpose was 
to explore how self-efficacy for instructional leadership was related to emotional 
exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the position as a school principal.

2  Theoretical framework

2.1  Self‑efficacy

In social cognitive theory self-efficacy is defined as “…peoples judgments of their 
capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain designated 
types of performance” (Bandura 1986, p. 391). Thus, self-efficacy refers to a per-
son’s future-oriented belief about what he or she is able to do in different areas (Zim-
merman and Cleary 2006). The construct is often referred to as “mastery expec-
tations”. According to Bong and Skaalvik (2003) self-efficacy may be seen as the 
answer to questions such as “Can I do it” and “How well can I do it”. Self-efficacy 
is a multidimensional, domain specific construct that varies with the task at hand. 
People have different mastery expectations for different activities.

According to social cognitive theory self-efficacy affects peoples’ cognitions, 
emotions, and behavior. For instance, research on teachers has shown that self-effi-
cacy is positively related to job satisfaction and engagement and negatively related 
to burnout and motivation to leave the teaching profession (Brouwers and Tomic 
2000; Collie et al. 2012; Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2017a). People with high self-effi-
cacy also tend to set challenging goals for themselves (Bandura 1997) whereas peo-
ple with low self-efficacy tend to dwell with their shortcomings. People therefore 
tend to avoid situations and activities for which they have low self-efficacy.

2.2  Principal self‑efficacy

Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2004) define principal self-efficacy as a judgment of 
one’s own “… capabilities to structure a particular course of action in order to pro-
duce desired outcomes in the school he or she leads (p. 573). This definition covers 
all responsibilities of the principals. Thus, in accordance with general conceptual-
izations of the construct, principal self-efficacy is conceptualized as a multidimen-
sional construct.

Although there is a general agreement about how to define principal self-efficacy, 
there is little agreement as to how to measure the construct. For instance, Dimmock and 
Hattie (1996) used twelve vignettes to measure self-efficacy in six areas of principal 
functioning: school development, teaching, learning and curriculum, managing staff, 
budgeting, managing parents, and managing the environment. Because the vignettes 
describe particular situations and problems, capturing self-efficacy for each area may 
require more vignettes than was used by Dimmock and Hattie. Tschannen-Moran and 
Gareis (2004) tested Hattie’s instrument and concluded that is was of insufficient sta-
bility and reliability. Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2004) tested a “Principal Sense of 
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Efficacy Scale” (PSES) adapted from the Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale (TSES: Tschan-
nen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy 2001). An 18-item scale was designed to measure three 
dimensions of principal self-efficacy with six items each: efficacy for management, effi-
cacy for moral leadership, and efficacy for instructional leadership. Exploratory fac-
tor analysis clearly separated the three dimensions and revealed moderate correlations 
among them. Federici and Skaalvik (2011) tested a 22-item “Norwegian Principal Self-
Efficacy Scale” by means of confirmatory factor analyses. A model with eight primary 
factors and a single second order factor had good fit to the data.

Despite differences in measures of principal self-efficacy the available research indi-
cates that principal self-efficacy is associated with principal well-being and motivation 
as well as adaptive leadership functioning. Principal self-efficacy has been shown to be 
positively associated with engagement (Federici and Skaalvik 2011), job satisfaction 
(Federici and Skaalvik 2012), persistence in pursuing goals (Osterman and Sullivan 
1996), motivation for retaining in the principal position (Dimmock and Hattie 1996), 
the quality of supervision of teachers (Licklider and Niska 1993), collective teacher 
efficacy (Hallinger et al. 2018), and effort to influence teacher attitudes and behaviors 
(see Hallinger et al. 2018). Principal self-efficacy has also been shown to be negatively 
related to burnout and motivation to leave the principal position (Federici and Skaalvik 
2012).

2.3  Self‑efficacy for instructional leadership

Research on self-efficacy for instructional leadership is scarce and there is a lack of 
valid instruments developed for measuring self-efficacy for instructional leadership 
as a multidimensional construct. The instructional leadership subscale of the Princi-
pal Sense of Efficacy Scale (PSES, Tschannen-Moran and Gareis 2004) had six items 
focusing on motivating teachers, creating enthusiasm for a shared vision for the school, 
managing change, facilitate student learning, and raise student achievement. The six 
items do not capture the variety of functioning related to instructional leadership. For 
instance, I propose that self-efficacy for observing instruction and providing useful 
feedback to the teachers is an important dimension of instructional leadership that is 
not included in the scale. Moreover, I conceptualize self-efficacy for instructional lead-
ership as a multidimensional construct and each dimension of instructional leadership 
needs to be measured with more than one item. The Norwegian Principal Self-Efficacy 
Scale (Federici and Skaalvik 2011) also had a subscale measuring self-efficacy for 
instructional leadership. However, the construct was measured with only two items and 
do not capture the variety of responsibilities related to instructional leadership. In con-
clusion, there is a need for a multidimensional scale measuring self-efficacy for instruc-
tional leadership that can be used as a separate measure.

2.3.1  Defining instructional leadership

In order to develop a scale measuring self-efficacy for instructional leadership it is 
necessary to analyze the construct of instructional leadership. In an early attempt 
to define instructional leadership, which was termed instructional management, 
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Hallinger and Murphy (1985) discriminated between three dimensions: (a) defin-
ing the school mission (e.g., framing and communicating educational goals), (b) 
managing the instructional program (e.g., supervising and evaluating instruction), 
and (c) promoting a positive learning climate (e.g., motivating teachers). In a later 
study Hallinger (2010) used the term “leadership for learning” which he described 
through three dimensions overlapping the dimensions described in 1985: (a) vision 
and goals, (b) academic structures and processes, for instance shaping the practice 
of teachers, and (c) people capacity, for instance supporting the professional learn-
ing of the staff.

Robinson (2011) points to some of the same dimensions when describing what 
she terms “student-centered leadership”. According to Robinson, student centered 
leadership is characterized by five dimensions: (a) clarifying educational goals and 
expectations, (b) strategic resourcing, (c) planning and evaluating teaching and cur-
riculum, (d) promoting teacher learning, and (e) ensuring an orderly and supportive 
environment.

Brandmo and Aas (2017) describe the original instructional leadership concept as 
a top down model of school leadership where the principal is seen as “expert” and 
“chief”. However, the construct of instructional leadership need not have such impli-
cations. Ylimaki and Jacobsen (2013) show that contemporary conceptualizations 
of instructional leadership move away from a strong, directive leadership focused 
on curriculum and instruction from the principal. Similarly, Osborne-Lampkin et al. 
(2015) suggest that instructional leadership may be conducted in collaboration with 
the teachers. Also, Coldren and Spillane (2007) argue that instructional leadership 
should address both the instructional processes and work to build positive social 
relations and Mitchell et  al. (2015) see the development of a positive and stimu-
lating learning environment as an important aspect of instructional leadership. In 
this study I use the term “instructional leadership” to refer to a leadership practice 
that, through initiating reflections on goals and values and influencing the teachers’ 
goals, values, and practices, aim to improve instructional means and methods and to 
create a positive learning environment. In this conceptualization the aim of instruc-
tional leadership is student learning and well-being. Based on previous research 
(see above) I discriminate between five dimensions of instructional leadership: (a) 
developing educational goals and visions, (b) creating a collective culture among 
the staff, (c) motivating teachers, (d) classroom observation and guidance of teach-
ers, and (e) creating a positive and safe learning environment for the students. In my 
conceptualization, instructional leadership does not require that the principal per-
forms all these tasks personally but they can also be accomplished through delegat-
ing some of the tasks.

The development of goals and visions are emphasized as an important aspect of 
instructional leadership by several researchers (see above). Goals and visions com-
municate the school’s mission or purpose and clarify what should be the focus of 
attention (Hallinger and Murphy 1985). Creating a collective culture also involves 
goals and visions. Goals and visions need not only to be developed and commu-
nicated, it is also important to work actively with the teachers to create a collec-
tive culture in which the teachers internalize common goals and visions. The third 
dimension is encouraging, motivating and engaging teachers, both to take part in 
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the school development, but also for the everyday work with the students. At many 
schools, teachers claim that the principal or the school leadership are seldom pre-
sent and that their efforts are not recognized or valued, which appears to be demo-
tivating (Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2015). A core dimension of instructional leadership 
that directly influences the learning environment is the observation and guidance 
of teachers. Although there is a need for professional teachers and research shows 
that teacher job satisfaction is positively correlated with teacher autonomy, observa-
tion and guidance of teachers are needed to ensure some degree of common goals 
and practices. The fifth dimension, creating a positive and safe learning environment 
for the students, is essential to ensure optimal learning and the well-being of the 
students.

The five dimensions do not include all previously suggested aspects of instruc-
tional or student-centered leadership. Examples of such dimensions are the admin-
istration of formal professional learning (Robinson 2011), ensuring that teachers 
have the time to prepare for teaching (Hallinger and Murphy 1985), and strategic 
resourcing (Robinson 2011). These are important responsibilities of the school prin-
cipals; however, they do not directly influence how the instruction is conducted or 
the visions for the learning environment at school. Also, this study does not focus 
on how the school principal put the five dimensions into practice. Rather, this study 
focuses on the principals’ beliefs of being able to put the principles underlying the 
five dimensions of instructional leadership into practice.

2.3.2  The Norwegian self‑efficacy for instructional leadership scale (NSEILS)

The NSEILS was developed to measure self-efficacy for developing educational 
goals and visions, creating a collective culture among the staff, motivating teachers, 
classroom observation and guidance of teachers, and creating a positive and safe 
learning environment for the students (see Sect. 3.2).

2.4  Emotional exhaustion

Emotional exhaustion is characterized by low energy and chronic fatigue (Pines 
and Aronson 1988; Schwarzer et al. 2000). It is a central dimension of burnout and 
results from long-term work-related stress (Jennett et  al. 2003). Burnout is com-
monly conceptualized as a syndrome consisting of emotional exhaustion, deperson-
alization, and low personal accomplishment (Maslach et al. 1996).

Research on teachers indicates that emotional exhaustion is predicted by low 
self-efficacy (Brouwers and Tomic 2000; Evers et  al. 2002; Friedman and Farber 
1992; Saricam and Sakiz 2014) but also by stressful working conditions (Betoret 
and Artiga 2010; Fernet et al. 2012; Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2017b). Burnout among 
teachers has also been shown to be predictive of low job satisfaction and inten-
tions of leaving the profession (Leung and Lee 2006; Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2010). 
I therefore expected that emotional exhaustion among school principals would be 
negatively predicted by self-efficacy for instructional leadership. I also expected that 
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emotional exhaustion would be predictive of lower levels of engagement and higher 
motivation to leave to principal position.

2.5  Engagement

Work engagement is often defined as “… a positive, fulfilling work-related state of 
mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (e.g., Bakker et al. 
2011, p. 5). Thus, work engagement is a motivational construct which is positively 
related to effort and job performance (Bakker and Bal 2010; Demerouti and Cro-
panzano 2010). In a study of Finnish teachers, Hakanen et  al. (2006) also found 
that engagement was positively associated with organizational commitment. Con-
sequently, it is reasonable to expect that engaged principals are more motivated to 
continue working as school leaders. Demerouti et  al. (2001) also found that work 
engagement was negatively related to health problems like psychosomatic symp-
toms. However, research evidence generally fails to find strong relations between 
engagement and physiological indicators of health (Bakker et  al. 2011). Previous 
research also reveals a positive association between work engagement and self-effi-
cacy (Halbesleben 2010; Sweetman and Luthans 2010). I expected engagement to 
be positively related to self-efficacy for instructional leadership.

2.6  The present study

One purpose of the present study was to develop a scale for measuring self-effi-
cacy for instructional leadership containing the five dimensions discussed above 
(see Sect. 2.3). The factor structure of the proposed scale was tested by means for 
confirmatory factor analyses defining five factors. I also tested if a model with self-
efficacy represented by a second order factor fitted the data.

Another purpose was to explore how principal self-efficacy for instructional lead-
ership was related to emotional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the 
position as a school principal. According to social cognitive theory, self-efficacy is 
an important predictor of vulnerability to burnout (Bandura 1997). Bandura explains 
that people with low self-efficacy resort to escapist modes of coping that only create 
more strain and distress. Moreover, as explained in the introduction, the Norwegian 
Directorate of Primary and Secondary Education (2015) underscores that the prin-
cipal is responsible for everything that happens within the school, including student 
learning. I therefore expected that self-efficacy for instructional leadership would 
be negatively related to emotional exhaustion and positively related to engagement. 
I also expected that self-efficacy would, both directly and indirectly, be related to 
engagement and that the indirect relation would be mediated through emotional 
exhaustion. Another expectation was that principals with high self-efficacy would be 
less motivated to leave the position as a principal and that this relation in part would 
be mediated through emotional exhaustion and engagement. A theoretical model 
was developed based on these expectations (Fig. 1).
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3  Method

3.1  Participants and procedure

Participants in this study were 340 principals in elementary school and high school 
in five randomly selected counties in Norway. Data were collected using an elec-
tronic questionnaire. The sample consisted of 58.9% female principals and 41.1% 
male principals. Six percent of the participants were between 30 and 40  years of 
age, 39% were between 41 and 50, 35% were between 51 and 60, and 20% were past 
60 years of age. The number of teachers at the schools varied from 10 to 90 with a 
mean of 26. Forty-five percent of the principals were working in cities whereas 55% 
were working in schools in rural areas.

3.2  Instrument

3.2.1  Self‑efficacy for instructional leadership

Self-efficacy for instructional leadership was measured by means of a 15-item Nor-
wegian self-efficacy for instructional leadership scale (NSEILS) consisting of five 
subscales: (a) development of goals and visions for the school, (b) development of a 
collective culture, (c) motivating teachers, (d) classroom observation and guidance 
of teachers, and (e) creating a positive and safe learning environment for the stu-
dents. Examples of items are: “How certain are you that you can create engagement 
among the teachers?” (self-efficacy for motivating teachers) and “How certain are 
you that you can develop a culture were all teachers work towards the same goals 
and values?” (self-efficacy for creating a collective culture). Responses were given 
on a 7-point scale from “Not certain at all” (1) to “Absolutely certain” (7). The scale 
is displayed in “Appendix”. Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale was .88. Alphas for 
the subscales were .90, .84, .72, .76, and .82 for goals, collective culture, motivating 
teachers, observing and guiding instruction, and learning environment, respectively.

Self
efficacy

Motivation
to leave

Engagement

Emotional
exhaustion

+

-

-

+

-
-

Fig. 1  Theoretical model of relations between the study variables
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3.2.2  Emotional exhaustion

Emotional exhaustion was measured by a six-item scale focusing on lacking energy and 
feeling tired from the work as a principal. Examples of items are: “I feel exhausted from 
working as a principal” and “Working as a principal takes all my energy.” Responses 
were given on a 6-point scale from “Strongly disagree” (1) to “Strongly agree” (6). 
Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .91.

3.2.3  Engagement

Engagement was measured by means of the nine-item version of the Utrecht Work 
Engagement Scale (Scaufeli et al. 2006). An example of an item is: “At my work, I feel 
bursting with energy”. Responses were given on a 7-point scale from “Never” (1) to 
“Every day” (7). Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .89.

3.2.4  Motivation to leave to the principal position

Motivation to leave the position as a principal was measured by a modified three item 
scale originally developed for teacher research (Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2011). An exam-
ple of an item is: “I often think of leaving the position as a principal.” Responses were 
given on a 6-point scale from “Strongly disagree” (1) to “Strongly agree” (6). Cron-
bach’s alpha for the scale was .92.

3.3  Data analysis

The data were analyzed by means of confirmatory factor analyses and structural equa-
tion modeling (SEM) using the AMOS 25 program. I first tested two measurement 
models of instructional leadership, one model defining five correlated primary factors 
and one model defining a single second order factor indicated by the primary factors. 
Secondly, I tested a structural model exploring associations between a second order 
self-efficacy for instructional leadership variable, emotional exhaustion, engagement, 
and motivation to leave the position as a principal. The theoretical model is displayed 
in Fig. 1. Thirdly, I estimated associations between the five primary self-efficacy factors 
and emotional exhaustion, engagement and motivation to leave the position as a prin-
cipal. Associations between latent variables were estimated by means of confirmatory 
factor analysis. Model fit was indicated by well-established indices such as RMSEA, 
CFI, IFI, and TLI. For well-specified models, an RMSEA of .06 or less reflects a good 
fit (Hu and Bentler 1999). For the CFI, IFI, and TLI indices, values greater than .90 are 
typically considered acceptable and values greater than .95 indicate a good fit to the 
data (Bollen 1989; Byrne 2001; Hu and Bentler 1999).



488 C. Skaalvik 

1 3

4  Results

4.1  Confirmatory factor analyses: testing measurement models of the NSEILS

I first tested a measurement model defining five correlated primary factors: self-
efficacy for (a) developing goals and visions for the school, (b) developing a col-
lective culture, (c) motivating teachers, (d) conducting classroom observation and 
guiding teachers, and (e) creating a positive and safe learning environment for the 
students. Each of these factors were indicated by three items (see “Appendix”). The 
model had good fit to the data (χ2 [81, N = 340] = 191.726, p < .001, RMSEA = .064, 
IFI = .956, CFI = .955, TLI = .934). All of the 15 factor loadings (standardized 
regression weights) were strong and ranged from .67 to .93 (Table 1). The correla-
tions between the five primary factors ranged from .38 to .85 (Table 2). Seven of the 
correlations were between .60 and .85. Self-efficacy for motivating teachers corre-
lated particularly strongly with self-efficacy for developing a collective culture (.85). 

Table 1  Standardized regression 
coefficients in measurement 
Model 1

Develop goals Collective 
culture

Motivating 
teachers

Guiding 
teachers

Learning 
environ-
ment

.92

.90

.83
.80
.80
.78

.75

.69

.67
.93
.90
.68

.90

.73

.69

Table 2  Correlations among the 
primary self-efficacy factors

1 2 3 4 5

1. Develop goals – .62 .69 .65 .41
2. Develop a collective culture – .85 .56 .60
3. Motivate teachers – .61 .62
4. Observe and guide teachers – .38
5. Develop a positive environment –
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On the other hand, self-efficacy for creating a positive and safe learning environment 
for the students correlated moderately both with self-efficacy for guiding teachers 
(.38) and with self-efficacy for developing goals (.41).

The second measurement model defined a second order factor representing 
a general self-efficacy for instructional leadership. The model had good fit to the 
data (χ2 [86, N = 340] = 228.515, p < .001, RMSEA = .070, IFI = .943, CFI = .942, 
TLI = .920). All the five primary factors loaded strongly on the second order factor: 
.78, .86, .93, .69, and .63 for developing goals and visions for the school, develop-
ing a collective culture, motivating teachers, conducting classroom observation and 
guiding teachers, and creating a positive and safe learning environment for the stu-
dents, respectively.

The two models were compared using the  Chi2-difference test (ΔChi2) and dif-
ference in CFI (ΔCFI). An absolute difference in CFI that is higher than 0.01 would 
indicate a significant difference in model fit. The  Chi2-difference test indicated that 
a model with primary factors fits the data significantly better than a model with a 
second order self-efficacy factor (ΔChi2 = 36.79, Δdf = 5), whereas ΔCFI did not 
exceed one (ΔCFI = 0.01). More importantly, the testing of the measurement models 
showed that both a second order model and a model with primary factors had good 
fit to the data and that both models are adequate for subsequent analysis. However, 
some of the correlations between the primary factors are very strong (see Table 2). 
Therefore, because of a possible collinearity problem, I conducted a SEM analy-
sis in which self-efficacy for instructional leadership was represented by a second 
order factor whereas relations between dimensions of self-efficacy and emotional 
exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the principal position were esti-
mated as correlations between the latent variables in a confirmatory factor analysis 
(see Sect. 4.3).

4.2  Descriptive statistics

Table 3 shows descriptive statistics for the self-efficacy scale. The total scale had 
a statistical mean of 5.22 and the subscales had means ranging from 5.03 to 5.39. 
Thus, the statistical means for all subscales were on the positive side of the response 
scale. Reliabilities in terms of Cronbach’s alpha were good and ranged from .72 to 
.94.

Table 3  Descriptive statistics for 
the self-efficacy for instructional 
leadership scale (NSEILS)

Mean SD Minimum Maximum Alpha

Develop goals 5.39 .85 1.33 7.00 .90
Collective culture 5.19 .68 3.00 7.00 .84
Motivate teachers 5.12 .64 2.67 7.00 .72
Guiding teachers 5.03 .89 2.00 7.00 .76
Learning environment 5.36 .69 3.33 7.00 .82
Total scale 5.22 .58 3.07 7.00 .94
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4.3  Relations between self‑efficacy and emotional exhaustion, engagement, 
and motivation to leave to principal position

The next step in the data analyses was to test how self-efficacy for instructional 
leadership related to emotional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the 
principal position. The relations were explored partly by means of structural equa-
tion modelling (SEM analysis) and partly by means of confirmatory factor analysis 
exploring correlations between latent variables.

4.3.1  SEM analysis

I first tested the theoretical model (Fig.  1) of relations between self-efficacy for 
instructional leadership, emotional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to 
leave to principal position. In this model self-efficacy was represented by a single 
second order factor. The empirical model is displayed in Fig. 2 and reports stand-
ardized regression weights. The model had acceptable fit to the data (χ2 [425, 
N = 340] = 857.128, p < .001, RMSEA = .055, IFI = .930, CFI = .929, TLI = .917). 
As expected, self-efficacy for instructional leadership was negatively related to emo-
tional exhaustion (beta = − .38) and positively related to engagement (beta = .30). 
Moreover, emotional exhaustion was negatively related to engagement (beta = − .48). 
Thus, in the SEM model, self-efficacy for instructional leadership was both directly 
and indirectly related to engagement. The total effect of self-efficacy on engagement 
was .47.

Self-efficacy for instructional leadership was in the model not directly related to 
motivation to leave principal position. However, it was indirectly related to moti-
vation to leave, both through emotional exhaustion and engagement. Emotional 
exhaustion was positively associated with motivation to leave (beta = .60) whereas 
engagement was negatively associated with motivation to leave (beta = − .22). The 

Self-
efficacy

Motivation
to leave

Engagement

Emotional
exhaustion

.30

-.38

-.22

.60

-.48

Fig. 2  Structural model of relations between self-efficacy for instructional leadership, emotional exhaus-
tion, engagement, and motivation to leave the principal position. Standardized regression coefficients are 
reported
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indirect effect of self-efficacy for instructional leadership on motivation to leave was 
− .33.

4.3.2  Correlations between dimensions of self‑efficacy for instructional leadership 
and engagement, emotional exhaustion, and motivation to leave

I then analyzed how each of the self-efficacy dimensions were associated with emo-
tional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the principal position. Struc-
tural equation modeling (SEM) would be the preferred procedure for this purpose. 
However, the strong correlations between the self-efficacy dimensions (see Table 2) 
indicate that SEM analysis would suffer from collinearity problems. I therefore 
conducted a confirmatory factor analysis defining five primary self-efficacy fac-
tors, emotional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the principal posi-
tion. The model had good fit to the data (χ2 [407, N = 340] = 793.962, p < .001, 
RMSEA = .053, IFI = .938, CFI = .937, TLI = .923).

The correlations between the five latent self-efficacy factors and emotional 
exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the principal position are reported 
in Table  4. The strongest correlations with the outcome variables were system-
atically found for self-efficacy for motivating teachers (− .42, .48, and − .40 with 
emotional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the principal position, 
respectively). In comparison, the weakest correlations were found for self-efficacy 
for creating a positive and safe learning environment for the students (− .17, .22, and 
− .23 with emotional exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the principal 
position, respectively).

5  Discussion

One purpose of this study was to develop and test a new 15-item scale for meas-
uring self-efficacy for instructional leadership. The scale was designed to meas-
ure five dimensions of self-efficacy for instructional leadership with three items 
each. The dimensions were: self-efficacy for developing goals and visions for the 
school, developing a collective culture, motivating teachers, conducting classroom 

Table 4  Correlations between 
the primary self-efficacy factors 
and emotional exhaustion, 
engagement, and motivation to 
leave the principal position

All correlations are between latent variables

Dimensions of self-efficacy 1 2 3
Emotional 
exhaustion

Engagement Quit

1. Motivate teachers − .42 .48 − .40
2. Collective culture − .24 .38 − .24
3. Develop goals − .28 .40 − .26
4. Guiding teachers − .22 .29 − .29
5. Learning environment − .17 .22 − .23
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observation and guiding teachers, and creating a positive and safe learning environ-
ment for the students.

Confirmatory factor analyses revealed that both a model with five correlated pri-
mary factors and a model with a single second order factor had good fit to the data 
and that all factor loadings were strong. Cronbach’s alphas also revealed high inter-
nal consistency, both for the total scale and for the five subscales. Even though the 
 Chi2-difference test indicated that the model with primary factors had the best fit 
to the data, the results showed that both models would be adequate for analysis of 
relations between principals’ self-efficacy for instructional leadership and possible 
outcomes as well as antecedents of self-efficacy. Because both measurement models 
had good fit to the data, researchers may choose to use either a model with primary 
factors or a model with a second order factor dependent on the research questions.

A SEM analysis in which self-efficacy was represented by a second order factor 
showed that self-efficacy for instructional leadership was associated with emotional 
exhaustion, engagement, and motivation to leave the principal position. Self-efficacy 
for instructional leadership was predictive of lower levels of exhaustion, higher lev-
els of engagement, and lower motivation to leave the position. These results are 
in accordance with theoretical expectations and therefore indicate good criterion 
validity of the scale. However, it is important to note that, in the SEM model, self-
efficacy was not directly related to the principals’ motivation to leave the position. 
The relation was indirect and mediated through emotional exhaustion and engage-
ment. A possible interpretation is that high self-efficacy for instructional leadership 
may result in lower levels of emotional exhaustion and higher levels of engagement 
which in turn increases the motivation to stay in the principal position. Low self-
efficacy may, on the other hand, result in higher levels of emotional exhaustion and 
lower levels of engagement which in turn increases the motivation to leave the posi-
tion. This interpretation highlights the importance of designing the principal role in 
order to increase engagement and to avoid emotional exhaustion.

An assumption in social cognitive theory is that people are motivated to avoid 
situations and activities for which they have low mastery expectations. The lack of a 
direct link between self-efficacy and motivation to leave the principal position does 
not contradict this assumption. Avoiding instructional leadership does not require 
that one leave the position as a principal, but may also be achieved through prioritiz-
ing other management responsibilities. This interpretation cannot be tested based on 
the present data and needs to be addressed in future research. However, as discussed 
above, the association between self-efficacy for instructional leadership and motiva-
tion to leave appears to be mediated through emotional exhaustion and engagement. 
This finding is in accordance with social cognitive theory and extends the theory 
rather that contradicting it.

A possible interpretation of the associations between self-efficacy for instruc-
tional leadership and both emotional exhaustion and engagement is that even 
principals with low self-efficacy are trying to conduct instructional leadership, 
but with low mastery experiences and without feeling comfortable with this 
undertaking. This interpretation would explain both that low self-efficacy pre-
dicts an increase of emotional exhaustion and a decrease of engagement. The 
interpretation is also in accordance with the lack of a direct association between 
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self-efficacy and motivation to leave the principal position. An alternative inter-
pretation may be that principals with low self-efficacy for instructional leader-
ship actually are avoiding this dimension of school leadership. However, prin-
cipals who are avoiding instructional leadership may also feel uncomfortable 
and unsuccessful, because they are avoiding a responsibility that they are clearly 
expected to undertake. Both these explanations highlight the need for a principal 
education with strong emphasis on the value of instructional leadership as well 
as the skills and competences that such a leadership requires.

The dimension of self-efficacy that was most strongly related to all outcome 
variables in this study, was self-efficacy for motivating teachers (see Table  4). 
A possible interpretation of this finding is that the quality of the education is 
dependent on teacher motivation. The expectation of not being able to motivate 
the teachers may therefore be a major source of stress and exhaustion among 
school principals whereas expectations of being able to motivate the teachers 
may be an important source of principal engagement.

The dimension of self-efficacy for instructional leadership that was most 
weakly related to the outcome variables was self-efficacy for creating a posi-
tive and safe learning environment for the students. For instance, self-efficacy 
for creating a positive and safe learning environment correlated only − .17 with 
emotional exhaustion (see Table  4). Consequently, in the present sample, the 
expectation of not being able to create a positive and safe learning environment 
for the students does not seem to bother the principals very much. Also, the 
expectation of being able to create a positive learning environment seems to 
have little impact on the principals’ work engagement. This interpretation needs 
to be verified in future research, because it implies that, for many principals, 
creating a positive and safe learning environment for the students is not per-
ceived as a core aspect of the principal responsibility. This interpretation is sup-
ported by the finding that self-efficacy for creating a positive and safe learning 
environment for the students correlated weakly both with self-efficacy for guid-
ing teachers (.38) and with self-efficacy for developing goals (.41), which may 
indicate that creating a positive and safe learning environment for the students 
are not salient for many of the principals when developing goals and guiding 
teachers. If so, this finding is quite disturbing and needs to be addressed in prin-
cipal education.

This study has several limitations and the findings and interpretations need 
to be verified in future research. The study was designed as a cross sectional 
study and one should be careful not to draw firm causal interpretations. There is 
a need for longitudinal studies. Also, the study is based on a Norwegian sample, 
and needs to be replicated in other cultures. Only three possible outcome vari-
ables were included in this study: emotional exhaustion, engagement, and moti-
vation to leave the principal position. Future studies should also include more 
outcome variables. Furthermore, there is a need for qualitative studies to explore 
principals’ prioritizations of leadership responsibilities as well as their self-per-
ceived reasons for the prioritizations.
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6  Conclusions

Although instructional leadership has gained much attention in educational research 
the last couple of decades, little research has focused on self-efficacy for instruc-
tional leadership. Moreover, there has been a lack of valid instruments for measur-
ing this aspect of principal self-efficacy. The Norwegian self-efficacy for instruc-
tional leadership scale appears as a reliable and valid scale which may be used both 
as a single measure of self-efficacy for instructional leadership or as a measure of its 
dimensions. This study also shows that self-efficacy for instructional leadership is 
predictive of principals’ well-being (emotional exhaustion), motivation (in this study 
measured both as engagement and as motivation to continue or to leave the principal 
position.
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Appendix

The Norwegian principal self‑efficacy for instructional leadership scale1

How certain are you that you can:

Develop goals

1. Develop clear and achievable goals for the school
2. Develop clear goals and expectations for the teaching
3. Develop a strategic plan for achieving the goals

1 The scale represents a translation from the original Norwegian scale.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Guide teachers

4. Guide teachers about educational matters
5. Observe teaching and provide helpful feedback
6. Use school based self-assessment to improve teaching and learning

Create a positive and safe learning environment

7. Promote a safe school environment for students which is free from bullying
8. Ensure a learning environment in which students feel safe
9. Promote a good teacher-student relationship

Motivate teachers

 10. Create enthusiasm and engagement among the teachers
 11. Motivate the teachers for teaching and instruction
 12. Motivate the teachers to commit to the goals

Develop a collective culture

 13. Develop a collective culture in which everyone works to achieve shared goals
 14. Develop a culture in which teachers support each other
 15. Promote a shared understanding of what constitutes good teaching

Response categories

(1) Not certain at all, (3) Quite uncertain, (5) Quite certain, (7) Absolutely certain.
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