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Preface
This study represents the first instalment of a two-part study examining critical influences shaping
the work lives of school leaders across Canada. The impetus for this work was The Future of the
Principalship in Canada: A National Study (Alberta Teachers’ Association 2014b), which revealed
that, while the principalship is rewarding with high levels of job satisfaction, growing complexities
and expectations make this an increasingly challenging career.
To better understand the changing nature of the work of Canada’s school leaders, a two-phased
research initiative was undertaken. The first phase was a study led by researchers from Carleton
University on the effects of changing technology and electronic communications on the work life
of Canadian school leaders. This phase of the research included a survey of Canadian principals
conducted in spring 2016. For the second phase, researchers conducted another survey. The second
survey focused on a variety of factors shaping the work of school leaders, such as the growing
complexity and diversity of student populations, the impact of accountability regimes, the need to
support teachers’ professional learning, and the marketization and commercialization of education.
This report, A National Study of the Impact of Electronic Communication on Canadian School
Leaders, addresses the findings of the first survey. It represents the culmination of the work of
André Lanctôt and Linda Duxbury, both of Carleton University. Publication of this study is part of a
collaborative effort between the Canadian Association of Principals (CAP) and the Alberta Teachers’
Association (ATA). Former CAP president Tina Estabrooks was instrumental in designing and
advancing the research project and facilitated the administration of both surveys. J-C Couture, ATA
associate coordinator of research, coordinated the overall project and Lindsay Yakimyshyn, ATA
administrative officer, led the final production of the research report.
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The study of the Canadian principals’ e-mail use uncovers a strong link between time spent on
e-mail and e-mail overload. Principals spend 17 hours per week dedicated to e-mail, which is
troubling. Furthermore, e-mail overload is an indicator of the health of an organization, since it is
strongly associated with role overload and job stress. Given these findings, the researchers argue
that it is important that organizations determine how best to help employees deal with the overload
precipitated by electronic communication tools such as e-mail and address the organizational culture
that tethers school leaders to tasks that do not enhance their capacity to do their work.
E-mail overload is symptomatic of broader international trends related to the ubiquity of electronic
communication tools in the workplace. Therefore, we can look across other sectors and countries to
consider appropriate policies, support and enforcement to optimize the use of these tools.
We encourage readers to consider the implications of this important study and to support the efforts
of the research team and our organizations to advocate for optimal working conditions for school
leaders across Canada.
.Gordon R Thomas
.Executive Secretary
Alberta Teachers’ Association

Maxine Geller
President
Canadian Association of Principals
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It’s Urgent, But Is It Important?
Principals and E-mail Overload
Employees today can access their personal and work e-mails any time anywhere, and evidence
suggests that many employees do just this. The following data from the Radicati Group suggest that
e-mail use is “staggering” and the ability to connect pervasive:
•

“In 2015, the number of e-mails sent and received per day total over 205 billion. This figure is
expected to grow at an average annual rate of 3% over the next four years, reaching over 246
billion by the end of 2019” (Radicati Group 2015, 3).

•

“The average corporate worker spends a quarter of his/her work day on various e-mail-related
tasks. In comparison, the time spent in personal meetings accounts for about 14% of the typical
day at the office, and phone conversations occupy only 9% of the typical workday” (Radicati
Group 2009, 4).

Since 2012, the mobile e-mail market has continued to expand as consumer and business users are
accessing their e-mail accounts from their mobile devices. In 2012, there were 730 million worldwide
mobile e-mail users (Radicati Group 2012). While this expansion of the wireless market is expected to
increase worker productivity, it has also reduced response time for decision makers (Radicati Group 2009).
Why has e-mail become the pervasive form of communication at work? A survey conducted by
Purcell and Rainie (2014) that included employed Internet users found that most of these employees
feel that e-mail is “very important” for doing their job—more important, in fact, than other forms
of communication used in the workplace such as landline telephones, cellphones and social media
sites. Taylor, Fieldman and Altman (2008, 159) have a different view and note “it seems that the move
to this new era of communication is driven more by the immediate, practical advantages and the
availability of the technology, rather than a rational assessment of its advantages and disadvantages.”
Some see e-mail as a work tool that can help them balance work and family, while others see it is a
taskmaster that never sleeps. But which is true? What is the link between the volume of e-mails a
person processes per day and employee and organizational well-being? What is the link between the
types of e-mails a person sends and receives and employee and organizational well-being? How can
employees and organizations manage electronic communications to maximize the benefits of the
technology while minimizing the drawbacks?
This study was designed to address these issues. More specifically, the case study summarized
here aimed to improve understanding of how Canadian principals (all members of the Canadian
Association of Principals [CAP]) evaluate and process work-related e-mail, linking this e-mail use to
outcomes of interest to their school system or jurisdiction.
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STUDY OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this study are to
•

classify (eg, important, urgent) and quantify the number of work-related e-mails CAP members
send and receive in a typical workweek,

•

look at the relationships between CAP members’ use of e-mail (ie, the number of important and
urgent e-mails) and e-mail overload,

•

look at the relationships between CAP members’ use of e-mail (ie, the number of important
and urgent e-mails and its connection to e-mail overload) and a number of key organizational
outcomes (eg, intent to turnover, absenteeism, job stress),

•

look at the relationships between CAP members’ use of e-mail (ie, the number of important and
urgent e-mails and its connection to e-mail overload) and a number of key indicators of CAP
members’ well-being (eg, perceived stress, role overload),

•

identify factors that positively or negatively affect the relationship between e-mail use and
organizational or CAP member well-being (eg, skills discretion, decision authority, role
ambiguity), and

•

provide insight into how CAP members and school systems or jurisdictions can more effectively
manage work-related electronic communications.

Overall, this research works to improve understanding of work-related use of e-mail, link this use to
outcomes of interest to school systems or jurisdictions and CAP members, and identify how interested
organizations can use this information to better manage the use of e-mail within their workplace.
To address the above research objectives, the study employed an act frequency approach (AFA)
methodology, which was developed by Buss and Craik (1983) and is described in more detail in the
methodology section of this report.
A total of six organizations participated in this study. More than 1,500 participants completed the
survey and more than 1,800 participants completed at least a portion of the survey. The CAP sample
accounted for approximately 70 per cent of the total participants.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Karasek’s (1979) demand and control model of occupational stress (see Figure 1) provides the
theoretical underpinnings for this study.
In Karasek’s model, workplace stress is a function of how demanding a person’s job is and how much
control (eg, discretion, authority, decision latitude) the person has over their work responsibilities.
According to Karasek, employees will experience job stress when the demands they face at work (eg,
task difficulty, responsibility) exceed the amount of control they perceive they have over their work
(eg, knowledge, authority, experience).
As shown in Figure 1, Karasek’s model uses work demands and perceptions of control at work to
define four types of jobs, each of which is expected to be associated with different levels of job stress.
Crossing the dimensions of strain and latitude, the four stress categories for jobs are as follows:
Figure 1: Karasek’s job strain model
Psychological demands
Low

High

Low Strain

Active

Passive

High Strain

Job Control

High

Low
Source: Adapted from Karasek and Theorell (1990)

•

High Strain Jobs: Employees in these types of jobs have low levels of control over work and high
job demands. This combination is associated with high levels of stress.

•

Active Jobs: Employees in these types of jobs have high levels of control over work and high job
demands. This combination is associated with lower levels of stress.

•

Passive Jobs: Employees in these types of jobs have low levels of control over work and low job
demands. This combination is associated with low levels of stress.

•

Low Strain Jobs: Employees in these types of jobs have high levels of control over work and low
job demands. This combination is associated with the lowest levels of stress.
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To better understand the extent to which e-mails impose work-related demands, such as role
overload and e-mail overload, on Canadian principals, this study classifies e-mail communications
as “important” and “urgent” and then links these demands to a number of indicators of strain. Also
included in this study are several measures of control over work that enable investigation of the
relationship between e-mail use and perceptions of control over work, as well as the extent to which
perceptions of control over work buffer the relationship between demands and stress (as predicted by
Karasek’s model). The ensuing analysis should, therefore, provide insight into which types of e-mail
use are the most demanding, which contribute to higher levels of strain, and how organizations and
principals can better manage the phenomena of increasing e-mail use.

ROADMAP TO THE REPORT
This report focuses on the study results as they relate to the CAP sample, comparing this group of
respondents with the overall sample. Appendix A of this report includes a roadmap to the survey and
the survey questions themselves.
This report is divided into the following nine sections:
Methodology: Included in this section is an outline of the methodology used in this study, a set of
definitions of the key constructs, a description of how all constructs were operationalized within the
study, and an overview of how the survey data were analyzed.
Sample demographics: This section provides an overview of who responded to the survey.
Work demands: This section reviews data that describe the work demands (eg, hours worked, role
ambiguity, role conflict) of the principals who participated in the survey.
Control over work: This section reviews data that speak to perceptions of control over work (eg, work
control, skill discretion, decision authority) for the principals who participated in the survey.
Electronic communication: This section begins by summarizing data analysis relating to e-mail use
(ie, time spent processing e-mails, frequency of e-mails). It then categorizes this use into two groups,
important electronic communications and urgent electronic communications, based on the measure
developed using the AFA. Drawing from the CAP sample’s self-reports, this section also notes the
proportion of important and/or urgent electronic communication received in a typical day by the
participating principals and data on principals’ levels of e-mail overload.
Key outcomes: School systems or jurisdictions will only be motivated to address issues associated with
the use of e-mail within their organization if this use has a measurable impact. Therefore, the survey
addressed a number of measures of key organizational outcomes (eg, job stress, absenteeism) and
principals’ mental health outcomes (eg, perceived stress). Key findings from the analysis of these data
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are provided in the section on outcomes. This section also includes analysis linking the study’s various
measures of e-mail use (important versus urgent, volume, e-mail overload) to each of these outcomes.
Key findings: Predictors and outcomes: This section of the report is divided into two parts. The first
part explores the relationship between e-mail overload and the objective and subjective indicators
of e-mail use. The second part employs linear regression to determine the key predictors of e-mail
overload, role overload, job stress, perceived stress and absenteeism.
Effective management of e-mail: This section summarizes key findings from the interviews conducted
with employees that relate to how employees and employers can more effectively manage workrelated electronic communications. The CAP sample did not participate in this portion of the study.
Conclusions and recommendations: The report concludes with a brief review of the report. It
focuses on the key findings and implications to make recommendations on how school systems
or jurisdictions can employ the study’s results to more effectively manage e-mail use in their
organization.
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Methodology
The study employed the act frequency approach (AFA), developed by Buss and Craik (1983), to create
a tool to identify how employees evaluate the importance and the urgency of work-related electronic
communications they send and receive. The AFA involves three distinct stages: (1) act nomination,
(2) act prototypicality and (3) validation of the measure. Below is a detailed description of each of
these stages and how they were employed in this study.

STAGE 1: ACT NOMINATION
In the act nomination stage, respondents were asked to provide a list of characteristics, acts or
behaviours that they felt best described an important or urgent electronic communication. The intent
of this stage was to create an exhaustive list of the “acts” that characterize the domain of interest (ie,
important and urgent e-mail).
The act nomination stage was completed in the study by conducting 30- to 45-minute interviews
with 28 employees (managers, professionals and administrative staff) in two organizations (a public
organization and a private firm). The questions asked to help create our exhaustive list of “acts” were
• What factors do you consider when deciding whether or not an e-mail/instant message (IM) that
you have received (or are going to send) is an important e-mail/IM? In other words, what factors
would cause you to think that an e-mail/IM is significant or of consequence? How do you typically
respond to an e-mail/IM you consider to be important?
• What factors do you consider when deciding whether or not an e-mail/IM that you have received
(are going to send) is an urgent e-mail/IM? In other words, what factors would cause you to think
that it is critical that you deal with a particular e-mail/IM immediately? How do you typically
respond to an e-mail/IM you consider to be urgent?
The responses regarding e-mail and IM questions are reported together in this report, as the
responses focusing on e-mail were virtually identical to the answers relating to IM. In other words,
respondents appeared to use the same cues to identify an important IM as they did to identify an
important e-mail. For the purposes of this report, then, the term e-mail will be used to discuss the
results for both e-mail and IM.
Once an exhaustive list of the characteristics of important and urgent e-mails was established (this
was determined when no new “acts” or examples were identified by respondents), the researchers
reviewed the completed list and removed redundancies, attitude statements and vague behaviours.
This analysis resulted in a list of 35 factors that employees considered to be characteristic of an
important e-mail and 38 factors that employees considered to be characteristic of an urgent e-mail.
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STAGE 2: ACT PROTOTYPICALITY
The goal of the act prototypicality stage of the analysis was to determine which of the items in our
exhaustive list of “acts” was the most representative or typical of important and urgent electronic
communications.
The act prototypicality stage was completed in the study by conducting a 15- to 30-minute electronic
survey with 86 employees (managers, professionals and administrative staff) in the same two
organizations that participated in the first stage of the study.
The survey contained three sections:
• demographic information,
• important electronic communication “acts” and
• urgent electronic communication “acts.”
The important and urgent electronic communication “acts” sections contained the lists of the
characteristics (or “acts”) of important (n=35) and urgent (n=38) e-mails, as identified in the first
stage of the study. Respondents were asked to identify the extent to which each of the items in each
of the two lists represented an important and urgent electronic communication. Respondents were
asked to use a Likert scale to rate the importance and urgency.
Mean prototypicality ratings (ie, the average score for each item) were then calculated for each item.
The highest mean prototypicality scores (roughly the top quarter) were taken to be representative
of what the employees in the sample considered to be prototypical of important and urgent e-mails.
At the end of this stage of the analysis, respondents agreed on seven items that typified important
e-mails, seven items that typified urgent e-mails, and five items that typified both important and
urgent e-mails (each of these five items was recategorized in Stage 3 into the important or urgent
categories based on which category the individual item best fit, as they did not factor together as their
own category).

STAGE 3: VALIDATION AND EVALUATION
Stage 3 of the study had two purposes: (1) to evaluate the psychometric properties of the two scales
developed in the second stage of the research (ie, test to see if the measure is actually measuring what
researchers want it to) and (2) to use these scales to answer the research objectives of this study. The
following techniques were employed in the evaluation of the scale: exploratory factor analysis (EFA),
convergent validity and discriminant validity.
The validation and evaluation stage was completed by asking all employees that met the criteria (used
electronic communication for their work) in the six organizations participating in this stage of the
research to complete an electronic survey. The survey, as well as its outline, is included in Appendix A.
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The survey contained five sections:
• demographic information,
• information about employees’ work,
• the demands of employees’ work,
• mental health and
• electronic communication questions (including our measure developed in stage 2).
In order to meet the second purpose of this phase—answering the study’s research objectives—
the researchers employed the theoretical framework to select and sort constructs into predictors
(something that can be used to predict the outcomes of interest), moderators (something that can
be used to raise or lower the score of the outcomes) and outcomes (concepts that researchers are
interested in being able to predict and hopefully manipulate). The constructs are represented in
Figure 2, and information on the constructs, including a definition of each construct and how they
were measured, is presented in Table 1.

Figure 2: Predictive model of the relationship between constructs
Skill Discretion

Objective Work
Demands
• Hours
• SWAH

Subjective Work
Demands

Work Role
Overload

• Role conflict
• Role ambiguity

Subjective Ecom
Demands (Size
and proportion)

Perceived
Control Over
Work

Absenteeism
• per cent
• #Days

Intent to Turnover

Objective E-mail
Demands
• Hours
• # Received/Sent

Decision Authority

Perceived Stress
E-mail
Overload

Job Stress

• Important
• Urgent

Note: Ecom = Electronic communication

For the most part, respondents were asked to use a five-point Likert scale to answer each of the
questions in the survey. Researchers then calculated the “construct” score as a summed average of the
responses. With few exceptions (see below), two sets of data are presented for each of the constructs.
First, the mean and standard deviations (SD) of the construct were calculated. Second, the frequency
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distribution was calculated. With the exception of perceived stress, frequency distributions were
calculated as the per cent of respondents who scored
• Low (scores of 1 to 2.5 for the construct),
• Medium (scores between 2.5 and 3.5 for the construct) and
• High (scores of 3.5 to 5 for the construct).
Perceived stress is categorized using population norms as follows:
• Low (scores of 1 to 1.8 for the construct)
• Medium (scores between 1.8 and 2.8 for the construct)
• High (scores of 2.8 to 5 for the construct)
Several questions did not follow the Likert-scale format. Each of these exceptions is outlined below:
To measure intent to turnover, CAP participants were asked to indicate how often in the last six
months they had thought of leaving their current school system or jurisdiction. Possible responses
were never, monthly, weekly, several days per week and daily. Researchers then calculated the
percentage of respondents who replied for each of these categories.
To measure absenteeism, CAP participants were asked to indicate the number of times in the past
six months they had missed work for various reasons. Researchers then calculated the percentage
of participants who had been absent for each of the given reasons (per cent yes/no) and the mean
number of days off work in the past six months for the total sample and the mean for only those who
had missed work for the given reason.
To measure hours worked per week, CAP participants were asked to fill in the number of hours they
worked in a workweek, and then researchers calculated the average hours worked per week. Researchers
also calculated the percentage of respondents who fell into each of the following categories of hours
worked: 20 hours or less, 20 to 30 hours, 30 to 40 hours, 40 to 50 hours, more than 50 hours.
To measure supplementary work at home, CAP participants were asked to fill in the number of hours
worked outside of normal work hours, and then researchers calculated the average hours worked per
week.
To measure e-mails handled at work, CAP participants were asked to fill in the number of e-mails
they sent and received in a typical workday, and then researchers calculated the average number of
e-mails handled at work.
To measure e-mails handled at home, CAP participants were asked to fill in the number of e-mails
they sent and received in a typical non-workday, and then researchers calculated the average number
of e-mails handled at home.
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To measure time spent on e-mail at work and time spent on e-mail at home, CAP participants were
asked to fill in the number of hours they devote to e-mail per week while at work and while at home.
Researchers then calculated the average number for the total sample.
To measure proportion of electronic communication by type, CAP participants were asked to fill in
the percentage of the total electronic communications they received that fell into the following four
categories: important (but not urgent), urgent (but not important), urgent and important, or neither
important nor urgent. Researchers then calculated the average percentage of each of these categories.
Table 1: Study’s constructs and their measures
Construct

Definition

Measure

First Order Predictors
Hours worked

Total: the average number of hours employees
reported they spent working per week.
Supplementary work at home: the average
number of hours employees reported they spent
working outside of regular office hours per week

CAP participants provided an estimate
of hours spent working in a typical
week

Role ambiguity

“(1) the predictability of the outcome or response to
one’s behavior [… and] (2) the existence or clarity
of behavioral requirements” (Rizzo, House and
Lirtzman 1970, 155)

Role Ambiguity Scale developed by
Rizzo, House and Lirtzman (1970)

Role conflict

“the dimensions of congruency-incongruency or
compatibility-incompatibility in the requirements of
a role” (Rizzo, House and Lirtzman 1970, 155)

Role Conflict Scale developed by Rizzo,
House and Lirtzman (1970)

E-mails handled
at work

The average number of e-mails employees sent/
received at work (including personal and work
e-mail) per day

CAP participants provided an estimate
of the number of e-mails sent/received
on a typical workday

Time spent on
e-mail at work

The average number of hours employees spent
working on e-mail at work (including personal and
work e-mail) per week

CAP participants provided an estimate
of hours spent working on e-mail in a
typical week during work hours

E-mails handled
at home

The average number of e-mails employees sent/
received at home (including personal and work
e-mail) per day

CAP participants provided an estimate
of the number of e-mails sent/received
on a typical day at home

Time spent on
e-mail at home

The average number of hours employees spent
working on e-mail at home (including personal and
work e-mail) per week

CAP participants provided an estimate
of hours spent working on e-mail in a
typical week at home
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Table 1: Study’s constructs and their measures
Construct

Definition

Measure

Electronic
communication
(Ecom) demands

Important: An electronic communication with
something of great significance, consequence or
value

Electronic Communication Scale,
developed with the AFA in this study

Urgent: An electronic communication requiring
swift action
Proportion of
Ecom by type

The proportion of e-mail received that fell into
the following four categories: important, urgent,
both urgent and important, or neither urgent nor
important

CAP participants provided the per cent
of their total Ecom for each of the four
categories

Second Order Predictors
Role overload

“having too many responsibilities and too little time
in which to attend to them” (Higgins, Duxbury and
Lyons 2010, 3)

Role overload instrument developed
and tested by Duxbury et al (2010)

E-mail overload

A specific type of information overload which is
“defined as a condition in which the volume of
information exceeds a person’s capacity to process
it” (Thomas et al 2006, 255)

E-mail overload scale developed by
Hogan and Fisher (2006)

Work control

“the amount of perceived control an individual
has over their work (know how their work will be
assessed, have some say over workload, work
schedule etc.)” (Duxbury and Higgins 2012, 67)

A measure based on Dwyer and
Ganster’s (1991) work control scale

Skill discretion

“the degree to which the job involves: a variety of
tasks, low levels of repetitiveness, occasions for
creativity and opportunities to learn new things and
develop special abilities” (LaChapelle 2008, 72)

Skill discretion questions from
Karasek et al’s (1998) job content
questionnaire

Decision
authority

“the employee’s ability to make decisions about their Decision authority questions from
own job, and their ability to influence their own work Karasek et al’s (1998) job content
team and more general company policy” (LaChapelle questionnaire
2008, 72)

Moderators
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Table 1: Study’s constructs and their measures
Construct

Definition

Measure

Outcomes
Absenteeism

Days missing from work due to each of the following: CAP participants indicated how many
ill-health, child care, elder care, emotional fatigue
days in a six-month period they were
absent for each of these four reasons

Intent to
turnover

“an individual’s desire to leave an organization”
(Duxbury and Higgins 2012, 47)

CAP participants indicated how often
in the last six months they had thought
of leaving their current organization

Perceived stress

“the extent to which one perceives one’s situation to
be unpredictable, uncontrollable and burdensome”
(Duxbury and Higgins, 2012, 55)

Perceived stress scale developed by
Cohen, Kamarck and Mermelstein
(1983)

Job stress

“the harmful physical and emotional responses that Work tension scale developed by Cook
occur when the requirements of the job do not match et al (1981)
the capabilities, resources, or needs of the worker”
(NIOSH 2009)

STOP

E-mail overload is a specific type of
information overload—“a condition in which
the volume of information exceeds a person’s
capacity to process it.”
(Thomas et al 2006, 255)
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Sample Demographics
Over 1,500 participants (including 1,150 CAP members)
fully completed the survey. Over 1,800 participants
(nearly 1,300 CAP members) completed at least part of the
survey. Employees from six organizations participated
in the study. The organizations were from the following
organizational types: high school, college, the private
sector and not for profit. The sample distribution by
organizational type is reported in Table 2. Virtually all of
the respondents worked in the educational sector.

Table 2: Sample distribution by
organizational type1
Organizational Type

Percentage

High school

70.3

College

18

Private sector

8.6

Not for profit

3

CAP SAMPLE
This section describes the demographic characteristics of the CAP sample and highlights the major
differences between CAP respondents and the rest of the survey respondents. For the remainder
of this report, the non-CAP sample will refer to the total sample not including the CAP sample
respondents.
Demographic data for the non-CAP sample and the CAP sample are summarized in Table 3.
Table 3: Demographic data for the samples
Gender
Male (%)
Female (%)
Age (Mean, SD)
Age
Gen Y (%)
Gen X (%)
Baby Boomer (%)
Education
High school or less (%)
College (%)
University (%)
Graduate degree (%)
Years with current school system or jurisdiction (Mean, SD)
Years in current leader/administrator designation (Mean, SD)
Years of experience as a school leader/administrator (Mean,
SD)
Current school leader/administrator designation (%)
1

Percentages in tables may not add up to 100 per cent due to rounding.

Non-CAP Sample

CAP Sample

32.7
67.3
43.2 (10.7)

58.2
41.6
47.9 (7.1)

16.1
38.7
45.2

1.2
34.6
64.2

18.2
28.9
35.3
17.6
9.9 (8.9)
5.2 (5.6)
-

27.3
72.7
18.7 (8.4)
5.4 (4.5)
9.7 (6.0)

-

82.0
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While nearly 70 per cent of the non-CAP sample respondents were female, nearly 60 per cent of the
CAP respondents were male. The CAP sample was older than the non-CAP sample, with an average
age of 47.9 years old and the majority being part of the Baby Boomer cohort. Almost none were from
Gen Y. Figure 3 represents the frequency distributions by generational cohort.

The CAP sample had a high degree of formal education, with nearly three-quarters of the sample
possessing at least one graduate degree. This education profile is consistent with the fact that the CAP
respondents were all principals.
CAP respondents have spent a lot more time in their current organization than the non-CAP sample,
with an average tenure of 18.7 years working for their current school system or jurisdiction. This,
again, is consistent with the fact all CAP respondents were principals—a position that requires a
lot of job experience. Notably, the SD was 8.4 years, reflecting how the CAP sample distribution is
highly skewed (see Figure 4), with 42.8 per cent having worked for their current school system or
jurisdiction for more than 20 years.
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On average, CAP respondents spent 5.4 years working in their leader/administrator designation. The
years in current leader/administrator designation distribution is also highly skewed (see Figure 5),
with one-third of the CAP sample having less than 2 years in their present position.
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On average, the CAP respondents had nearly 10 years of experience as school leaders/administrators
(see Table 3). This distribution was also highly skewed, with nearly three-quarters of the respondents
having 5 or more years as a school leader/administrator (see Figure 6).
The average school leader/administrator designation, which represents the proportion of the
respondent’s work that is designated as the work of a principal, was 82 per cent. Most CAP
respondents fell within the 90 to 100 per cent designation category, highly skewing the sample.
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SUMMARY
Compared to the non-CAP sample, the CAP respondents are more likely to be male, in the Baby
Boomer cohort and have a graduate degree. They also have many more years of experience working
for their current school system or jurisdiction. There are no substantive differences in mean years in
one’s position.
According to the study’s demographic data, then, the typical Canadian school principal is a male
Baby Boomer who has a graduate degree, many years of experience with his school system or
jurisdiction, about a decade’s worth of experience as a school leader and approximately five years of
experience in his current position.
This is a sample of mature employees with significant experience with their employer and in
leadership positions.
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Work Demands
According to Karesek (1979), work demands represent the psychological stressors in the work
environment. These include factors such as time pressures, conflicting demands, pace of work,
proportion of work performed under pressure and amount of time working.
This section of the report summarizes the work demands of the CAP members. Various indicators of
work demands were included.
First, objective indicators of demand are reviewed. These are the amount of time CAP respondents
spend each week in work-related activities and the amount of time they spend in supplemental
work at home. Second, a subjective indicator of work demands—role overload—is considered. Role
overload quantifies the extent to which work role expectations are reasonable, given the time and
resources available. Third, data are reviewed that relate to several characteristics of the work and
the work environment that are known to be associated with higher work demands, specifically role
ambiguity and role conflict. The higher the role ambiguity and role conflict, the greater the work
demands and the less control the principal has over his or her job.
All data in this section are represented in two ways: means with standard deviations (SD) (shown in
tables) and frequency distributions (shown in figures).

OBJECTIVE INDICATORS OF WORK DEMAND
The survey asked the following questions to help determine the objective work demands of the
respondents:
At present how many hours per week do you spend
• in work-related activities,
• in work-related activities at home outside regular office hours (ie, evenings or weekends)?
Responses to these questions (see Table 4 and Figure 8) reveal the amount of time principals devote
to work. The higher the number of hours spent in work per week, the greater the workload. This
information is noteworthy since it can indicate whether employees are being overloaded in terms of
total hours working. Supplementary work at home is also worth attention. Higher amounts of time in
supplementary work at home might suggest that work expectations are high and the employee cannot
complete his or her work during regular work hours.
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Table 4: Hours of work-related activities
Work Demands
Hours of work per week
Hours of supplementary work at
home per week
Percentage performing
supplementary work at home

Non-CAP Sample
Mean (SD)

CAP
Mean (SD)

40.3 (11.8)

50.1 (11.4)

9.5 (7.3)

10.9 (7.1)

77.6

98.5

As Table 4 shows, on average, CAP respondents worked 50.1 hours a week, well above the “40-hour
work week.” As can be seen in Figure 8, more than one-third of the Canadian principals surveyed
work more than 50 hours per week. These data indicate that those in the CAP sample spend more
hours working per week than those in the non-CAP sample.

Nearly everyone in the CAP sample (98.5 per cent of the respondents) also performed supplementary
work at home. On average, CAP respondents spent nearly 11 hours per week performing work at home
outside of their regular work hours. This suggests that the work demands of principals are very high.
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SUBJECTIVE INDICATORS OF WORK DEMAND
Role overload is defined as “having too many responsibilities and too little time in which to attend
to them” (Higgins, Duxbury and Lyons 2010, 3). Role overload provides better understanding of the
subjective work demands of the respondents and is employed here as it has been shown to be related
to such key outcomes as stress and absenteeism. Data on the role overload of respondents are shown
in Table 5 and Figure 9.
Table 5: Role overload, role ambiguity and role conflict
Work Demands

Non-CAP Sample
Mean (SD)

CAP
Mean (SD)

Role overload

3.4 (0.8)

3.9 (0.6)

Role ambiguity

2.1 (0.7)

2.3 (0.7)

Role conflict

2.7 (0.9)

3.2 (0.8)

The mean role overload score of the CAP respondents was 3.9 (SD 0.6), or what can be considered to
be high role overload. This conclusion is supported by the data in Figure 9, which show that nearly
three-quarters of the CAP respondents scored high on role overload.
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ROLE AMBIGUITY
Role ambiguity is defined as “(1) the predictability of the outcome or response to one’s behavior
[…] and (2) the existence or clarity of behavioral requirements” (Rizzo, House and Lirtzman 1970,
155). Employees with high levels of role ambiguity typically report heavier work demands, as they
often have to determine what they should be doing rather than how best to undertake the work. This
can lead to employees using ineffective coping strategies, including avoidance tactics, which might
connect to data that show that role ambiguity is often associated with such negative outcomes as
stress and anxiety.
The role ambiguity of the CAP sample was fairly low, with a mean of 2.3 (SD 0.7) (see Table 5). As
shown in Figure 10, about 70 per cent of CAP respondents have low role ambiguity, suggesting that
role ambiguity does not contribute greatly to higher levels of work demands in this sample. On the
contrary, on average, Canadian principals surveyed appear to have a relatively clear sense of their
work objectives and how they will be evaluated with respect to meeting those objectives. They just do
not have enough time to do it all.
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ROLE CONFLICT
Role conflict refers to “the dimensions of congruency-incongruence or compatibility-incompatibility
in the requirements of a role” (Rizzo, House and Lirtzman 1970, 155). Those experiencing high
role conflict tend to have higher levels of employee stress and higher work demands as they are less
effective in their jobs than those without such conflict. Moreover, role conflict has been linked to
decreased employee satisfaction and decreased organizational effectiveness. The data show that the
mean level of role conflict reported by those in the CAP sample is moderate or medium (see Table 5).
The frequency data (see Figure 11) suggest that this mean score (approximately 3.0) can be attributed
to the fact that the role conflict distribution in the CAP sample is slightly skewed in comparison
with the non-CAP sample: just under 80 per cent of the CAP sample reported medium to high role
conflict, and just over 20 per cent reported low role conflict.
The mean levels of role overload, role ambiguity and role conflict are all higher in the CAP sample
than in the non-CAP sample. The distribution of these constructs is also somewhat different, with
the majority (73 per cent) of the respondents in the CAP sample reporting high levels of role overload.
The CAP sample also has higher levels of role clarity. With 40 per cent reporting high levels of role
conflict, relatively few principals (compared to the non-CAP sample) reported low levels of role
conflict. Taken together, these data suggest that the principals in the CAP sample have very high
subjective work demands—higher than experienced by those in the non-CAP sample. Furthermore,
the data indicate that these high workloads cannot be attributed to conflicting expectations or a lack
of understanding of one’s role.
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SUMMARY: WORK DEMANDS OF RESPONDENTS
The principals participating in this study have heavy work demands. The indicator of objective work
demands shows that the CAP respondents work approximately 50 hours per week. Furthermore,
virtually everyone in the CAP sample (98.5 per cent) performs supplementary work at home,
spending an additional day and a half in work per week outside of regular office hours. The data on
supplementary work at home imply that the CAP respondents cannot complete all of their work
during their regular work hours and/or that there is an expectation that they will complete their work
out of regular work hours.
The subjective measures corroborate the objective results, with the majority of the CAP sample
reporting high levels of role overload and nearly 40 per cent reporting high levels of role conflict.
At the same time, the data show that the majority of the CAP respondents have low levels of role
ambiguity, a construct often linked to higher levels of role overload.
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Control over Work
Perceived control over work is a key construct in Karasek’s (1979) framework, which hypothesizes
that those with higher perceived control over work are more able to cope with the work-related
demands they face. Accordingly, included in the survey were a number of scales to provide insight
into how much control our respondents perceive they have in terms of three indicators: work control,
skill discretion and decision authority. The following section presents the data analysis of these
indicators to assess the levels of control over work experienced by the principals in the CAP sample.

WORK CONTROL
Work control is “the amount of perceived control an individual has over their work (ie, know how
their work will be assessed, have some say over workload, work schedule etc.)” (Duxbury and Higgins
2012, 67). On average, CAP respondents report a work control score of 2.8 (SD 0.7) (see Table 6). The
data in Figure 12 provide additional information on the sample’s perceived work control, showing
that about half of the CAP sample report moderate levels of work control, nearly one-third report low
work control and about 15 per cent report high levels of work control.
The results of the data analysis indicate that CAP members have moderate levels of control over work.
Notably, the levels of work control reported by those in the CAP sample are significantly lower than
the levels observed in the non-CAP sample. The frequency data show that respondents in the CAP
sample are more likely than those in the non-CAP sample to report low levels of control over work
and less likely to report high levels of control over work. Given their position of authority within a
school, one might expect principals to have a higher degree of control over their work. This perceived
lack of control, however, may stem more from external pressures than internal expectations. This
interpretation of the data is consistent with the high role clarity reported earlier.
Table 6: Control over work

Work Demands

Non-CAP Sample

CAP

Work control (Mean and SD)

3.2 (0.8)

2.8 (0.7)
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DECISION LATITUDE
Karasek (1979) equated control over work to a construct he labelled decision latitude. For Karasek,
decision latitude denotes employees’ control over their work-related tasks and the execution of those
tasks, and entails both skill discretion and decision authority. Although work demands have the
potential to increase stress or strain (see Figure 1), cognitive demands and autonomy move employees
into an active state rather than a stressful one. According to Karasek, higher skill discretion and
decision authority scores indicate an employee’s greater control over his or her job.

Table 7: Karasek’s decision latitude constructs

Decision Latitude

Non-CAP Sample

CAP

Skill discretion (Mean and SD)

3.9 (0.6)

4.1 (0.4)

Decision authority (Mean and SD)

3.9 (0.8)

3.7 (0.7)
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SKILL DISCRETION
Skill discretion is “the degree to which the job involves: a variety of tasks, low levels of repetitiveness,
occasions for creativity and opportunities to learn new things and develop special abilities”
(LaChapelle 2008, 72). The CAP respondents report a high mean skill discretion score of 4.1 (SD 0.4)
(see Table 7). The data in Figure 13 agree with this, as roughly 95 per cent of the CAP sample falls into
the high skill discretion group. The CAP respondents have notably higher skill discretion than those
in the non-CAP sample. These findings are not unexpected, given that the CAP sample is composed
of principals who have a lot of work experience and are in positions of authority.
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DECISION AUTHORITY
Decision authority refers to “the employee’s ability to make decisions about their own job, and their
ability to influence their own work team and more general company policy” (LaChapelle 2008, 72).
The CAP sample’s decision authority score indicates high control over work as well, with a mean
score of 3.7 (SD 0.7) (see Table 7). However, as Figure 14 shows, this measure of work control is
slightly lower than skill discretion, with nearly 30 per cent of the sample falling into the medium
category of decision authority. Notably, the CAP sample scores slightly lower than the non-CAP
sample in decision authority.

SUMMARY: CONTROL OVER WORK
The control over work measures indicate that the majority of the principals in the sample have
relatively high levels of control of their job. The scores on both skill discretion and decision authority
were very high. The respondents’ roles as principals might explain the high skill discretion and
decision authority. At the same time, the sample’s normal distribution with respect to the work
control measure and the lower scores in this construct in comparison with the non-CAP sample
suggest that perceived control over work is probably better captured with the work control construct
than with the measures used by Karasek (skill discretion and decision authority).
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Electronic Communication
One of the main objectives of this study was to classify the e-mails sent and received by respondents
by their levels of importance and urgency, as well as to quantify the number of work-related e-mails
that respondents process in a typical workweek. To meet this objective, a number of measures were
included in the survey to assess respondents’ e-mail use and the work demands that such use is likely
to impose on them.
The approach taken in this study to measure work demands associated with the use of e-mail is very
similar to that taken to quantify total work demands. More specifically, the survey included several
objective and subjective measures of the work demands imposed by e-mail. The objective measures are
• hours during workdays and non-workdays devoted to e-mail per week and
• number of e-mails sent and received each day.
The subjective measures are
• frequency of dealing with important and urgent e-mails (our measure),
• e-mail overload and
• proportion of all e-mails received by type (important, urgent, important and urgent, not urgent).
This section of the report is divided into two main parts: one focused on the objective data on e-mail
use, and one on the subjective data on e-mail use.
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WORK DEMANDS ASSOCIATED WITH E-MAIL USE:
OBJECTIVE DATA
The survey asked respondents to report e-mail use in terms of (1) time devoted to e-mail per week,
and (2) the frequency with which they sent and received e-mail each day. These are both important,
as time devoted to e-mail represents a proportion of total work hours—discussed earlier in this
report—and the frequency indicates the disruptive potential of e-mail. The mean scores and SD of the
objective measures are presented in Table 8, which is followed by a brief explanation of the results.
Table 8: Objective work demands related to e-mail

Non-CAP Sample
Mean (SD)

CAP
Mean (SD)

Time spent on e-mail at work

12.8 (9.8)

11.2 (8.0)

Time spent on e-mail at home

3.9 (5.7)

5.8 (6.0)

Total time spent on e-mail

16.7 (13.0)

17.0 (11.9)

Number of e-mails at work

88.9 (77.9)

111.5 (79.0)

Number of e-mails at home

20.6 (31.5)

26.7 (29.6)

Hours devoted to e-mail per week

Hours devoted to e-mail per week

HOURS PER WEEK USING E-MAIL
The total time spent on e-mails per week was quantified in this study as the average number of hours
CAP members spent working on e-mail (including personal and work e-mail) per week. The mean
for this indicator for the CAP sample is 17 hours (SD 11.9) (see Table 8). As noted earlier, on average
the CAP respondents in our study spent 50.1 hours working per week (61 hours when including
supplementary work at home). Taken together, these data indicate that one-third of the CAP
respondents’ total workweek is spent processing e-mail.
The hours spent on e-mail on non-workdays has a mean score of 5.8 hours (SD 6.0) (see Table 8).
As noted earlier, on average the CAP respondents spent 10.9 hours per week in supplementary
work at home. Taken together, these data indicate that principals devoted more than half of their
supplementary work at home to e-mail.
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NUMBER OF E-MAILS SENT AND RECEIVED EACH WEEK
E-mails handled at work and at home are operationalized as the average number of e-mails CAP
members sent or received at work and at home (including personal and work e-mail) per day. The data
show that, on average, respondents in the CAP sample process about 111 (SD 79.0) e-mails at work and
about 27 (SD 29.6) e-mails at home each day (see Table 8). The data show that those in the CAP sample
are handling approximately 25 per cent more e-mails each day than those in the non-CAP sample.

WORK DEMANDS ASSOCIATED WITH E-MAIL USE:
SUBJECTIVE DATA
This section presents key findings obtained using the measure developed with the AFA. This measure
provides a sense of how many important and urgent electronic communications a principal processes
in a typical workday. Such an analysis improves understanding of e-mail use within organizations
and how such use is related to specific outcomes. This section is the final step in meeting our first
objective in this study: to quantify the number of work-related important and/or urgent e-mails CAP
members sent and received in a typical workweek.
We define an important electronic communication as one that the employee perceives to have
great significance, consequence or value. The questions that constitute the important electronic
communication measure are shown in Table 9, as well as in question 22 in Appendix A. This measure
should help answer the following questions: What makes an e-mail communication important? Are
the electronic communications (specifically e-mail) on which people spend so much time important?
What do participants consider to be an important electronic communication? Responses to the
questions posed to the participants indicate that employees use three different cues to determine
whether or not an e-mail is important:
1.

who sent the message (eg, manager, senior manager),

2. whether the information in the e-mail has a direct impact on the employee’s ability to do his or
her job (eg, information that is critical to employee’s ability to do their work, such as job-related
instructions; message from organization; message related to client services) and
3.

whether the message links deliverables and time (eg, action required by a specific date).

There seems, from the analysis of the items included in this measure, to be a strong link between
perceived importance of the task itself and the need to complete the task in a timely manner.
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Table 9: Important electronic communication

Please think about a typical workday. How often do you deal with (ie, send, receive) the following types
of electronic communication (ie, e-mail, IM) messages?
A message from my immediate manager
A message that includes information/is a request for information that is critical to my ability to do my job
A message that explicitly states, in the subject line, that a reply or a deliverable is required by a certain data
A message that relates to client services
A message that comes from the organization and provides information on something which will impact my work
(ie, internet will be down, new policy)
A message that contains job-related instructions from me to those who report to me, or to me from management
A time-sensitive message (ie, one that requires you or someone else to take action immediately)
A message that involves a request made by a senior manager
A message that contains information I have been waiting for, or that provides information that others have been
waiting for

We define an urgent electronic communication as one that requires swift action. The questions that
constitute the urgent electronic communication measure appear in Table 10, as well as in question 22
in Appendix A. This measure should help answer the following questions: What makes an e-mail
communication urgent? Are the electronic communications (specifically e-mail) on which people
spend so much time really so urgent that they justify employees using their personal and work time to
process them?
What do participants consider to be an urgent electronic communication? Responses to the questions
posed to the participants indicate that employees use three different cues to determine whether or not
an e-mail is urgent:
1.

whether the message involves a complaint the employee has received (from their client, their
employee or their manager),

2. whether the message is consequential (corrects an incorrect message that was sent out
previously; someone is in distress; a client or colleague will be negatively impacted if the
employee does not respond at once) and
3.

whether the message links deliverables and time (deliverable required by a certain date; action
required by a specific date).

Analysis of the items included in this measure suggests a strong link between perceived urgency and
potential negative consequences to others.
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Table 10: Urgent electronic communication

Please think about a typical workday. How often do you deal with (ie, send, receive) the following types
of electronic communication (ie, e-mail, IM) messages?
A message is a follow-up on a complaint from a client
A message is a follow-up on a complaint from an employee
A message is a follow-up on a complaint from my manager
A message involves someone who is in distress
A message involves trying to track down someone that you need to talk to urgently
A message involves correcting an incorrect message that was sent out previously (eg, wrong information was sent
to someone)
A message relates to an issue where a client is (or will be) negatively impacted (especially if you do not respond)
A message involves sensitive issues (eg, colleague is fired; client, colleague, student is emotional)

Data showing the mean urgent and important electronic communication scores for the principals
in the sample are shown in Table 11. Distributions scores are shown in Figures 15 (importance)
and 16 (urgency). These data support the following observations. The CAP sample mean score for
important electronic communication suggests that the CAP respondents process a moderate number
of important e-mails each week. The data in Figure 15 support this conclusion: half of the CAP
respondents perceive the e-mails they process each week to be moderately important.
Table 11: Subjective electronic communication demands on CAP members

Electronic Communication by Type

Non-CAP
Sample
Mean (SD)

CAP
Mean (SD)

Important Electronic Communication
Urgent Electronic Communication

2.9 (0.7)
1.9 (0.7)

2.9 (0.7)
2.1 (0.6)

E-mail overload

3.2 (1.0)

3.6 (0.7)
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While most of the CAP sample perceive the e-mails they process to be of moderate or high
importance, relatively few perceive the messages to be urgent. The CAP sample mean score for
urgent electronic communication was 2.1 (SD 0.6), suggesting that the respondents in our CAP
sample do not feel that many of the e-mails they process are urgent. This conclusion is consistent
with the distribution data in Figure 16, which show that 75 per cent of respondents consider the
electronic communications they handle in a typical week to be of low urgency. Only 3 per cent of the
principals assigned high urgency ratings to the e-mails they process. Therefore, the e-mail related
to supplementary work at home seems to be triggered more by the volume of communications
processed in a typical workweek and the importance of the communications, not the urgency.
The originator of the e-mail factors into employees’ perception of its importance and urgency. The
data in Table 12 show that the principals in our sample rarely process e-mails sent by government
officials or school trustees. They also do not often deal with either complaints or compliments about
their school. It is noteworthy, though, that principals receive e-mails from sales representatives more
often than any others. School systems or jurisdictions may want to find a way to reduce such e-mails.
Table 12: Digital communication questions requested by CAP

Please think about a typical workday. How often do you deal with (ie, send,
receive) the following types of digital communication (ie, e-mail, IM) messages?

Mean (SD)

A message from the superintendent

2.3 (0.9)

A message from government officials

1.8 (0.8)

A message from a school trustee

1.4 (0.6)

A message from a community member

2.0 (0.7)

A message from a sales representative

2.4 (1.0)

A message that is a complaint about your school

1.7 (0.7)

A message that is a compliment about you or your school

1.7 (0.7)

PROPORTION OF ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION CLASSIFIED AS
“URGENT” VERSUS “IMPORTANT”
Also included in the survey was a question to gather respondents’ opinions on the proportion of
electronic communication they received in a typical day that they considered to be
•

important but not urgent,

•

urgent but not important,

•

urgent and important, and

•

neither important nor urgent.

This measure was included to lend support to the validity of the study’s findings. Responses to this
question are summarized in Table 13 and shown visually in Figure 17. These data show that the CAP
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respondents consider 40 per cent (SD 21.5) of e-mails they receive to be important but not urgent;
another 30 per cent (SD 20.6) of e-mails are neither important nor urgent. These numbers align fairly
closely with the important and urgent electronic communication scores obtained.
As noted earlier, the CAP respondents report spending a significant amount of time devoted to
e-mail each week. The data in this section suggest that much of this time may be spent processing
e-mails that are not important.
Table 13: Proportion of electronic communication received

Non-CAP Sample
Mean (SD)

CAP
Mean (SD)

Important (but not urgent)

40.5 (23.4)

40.3 (21.5)

Urgent (but not important)

14.9 (11.2)

14.7 (9.3)

Urgent and important

16.4 (14.3)

15.1 (11.8)

Neither important nor urgent

29.6 (23.9)

30.4 (20.6)
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E-MAIL OVERLOAD
E-mail overload is a specific type of information overload and is “defined as a condition in which the
volume of information exceeds a person’s capacity to process it” (Thomas et al 2006, 255). Inclusion
of this measure in this study enables examination of the relationship between time spent dealing with
important and urgent e-mails and e-mail overload. Other possible predictors of e-mail overload in
our study include the number of e-mails sent and received in a given day, the amount of time spent in
e-mail on a typical workday, and the amount of time spent in e-mail on a typical non-workday.
Inclusion of this construct in this study also allows for examination of the extent to which e-mail
overload predicts total levels of role overload, a construct known to be linked to the outcomes of
interest (perceived stress, job stress, absenteeism and intent to turnover). Findings with respect
to e-mail overload are shown in Figure 18. Analysis determined that the CAP respondents report
moderately high mean scores for e-mail overload. The results show that 60 per cent of the principals
reported high levels of e-mail overload and 30 per cent reported moderate levels of e-mail overload.
These findings are consistent with the high number of hours per week that the sample spent on
e-mail.
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SUMMARY—KEY FINDINGS WITH RESPECT TO E-MAIL USE
The objective data indicate that principals spend a lot of time on work-related e mail. The respondents
in the CAP sample reported spending just over 11 hours per week (or 20 per cent of their work time)
dedicated to e-mail at work and 6 hours dedicated to e-mail in supplementary work at home. In
total, principals in the CAP sample reported spending approximately two workdays per week in
e-mail related activities. They send and receive over 110 e-mails a day when working at the school
and another 26 e-mails when in their home. The number of e-mails processed by the principals in
the CAP sample was substantially higher than the number reported by employees in the non-CAP
sample.
The subjective data indicate that the principals in the CAP sample evaluate the importance and
urgency of the e-mails they process in a similar way as do those in the non-CAP sample. At the same
time, the mean e-mail overload score for the CAP sample is significantly higher than that of the nonCAP sample. The difference is even more drastic when looking at the distribution of scores, which
shows that the principals are far more likely than their counterparts in the non-CAP sample to report
high levels of e-mail overload.
These results are somewhat troubling, given that about 30 per cent of the e-mails that CAP
respondents process were perceived to be of low importance and about 70 per cent were considered
to be of low urgency. This suggests that the high levels of e-mail overload observed in the CAP sample
connect more to the volume of e-mails and the perceived importance of the e-mail than to the “real”
urgency of such communications.
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Key Outcomes
This section presents data relating to the outcomes of interest. These outcomes serve two purposes in
this study. First, they help establish the case for change, as school systems or jurisdictions might not
be motivated to address issues associated with e-mail use and overuse if such use cannot be linked to
outcomes of interest. Analysis using these outcomes should also help better identify ways in which
school systems or jurisdictions can help CAP members cope more effectively with the e-mails they
receive. The four outcomes addressed in this study include
• job stress (Table 14 and Figure 19),
• perceived stress (Table 14 and Figure 20),
• intent to turnover (Table 14 and Figure 21) and
• absenteeism (Table 15 and Figure 22).
In terms of our theoretical framework (Figure 1) these outcomes could be considered a sign of strain.
Table 14: Work outcomes and CAP members’ mental health

Work Outcomes

Non-CAP Sample
Mean (SD)

CAP
Mean (SD)

Intent to turnover

1.7 (1.1)

1.9 (1.1)

Job stress

2.9 (1.1)

3.6 (0.9)

Perceived stress

2.5 (0.8)

2.7 (0.7)
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JOB STRESS
Job stress refers to “the harmful physical and emotional responses that occur when the requirements
of the job do not match the capabilities, resources, or needs of the worker” (National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health 2009). Job stress has been linked to increases in absenteeism and
intent to turnover. Long-term job stress can have negative effects on employees’ physical and mental
health. The mean job stress score for the principals in the CAP sample is 3.6 (SD 0.9) (see Table 14),
reflecting high levels of job stress. More than 60 per cent of the CAP respondents reported high job
stress scores; only 13.5 per cent reported low levels of job stress.
The differences in job stress levels between those in the CAP sample and the other respondents is
particularly striking. The frequency data illustrate this point, revealing that nearly twice as many
respondents in the CAP sample are in the high job stress group compared to those in the non-CAP
sample (61 per cent versus 33 per cent).
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PERCEIVED STRESS
Perceived stress is defined as “the extent to which one perceives one’s situation to be unpredictable,
uncontrollable and burdensome” (Duxbury and Higgins 2012, 55). Perceived stress has been linked
to absenteeism, intent to turnover and job dissatisfaction. CAP respondents reported moderate levels
of stress.2 The distribution of the CAP sample stress scores show that stress was positively skewed,
with nearly 90 per cent of the sample reporting high or moderate stress scores. Only 11 per cent of the
principals surveyed reported low levels of perceived stress.
Although the mean perceived stress for the CAP sample is higher than for the non-CAP sample, the
distribution shows that principals are less likely to be in the high perceived stress group than other
respondents. In this case, the higher mean score can be attributed to the CAP sample being less likely
to report low perceived stress and more likely to report medium perceived stress scores.

Because people tend to underreport their stress levels, this scale uses a score of 2.8 and above to delineate high
levels of stress. This cut-off point was developed using population norms.
2
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INTENT TO TURNOVER
Intent to turnover refers to “an individual’s desire to leave an organization” (Duxbury and Higgins
2012, 47). Turnover results in the loss of experienced workers, which in turn creates costs in
retraining new workers and in possible decreases in morale as other employees have to work harder
to compensate for the loss. While the mean intent to turnover score for the CAP sample is low (mean
of 1.9 and SD of 1.1), the data shown in Figure 21 indicate that more than half of the principals in the
sample consider leaving their organization at least once per month. The respondents in the principal
sample report higher levels of intent to turnover than the non-CAP sample. This level of intent to
turnover is problematic given the position of responsibility that these individuals occupy.
The strong link between high intent to turnover and low employee engagement is also worth
consideration. While these principals may not leave their jobs, the frequency with which the majority
of the respondents consider leaving their employment might have negative effects on the school
environment, as leaders transmit “culture” through their own behaviour.
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ABSENTEEISM
Although there are certainly some positives to absenteeism (eg, avoids the spread of illness, provides
time to recover from fatigue), excessive absenteeism can be very costly for an organization in terms of
productivity. In addition, it may be symptomatic of other issues in the workplace.
This study examined four types of absenteeism: absences related to illness, child care, elder care and
fatigue (physical, emotional and mental). Data on the respondents’ absenteeism are presented in
Table 15.
More than half of the CAP respondents reported that they were absent because of poor health, onethird reported child-related absences, one-fifth reported absences related to eldercare and nearly
40 per cent reported absences due to mental or physical fatigue. On average, CAP respondents missed
about one day of work in a six-month period because of eldercare, childcare and emotional fatigue
and nearly three days in a six-month period due to illness. Focusing exclusively on those who were
absent due to the specific reasons provides further insight. With this parameter considered, in a
six-month period respondents missed about three days of work due to emotional fatigue, nearly five
days to attend to child care and/or ill health, and about three days due to elder care. These levels of
absenteeism are notable.
Principals are more likely than their counterparts in the non-CAP sample to be absent for three of
the four kinds of absenteeism explored in this study (fatigue—for which there is no difference—is
the exception). The mean scores indicate that principals are absent due to child care more often than
those in the non-CAP sample. The means for only those who were sick for a given reason suggest that
principals have fewer absences than the non-CAP sample for health reasons and elder care. There was
no difference between the samples in terms of fatigue-related absences.
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Table 15: Absenteeism

Non-CAP Sample
Mean (SD)

CAP
Mean (SD)

Percentage

Percentage

Due to health

47.5

57.4

Due to child care

22.1

35.0

Due to elder care

14.6

22.0

Due to fatigue (emotional, physical, mental)

38.4

38.8

Absenteeism in the past six months
(including those who were not absent)

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

Due to health

2.6 (9.6)

2.7 (7.1)

Due to child care

0.5 (1.4)

1.6 (7.6)

Due to elder care

0.7 (4.1)

0.7 (2.7)

Due to fatigue (emotional, physical, mental)

1.1 (5.1)

1.1 (3.9)

Absenteeism in the past six months
(including only those who were absent)

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

Due to health

5.4 (13.4)

4.7 (8.8)

Due to child care

2.4 (2.2)

4.7 (12.2)

Due to elder care

4.8 (10.0)

3.4 (5.0)

Due to fatigue (emotional, physical, mental)

2.9 (7.9)

3.0 (5.9)

Absenteeism at least once in the past six months

The fact that more than one-third of those in the CAP sample reported absences due to physical or
emotional fatigue is cause for concern, particular given a principal’s position within the school (one
can hire a substitute teacher but not a substitute leader). These data also suggest that the pressures of
the job (typified by the high role overload, perceived stress, job stress and e-mail overload scores) are
having a measurable effect on principals.
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SUMMARY—OUTCOMES
The majority of the CAP respondents report low intent to turnover; still, more than half of them
consider leaving their organization at least once per month, and more than one in five indicate high
intent to turnover (consider leaving at least weekly). Further, the CAP sample’s level of intent to
turnover is higher than that of the non-CAP sample.
Absenteeism due to emotional and mental fatigue and ill health is common in the CAP sample. Also
notable are the data showing that high levels of job stress and perceived stress are experienced by
about half of the principals in the CAP sample. Overall, these data indicate that the principalship
might have negative effects on the health and well-being of many of those in the role. If not addressed,
such issues might lead to succession planning crises in school districts in the next several years,
particularly if the Baby Boomers currently occupying many of these positions retire and the job
conditions make it difficult to recruit strong candidates to the positions.
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Key Findings: Predictors and Outcomes
This section of the report first explores the relationship between e-mail overload and the objective
and subjective indicators of e-mail use. Then, linear regression is employed to determine the key
predictors of e-mail overload, role overload, job stress, perceived stress and absenteeism.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN E-MAIL USE AND E-MAIL OVERLOAD:
OBJECTIVE MEASURES
The data in Figures 23 and 24 show that e-mail overload is more of a function of the number of
e-mails processed on a typical workday than the number processed on a non-workday. Both numbers
are, however, significant predictors of e-mail overload for the CAP sample. The scatter plot indicates
that—in both cases—the more e-mails the principal processes, the higher their perception of e-mail
overload.

Total e-mails sent and
received on a workday

Figure 23: E-mail overload and total number of e-mails sent and received on a typical workday

E-mail overload
The data in Figure 25 indicate that e-mail overload is also strongly and positively associated with the
number of hours per week principals spend processing e-mail, both at work and at home.
Examination of the scatter plots supports two conclusions. First, hours per week spent processing
e-mail is a stronger predictor of e-mail overload than the number of messages processed—this
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seems intuitive, given that different types of e-mail require varying amounts of time. Second, those
in the CAP sample who spent 20 hours or more per week processing e-mails (at work and at home)
experienced high levels of e-mail overload.

Total e-mails sent and
received on a non-workday

Figure 24: E-mail overload and total number of e-mails sent and received on a typical
non-workday

E-mail overload

Total hours spent on e-mail

Figure 25: E-mail overload and total hours spent on e-mail per week

E-mail overload
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RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN E-MAIL USE AND E-MAIL OVERLOAD:
SUBJECTIVE MEASURES
The data in Figures 26 and 27 (obtained using chi-square analysis) support a number of conclusions.
First, e-mail overload is strongly associated with the perceived importance of the e-mail messages
that one is expected to process. Second, e-mail overload is related to the perceived urgency of the
e-mail messages that one is expected to process.

The “medium urgent e-mail” category was included in Figure 27 in order to show the relationship, as there was a
very small percentage of e-mail considered to be highly urgent.
3
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E-mail overload is strongly associated with
the perceived importance of the e-mail
messages that one is expected to process.

PREDICTION OF KEY OUTCOMES
Regression analysis was performed to determine the key predictors of the key outcomes included
in this study. In statistics, linear regression is an approach for modelling the relationship between
a scalar dependent variable (ie, outcomes) and one or more explanatory variables (or independent
variables or predictors). The results of this analysis are shown in Table 16. Included in this table are
the following statistics:
•

R 2, which reflects the amount of variation in the construct explained by the variables included in
the regression. For example, the R 2 in row one of Table 16 can be interpreted to mean that 13 per
cent of the variation in e-mail overload can be explained by the six predictor variables listed in
row one, column four.

•

β represents the standardized regression coefficient. βj is the expected change in y for a one-unit
change in xj when the other covariates are held fixed. This is sometimes called the unique effect
of xj on y. The higher the β, the stronger relationship between this dependent variable and the
outcome of interest, in this case e-mail overload.

•

∝ represents significance. Values below .05 typically indicate statistical significance. The first
∝ (column 3) refers to the significance of the prediction. The second ∝ (column) relates to the
significance of the β coefficient.
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Table 16: Prediction of key outcomes

Outcome

R2

E-mail overload

.13

∝
.000

Role overload

.44

.000

Job stress

Perceived stress

Predictor

β

Total e-mails sent/received: workday
Total e-mails sent/received: non-workday
Hours per week in e-mail: workday
Hours per week in e-mail: non-workday
Important e-mail
Urgent e-mail

.12
-.01
.15
.05
.17
.05

Hours per week in work-related activities: work
Hours per week in supplementary work at home
E-mail overload
Role conflict
Role ambiguity
Control over work

.10
.06
.28
.28
.27
-.26

.40

Hours per week in work-related activities: work
Hours per week in supplementary work at home
E-mail overload
Role conflict
Role ambiguity
Control over work
Role overload

.01
-.003
.12
.17
.08
-.004
.42

.42

Hours per week in work-related activities: work
Hours per week in supplementary work at home
E-mail overload
Role conflict
Role ambiguity
Control over work
Role overload

-.02
-.04
.10
.16
.19
-.09
.35

∝
.001
ns
.000
ns
.000
ns
000
.020
.000
.000
ns
.000
ns
ns
.000
.000
.004
.ns
.000
ns
ns
.000
.000
.000
.001
.000

The following conclusions can be drawn from the data in Table 16:
E-MAIL OVERLOAD
E-mail overload is a function of a principal’s perception of the importance of the e-mails they process
and the total number of e-mails they process during a typical workday, as well as the number of
hours they spend processing e-mail on workdays in a given week. These three factors are all equally
important predictors of e-mail overload. Notably, the total number of e-mails processed on a nonworkday does not predict e-mail overload; urgency was also not a significant predictor for this
sample. The major difference between the CAP sample and the non-CAP sample was the analysis
showing that for the non-CAP sample—but not for the sample of principals—urgency was the biggest
predictor of e-mail overload (β of .27, Sig. of .000).
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These results indicate that e-mail overload is a function of the volume and perceived importance
of e-mail for principals. But why should employers care about e-mail overload? The answer to this
question is explored below.
E-MAIL OVERLOAD AND ROLE OVERLOAD
As noted earlier, higher levels of role overload have been found to be positively associated with
negative consequences to the employee (eg, a decline in employee well-being) and, ultimately, the
organization’s effectiveness.
One of the most important predictors of role overload was e-mail overload (β of .28), which was
about equal to role conflict as a predictor. Role ambiguity was not found to be a significant predictor.
Consistent with Karasek’s model, control over work was found to be negatively associated with role
overload (β of -.26), meaning that—when the other variables included in this equation are taken into
account—role overload is lower when the employee has higher levels of control over work.
Other significant predictors of role overload include hours in work per week and hours in
supplementary work at home per week. It should be noted, however, that these objective measures of
demand are not as strong predictors of role overload as are the subjective indicators, such as e-mail
overload and role conflict.
The only difference of note between the two samples with respect to role overload is that respondents
in the non-CAP sample reported e-mail overload as an even more important predictor of role
overload than did those in the CAP sample.
Role overload is a significant predictor of two indicators of CAP members’ well-being included in
our study: job stress (40 per cent of variation explained) and perceived stress (42 per cent of variation
explained).
JOB STRESS
Job stress is a function of role overload above all else (β of .42) for the CAP sample. Job stress also
increases with increases in e-mail overload and role conflict. Job stress is not significantly associated
with hours in work per week, hours in supplementary work at home per week or control over work.
It is, however, positively associated with role ambiguity. In other words, the more overloaded a CAP
member feels (whether because they are overwhelmed by their work demands, by the amount and
type of e-mail they process during the day, by role conflict, and/or by lack of role clarity) the higher
his or her level of job stress. Finally, control over work does not seem to help prevent job stress for
those with high levels of role overload and role conflict.
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PERCEIVED STRESS
Perceived stress is also a function of role overload above all else (β of .35) for the CAP sample. Other,
albeit not as strong, predictors of perceived stress include role conflict, role ambiguity and e-mail
overload (ie, subjective indicators of demands). While the two objective indicators of high work
demand included in our analysis (hours in work per week and hours per week in supplementary work
at home) predict levels of CAP member’s stress, the relationship is not as strong as was observed for the
subjective indicators. Finally, more control over work seems to help principals cope with stress (β -.09).
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SAMPLES
The following key differences can be noted between the CAP sample and the non-CAP sample. The
relationship between hours in work and stress (β of -.15) was stronger in the non-CAP sample than in
the CAP sample. Similarly, there was a stronger negative relationship between control over work and
stress (β of -.19) in the non-CAP sample than in the CAP sample. Perceived stress was also less of a
function of role overload for those in the non-CAP sample than it was in the CAP sample (β of .15).
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Effective Management of Work-Related
Electronic Communications
The interview phase of this study entailed the researchers asking participants questions to better
understand how employees and employers can more effectively manage work-related electronic
communication. This section of the report summarizes key findings relating to this issue.
At the beginning of this study, 29 interviews were conducted (14 at a college and 15 at a private sector
firm) to collect information on urgent and important e-mails and to gather suggestions from the
participants on dealing with work-related e-mail. The interviews took approximately 25 minutes for
participants at the college and 45 minutes for the participants at the private sector firm.
This phase of the study did not include respondents from the CAP sample; however, select findings
are reported here to provide some insight into the effects of e-mail on work life and into possible
approaches to mitigate e-mail overload and, therefore, role overload. Of particular relevance are the
participant responses to the following two questions:
“What one workplace change would help you better manage your use of electronic
communication?”
“What one personal change would help you better manage your use of electronic
communication?”
Responses were content coded.

WORKPLACE CHANGES
In total, participants identified 28 different workplace changes that they felt would help them better
manage their use of electronic communication. A significant number of the responses related to the
following:
EXPECTATIONS
It would be helpful if
• the expectations regarding how quickly employees respond to messages were lowered (ie, access to
e-mail should not result in an expectation to check and answer e-mails immediately) and
• additional staff were available to handle some of the e-mail load, at least during peak hours (ie,
hiring a floater to respond to any straightforward e-mails).
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TECHNOLOGY
It would be helpful if the organization
• invested in better spam blockers, as a lot of industry spam is still being received;
• had a more reliable wireless system; and
• developed a filter that separated messages into different inboxes—for instance, students’ e-mail
from colleagues’ e-mail.
TRIAGING ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATIONS
A number of comments were subsequently categorized as “triaging electronic communication.”
These comments all related to respondents feeling overwhelmed by the volume of work-related
e-mails they were receiving and indicated that respondents needed the organization to help them
manage messages. In particular, respondents noted that, because there were too many places that
they were expected to monitor for messages (eg, Facebook, LinkedIn, Yammer, multiple e-mail
accounts), the system was difficult to navigate. This also resulted in difficulty finding specific
messages processed earlier and in receiving duplicate messages. The following typify the kinds of
participant responses related to triaging electronic communications:
You can spend the whole day deciding what to read and what’s important and never get
anything done.
Why can’t our system know that the user is looking at certain things and have them
available? Facebook can do it, Google can do it. Maybe we should outsource to Google or
Facebook to set up that kind of functionality within our organization.
The search function at work doesn’t help find messages that I have archived or put in a folder.
Bing and Google seem to work very well. They understand how your brain works rather than
you having to figure out the software.
Would help if they would organize the newsletter better so that the important stuff is easier
to find (maybe put the new information at the top). A lot of time is spent (wasted) reading
through older and unimportant stories to get to important ones.
TRAINING
Many respondents expressed frustration that the functionality of the technology was negated by
people not knowing how to use their e-mail software correctly.
It would be helpful if the organization offered
• an e-mail webinar that would educate employees on how to better manage e-mail and on the
e-mail tools they can use to organize their messages,
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• electronic communication etiquette training that would educate employees about when it is
appropriate to send an e-mail, and
• training on how to write a “good e-mail message” (eg, improve clarity).
POLICIES
It would be helpful if the organization
• developed, implemented and enforced a set of policies around the management of electronic
communication within the company.
Specific suggestions on policies included the following:
•

create a consistent, clear messaging structure for sending items out;

•

create policy regarding who should send messages, when and to whom (eg, policy on sending
e-mails after work hours; policy on cc’ing those not affected by a message);

•

create guidelines regarding requests for information and retractions of such requests; and

•

create policy on how many sources one should contact asking for the same information.

Participants also suggested that enforcement of any policies established was important. For instance,
reminders related to the who, what, when and to whom of proper e-mail use could be productive.

PERSONAL CHANGES
Participants identified 21 different ways in which they could make personal changes to better manage
their use of electronic communication. Most comments related specifically to improving strategies
related to managing e-mail and coping with e-mail overload.
Personal strategies to better manage their e-mail communication included
• become better at deleting messages,
• become more disciplined about setting up a specific time to respond to and manage e-mails,
• try to wait a certain amount of time (eg, an hour) before responding to e-mail to minimize the
likelihood of sending follow-up e-mails pre-emptively,
• change the ring tone on personal phone to distinguish between personal and work e-mails,
• learn how to use and then employ the filtering system to have e-mails automatically go into
specified folders instead of the inbox, and
• organize e-mails into folders upon receipt.
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Personal strategies to manage information overload included
• make an effort to avoid multitasking,
• shut down e-mail system during weekends and vacations,
• stop checking personal phone for e-mail (especially during meetings),
• take work-related e-mail off personal phone,
• use the “Do Not Disturb” status for IM when too busy to take messages,
• set a time aside each day to manage e-mails,
• engage in stress-reduction activities, and
• eliminate nonessential e-mail accounts.

SUMMARY
Participants commented that expectations regarding e-mail are unrealistic and/or unclear.
Employees would like more help to manage their e-mail load. In proposing ways to reduce e-mail
overload, nearly all of the respondents suggested increasing administration around e-mail (eg,
training, policies and enforcement). In addition, nearly all respondents observed the need for
personal discipline to stop multitasking while working and to avoid processing work-related e-mail
during nonwork hours.
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Conclusions and Recommendations
PRINCIPALS’ E-MAIL USE
The following conclusions can be drawn with respect to e-mail use by the principals who participated
in the study.
The principals in the CAP sample reported spending a considerable amount of their time processing
e-mail. In fact, the data from this study show that just over one-third of CAP respondents’ total
workweek is spent processing e-mail. Time processing work-related e-mails does not occur just at work.
The data from this study show that more than half of the time spent by CAP members in supplementary
work at home is devoted to processing e-mail. In terms of volume, respondents in the CAP sample
process approximately 112 e-mails each day at work and an additional 27 e-mails at home.
An important electronic communication is one that the employee perceives to have great significance,
consequence or value. An urgent electronic communication is one that requires swift action. The
following observations regarding important and urgent e-mails can be made:
• Most of the e-mails that the principals in the CAP sample process are perceived by the recipient to
be of moderate or high importance.
• Relatively few e-mails that the principals in this CAP sample process are perceived to be urgent.
• The CAP respondents consider nearly one-third of the e-mails they process to be neither
important nor urgent.
These data support the following conclusion: the high amount of time spent processing workrelated e-mails by the individuals in the CAP sample is triggered by the volume of communications
processed in a typical workweek and the importance of the communications, not the urgency.
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E-MAIL OVERLOAD
E-mail overload is a specific type of information overload, “defined as a condition in which the
volume of information exceeds a person’s capacity to process it” (Thomas et al 2006, 255). More than
60 per cent of the respondents in the CAP sample reported high levels of e-mail overload. Based on
the data, the following conclusions can be drawn with respect to the relationship between e-mail
overload and e-mail communications:
• E-mail overload is a function of the number of e-mails sent and received on a typical workday. The
more e-mails a principal processes at work, the higher the e-mail overload.
• E-mail overload is also strongly and positively associated with the number of hours per week a
principal spends processing e-mail at work. The more hours a principal spends processing e-mails
at work, the higher the e-mail overload.
• Hours spent in e-mail per week is a stronger predictor of e-mail overload than the number of
messages sent and received per week—a finding that makes intuitive sense given that it takes
varying amounts of time to deal with different types of e-mails.
• Principals who spend 20 hours or more per week processing e-mails will likely experience high
levels of e-mail overload.
• E-mail overload is strongly associated with the perceived importance of the e-mail messages that
one is expected to process.
• E-mail overload is only moderately related to the perceived urgency of the e-mail messages that
one is expected to process.
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN E-MAIL USE AND WELL-BEING
The following observations regarding the relationship between e-mail use and employee well-being
can be made:
• More than 60 per cent of the principals in the CAP sample reported high levels of job stress, and
more than 70 per cent reported high levels of role overload.
• Nearly half of the principals reported high levels of perceived stress, and another 40 per cent
reported moderate levels of perceived stress.
• Intent to turnover is fairly high in the CAP sample, with more than 20 per cent of the respondents
indicating that they consider leaving their current school system or jurisdiction at least once per week.
• Absenteeism due to emotional and mental fatigue and ill health is common, and the number of
days taken off per year due to ill health can be considered high.
When examining outcomes of interest, the following conclusions can be drawn from the data:
• Higher levels of role overload have been found to be positively associated with negative consequences
to the employee (declines in employee well-being) and the organization’s effectiveness.
• The most important predictors of role overload were e-mail overload and role conflict.
• Control over work was found to be negatively associated with role overload.
• Hours in work per week and hours in supplementary work at home per week were significant
predictors of role overload. Yet, these objective measures of demand are less strong as predictors of
role overload than the subjective indicators, such as e-mail overload and role conflict.
• Role overload is a significant predictor of two indicators of CAP members’ well-being: job stress
and perceived stress.
• Job stress is a function of role overload above all else. Job stress also increases with increases in
e-mail overload and role conflict. Job stress is not significantly associated with hours in work
per week, hours in supplementary work at home per week or control over work. It is, however,
positively associated with role ambiguity.
• Perceived stress is a function of role overload above all else. Other predictors of perceived stress
include role conflict, role ambiguity and e-mail overload.
• Hours in work per week and hours per week in supplementary work at home did not significantly
predict levels of principals’ stress.
• Higher control over work helps principals cope with stress.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The data show a strong link between time spent in e-mail at work and e-mail overload for principals.
E-mail overload, in turn, is strongly associated with role overload, job stress and perceived stress.
Given these relationships, it is important that school systems or jurisdictions determine how best to
help principals manage e-mail overload.
The volume of messages and the perceived importance of the message drive e-mail overload,
role overload and stress. At the same time, perceptions of control over one’s work help principals
cope with the demands they face. Based on these results, we recommend that school systems or
jurisdictions work to reduce the volume of e-mail that principals have to process in a given week
through the use of appropriate policies, training and enforcement, as suggested by our interview
participants. Appropriate policies and training should reduce the volume of e-mails received and,
hence, the amount of time that principals need to devote to e-mail. Policies could also clear up
ambiguities around e-mail expectations and instill in principals a greater sense of control over the
times and the manner in which they process e-mail.
School systems or jurisdictions can also help manage principals’ e-mail overload by supporting
personal changes. That is, organizations can encourage employees to set parameters around their
use of e-mail at work and at home. If, as some participants suggested, stress-reduction activities
might alleviate e-mail overload, school systems or jurisdictions could also promote opportunities
for activities that foster wellness. Key for organizations wanting to lessen e-mail overload is the
recognition that changing personal interactions with e-mail is difficult and needs to be reinforced by
the organizational culture. For instance, no set of policies or personal changes will be successful if
the school system or jurisdiction does not create an organizational culture that supports principals’
choice to avoid processing work-related e-mail at home.
Cultural shifts need to be led by and modelled at the top. Regardless of policy, an employee will likely
not ignore a message sent by their supervisor or their supervisor’s supervisor after regular work
hours—regardless of its perceived urgency. Cultural change also requires clear expectations on what
constitutes appropriate and inappropriate e-mail, measurement of how people are actually using the
system and the imposition of visible corrective actions when e-mail is being used inappropriately.
By alleviating e-mail overload, school systems or jurisdictions can begin to minimize role overload.
This can lead to improved employee wellness, which may result in reduced stress, intent to turnover
and absenteeism.
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Epilogue
THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXTS OF THE IMPACT OF ELECTRONIC
COMMUNICATION TOOLS
The Greeks define two types of time: chronos and keiros. Chronos is regular, divisible time that
can be measured in minutes, hours and years. Keiros is qualitative and measures moments
and creative time. Keiros is essential for productive thinking, and good employers know they
need to protect it.
									

—Linh Le

While this report focuses on the impact of electronic communication tools on the work life of
Canadian school leaders, it also offers insights into the trends shaping the workplace nationally and
internationally.
This study reinforces many of the conclusions of a growing body of research on the work life of
school leaders. The Future of the Principalship in Canada: A National Study (Alberta Teachers’
Association 2014b, 11) found that the ubiquity of electronic communication tools was diminishing
the quality of work life for principals in three key areas: the growing central management and
surveillance of school operations, increasing expectations of parents and others to be available 24/7,
and the pernicious use of social media among students—and in some cases among parents—that
contributed to cyberbullying and the deterioration of school climates. On the international level, the
TALIS 2013 Results: An International Perspective on Teaching and Learning, part of a series produced
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2014), has helped to map the
changing working conditions for school leaders as well as teachers. Policy pronouncements about the
role of principals as instructional leaders are problematic given the reality that, in one study (ATA
2014a), school leaders struggled to find 6 hours in a 56-hour workweek to spend time in classrooms
or in contact with teachers. The study also illustrated that 90 per cent of Canada’s school leaders
report significant levels of work-related stress in a career that, while very rewarding, is increasingly
unsustainable.
These challenges underscore many of the global policy trends of ongoing (and increasing)
accountability, a growing authority dilemma, greater standardization of assessments, evaluation via
fine-grained metrics (ie, data-driven decision making) and, overall, pressure to adopt a technocratic
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approach to teaching and learning. These growing influences provide some of the context for the
growing expectation that in many cases school leaders are available 24/7 to address the myriad
factors that impact schools today. Moreover, these trends reinforce the conclusion of German
sociologist Helga Nowotny (1994) that chronic “busy-ness” traps individuals in an “extended
present”—spinning endlessly around the axis of now, at such a pace that we are unable to imagine or
plan for the future. This offers a compelling description of the life of school leaders across Canada,
and it points to potentially large gaps between the ideal and the reality when it comes to leadership
priorities.
The proliferation of information and communication technologies, if ineffectively managed or
regulated, can have an impact on the health of workers across all sectors. For example, in the UK,
the amount of time people spend typing, texting, talking or gaming through smartphones, tablets
and desktops is now more than time spent than sleeping (Miller 2014). Human capital experts argue
that this constant supply of technology consumption can lead to decision paralysis due to increasing
stress and lower productivity as people manage a broader range of data and communications and feel
overwhelmed by feelings of never being able to disconnect from their work.
In a study (Teichmann et al 2013) of academic staff at a British university, the sources of pressure
related to e-mail stress were examined with the pattern of emotional, cognitive and behavioural
reactions in academic settings. Results suggest that e-mail stress was strongly related to workload and
academics’ professional identity and personal life.
A comprehensive study (Future Work Centre 2015) in the UK of 2,000 people across a variety of
industries, sectors and job roles made several conclusions about e-mail pressure and the impact of
types of communication. The study found a moderate positive correlation between perceived e-mail
pressure and negative work-to-home interference. Perceived e-mail pressure is significantly higher
in people with caregiving responsibilities, which is well documented by work–life balance research
literature on challenges when it comes to navigating the boundaries between work and home. The
study found that individuals who rated e-mail more positively in terms of the flexibility it gives them
and the productivity it facilitates were more likely to report higher levels of perceived e-mail pressure.
This echoes the idea of e-mail as a double-edged sword—while respondents acknowledged the
benefits of e-mail, they also experienced negative consequences.
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TAMING THE TIGER
Due to pressure from the European Parliament, in 1999 the European Commission set out to analyze
the additional psychosocial problems in the workplace not covered by existing legislation, such as
stress, fatigue and aggression. In 2000, the commission presented the “Guidance on Work Related
Stress,” which defined stress as “a pattern of emotional, cognitive, behavioral and physiological
reactions to adverse and noxious aspects of work content, work organization and work environment”
(cited in Natali et al 2008, 2). The guidance outlined important stress-prevention steps:
(1) identification of work-related stress factors, their causes and health consequences; (2) analysis of the
characteristics of exposures in relation to the outcomes; (3) design and implementation of intervention
strategies by stakeholders; and (4) evaluation of short- and long-term results of interventions.
Evidence from Europe shows that working conditions increasingly play an important role in
maintaining good mental health and lowering work stress (Leka and Kortum 2008). European
stakeholders have worked toward creating a common set of regulations across Europe. Such
regulation includes a European Working Time Directive that sets an 11-hour break every 24-hour
period. Commentators have noted that the use of e-mail and texts and the ability to check them
regardless of location and time can impede this regulation, compromising the duty of care that
companies have to their employees.
While important progress has been made to advance the knowledge in relation to these issues, there
are still gaps in the translation of this knowledge into effective practice at the enterprise level (Leka
and Kortum 2008). Due to the many potential cofactors, establishing an appropriate methodology for
stress evaluation is also difficult. Many of the European models for stress evaluation follow a holistic,
global and participatory approach: the active role and the necessity of workers’ involvement should
be emphasized.
Comparison of the European models, although limited due to sociocultural differences, offers
ways into social dialogue to approach work stress assessment and prevention. For example, Italian
legislation has introduced the mandatory assessment of work stress for each employer, while in
France new laws on labour rights and conditions give employees the right to disconnect.4 In practice,
this means employers will be required to set formal procedures to prevent work from encroaching
on employees’ personal time. The French law builds on policies developed by German companies in
conjunction with unions, such as Volkswagen’s policy of shutting down its e-mail servers after hours.
Carmaker Daimler has also implemented a rule that employees are free to delete the messages they
receive while on vacation.

4
Article 25 of France’s El Khmori Law, adopted in August 2016, introduces some measures that expand what
constitutes a “normal” working week to 46 hours (but with rather generous compensation arrangements from the
36th hour onward), a financial ceiling for unjust dismissal and a redefinition of what unions can do in the case of
disagreements and strikes.
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In the UK, the Trades Union Congress (TUC) shared skepticism over establishing measures that
are not developed in consultation with employees. Suggesting that different organizations may need
different solutions, union officials state that “where employers simply introduce policies on their own,
however well-meaning they may be, they are unlikely to be successful” (BBC News 2011).
Despite the development of knowledge and activities on both the policy and practice levels in recent
years, further work is also still needed to harmonize stakeholder perceptions in this area within EU
member states (Iavicoli et al 2011). Initiatives that aim to promote workers’ health have not resulted
in the positive impact experts and policy-makers anticipated (Leka et al 2008). At the organizational
level, there is a clear need for the implementation of systematic and effective prevention strategies,
linked to companies’ management practices (Leka et al 2010).
The international developments related to the impact of electronic communication tools on work
life across several sectors—and ways governments have sought to implement legislation around
these issues—provide important context for the Canadian study of school leaders. It is increasingly
apparent from the research that the substantive issues related to the use of communication tools are
rooted in organizational cultures and reflect broader societal contexts.
Two timely articles in the CAP Journal underscore the importance of understanding the impact of
school culture, shaped by the principal, on work–life balance. In particular, a school climate that
stresses the necessity of immediately responding to every request that appears urgent simply reflects
the school leaders’ inability to model effective work–life balance (Swain 2017, 10). Focusing on e-mail,
McCormack and Checkley (2017) offer practical strategies for managing the paradoxical emotional
burdens associated with not responding to e-mail during “downtime,” while offering a thoughtful
analysis of the impacts of the digital tether on stress and family life.
This study reinforces the need to continue to monitor and reflect on the work life of school leaders in
increasingly digitally saturated environments. Future research efforts ought to consider the complex
ecologies of schools nested in communities, as well as global changes, with technology continuing
to grow in its influence and impact. In this respect we must remain mindful, as Marshall McLuhan
reminds us, that we shape our tools and then our tools shape us. Therefore, future research ought to
be grounded by the recognition that optimal conditions of practice for school leaders are not only
critical to their work–life balance—the enduring benefits ultimately extend to the school-community
that school leaders serve and to the success of students.
J-C Couture
Associate Coordinator, Research
Alberta Teachers’ Association
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Appendix A: Survey
ROADMAP TO SURVEY
Q) 1-7

Demographic information so that we can look at the differences between groups

Q) 8

Skill discretion questions (1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9) and decision authority questions (4, 6, 8).

Q) 9

Work control questions

Q) 10

Turnover question

Q) 11

Absenteeism questions: (a) health, (b) child care, (c) elder care and (d) fatigue

Q) 12

Hours working: (a) total and (b) supplementary work at home (SWAH)

Q) 13

Role overload questions

Q) 14

Role conflict (1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10, 13) and role ambiguity (2, 6, 9, 11, 12, 14)

Q) 15

Perceived stress questions

Q) 16

Job stress questions

Q) 17

E-mail frequency on a typical workday: (a) received, (b) sent

Q) 18

E-mail frequency on a typical non-workday: (a) received, (b) sent

Q) 19

E-mail usage in terms of hours of time devoted to e-mail at work per week (both work- and nonworkrelated e-mails)

Q) 20

E-mail usage in terms of hours of time devoted to e-mail at home per week (both work- and
nonwork- related e-mails)

Q) 21

Important electronic communications (2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 15, 17) and urgent electronic
communications (9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 16, 18, 19)*

Q) 22

E-mail overload questions

Q) 23

Percent of electronic communication divided by type: important (but not urgent), urgent (but not
important), urgent and important, and neither important nor urgent

NOTE: Any questions with *** in the survey are reverse coded (ie, scores of 5 and 4 are changed to 1 and 2
respectively)
*Q) 21 item 1 was removed, as it did not factor with either of the questions about important or urgent electronic
communication.

ALBERTA TEACHERS’ ASSOCIATION

73

Survey
SECTION 1: DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION
The following section of the questionnaire asks you to provide some demographic information about
yourself that will be used to help us to interpret this question. Please indicate the response that best
describes you.
1.

What is your age? _____________ years old

2. What is your gender?
Female
Male
Other
3.

How long have you worked for your current school system or jurisdiction (i.e. years of service)?
______ year(s)

4. How long have you held your current school leader/administrator designation? ______ year(s)
5.

How many years of experience do you have as a school leader/administrator? _______year(s)

6. What is the highest education level you have completed?
Undergraduate degree
Master’s Degree
PhD
7.

What is your current school leader/administration designation (if not full-time please indicate to
the nearest 10 per cent of your designation)?
School administrator only
Combined classroom and administrative duties (If you indicated combined please indicate
		 to the nearest 10 per cent your designation) ________
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8. In which province or territory are you currently working?
Yukon
Northwest Territories
Nunavut
British Columbia
Alberta
Saskatchewan
Manitoba
Ontario
Quebec
Newfoundland and Labrador
New Brunswick
Nova Scotia
Prince Edward Island
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SECTION 2: INFORMATION ABOUT YOUR WORK
The following questions ask about your experiences at your current place of work and with your current
employer. For each of the following questions please select the response that most represents your
situation at work.
(Note: *** Represents a question which is reverse scored)
9.

Below is a list of statements that could be used to describe your work. Please indicate how
strongly you agree with each statement.
Strongly Disagree
Disagree

Neither

Agree

Strongly
Agree

1) My job requires that I learn new
things
2) ***My job involves a lot of repetitive
work

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

3) My job requires me to be creative

1

2

3

4

5

4) My job allows me to make a lot of
decisions on my own

1

2

3

4

5

5) My job requires a high level of skill

1

2

3

4

5

6) ***On my job, I have very little
freedom to decide how I work

1

2

3

4

5

7) I get to do a variety of different things
on my job

1

2

3

4

5

8) I have a lot of say about what happens
on my job

1

2

3

4

5

9) I have an opportunity to develop my
own special abilities

1

2

3

4

5
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10. In your current position at work:
Very
Little

Little

Moderate

Much

Very
Much

How able are you to predict the amount
of work you will have to do on any given
day?
How much control do you have over how
quickly or slowly you have to work?

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

How much control do you have over how
much work you get done?
How much are things that affect you at
work predictable, even if you can’t directly
control them?
In general, how much overall control
do you have over work and work-related
matters?

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

11. In the past 6 months how often have you thought about leaving your organization to work
elsewhere?
Never
Monthly
Weekly
Several days per week
Daily
12. In the last six months, how many days have you:
a) Been unable to work or carry out your usual activities because of health problems?
_____ DAYS
b) Been unable to work or carry out your usual activities because of children-related problems?
_____ DAYS
c) Been unable to work or carry out your usual activities because of problems concerning
elderly relatives? _____ DAYS
d) Taken a day off because you were emotionally, physically or mentally fatigued?
_____ DAYS
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SECTION 3: DEMANDS AT WORK
The following questions ask about the demands of your work.
13. At present approximately how many hours per week do you spend:
a) in work-related activities? ______ hours per week
b)

in work-related activities at home outside regular office hours (i.e., evenings or weekends)?
______ hours per week

14. Please indicate how often each of the following situations applies to you at work:
Rarely

Sometimes

Strongly
Agree

How often does your job require you to work
very fast?
How often does your job require you to work
very hard?

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

How often do expectations at work mean that
you cannot get everything done?
How often do the number of tasks you have to
do at work exceed the amount of time you have
to do them in?
How often do you feel emotionally exhausted
from all you have to do at work?
How often do you feel physically exhausted
from all you have to do at work?

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

How often do your colleagues make too many
demands on you?

1

2

3

4

5

How often does your supervisor make too
many demands on you?

1

2

3

4

5

How often do your clients make too many
demands on you? (please leave this blank if it
does not apply)
***How often do you have time to just sit and
contemplate at work?

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

***How often do you experience periods where
the work slows down?
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15. Please use the following scale to indicate how accurately each of the following statements
describes your work?
Very
Inaccurate

Somewhat
Inaccurate

Uncertain

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

***I feel certain about how
much authority I have

1

2

3

4

5

I receive an assignment
without the help I need to
complete it
***I know that I have divided
my time properly

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

***I know what my
responsibilities are

1

2

3

4

5

I do things that are apt to be
accepted by one person and not
accepted by others
***Explanation is clear about
what has to be done on my job

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

I have to do things that should
be done differently
***There are clear, planned
goals and objectives for my job
I have to bend or break a rule or
policy in order to carry out an
assignment
I receive assignments without
adequate resources and
materials to execute them
I receive incompatible requests
from two or more people
***I know exactly what is
expected of me
I work with two or more
groups who operate quite
differently
I work on unnecessary things

Somewhat
Very
Accurate Accurate
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SECTION 4: MENTAL HEALTH
The following questions assess work stress and overall levels of stress.
16. How often in the last three months have you:
Rarely

Sometimes

Strongly
Agree

Been upset because something happened
unexpectedly
Felt that you were unable to control important
things in your life

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

Felt nervous or stressed

1

2

3

4

5

***Felt confident about your ability to handle
your personal/family problems

1

2

3

4

5

***Felt that things were going your way

1

2

3

4

5

Found that you could not cope

1

2

3

4

5

***Been able to control irritations in your life

1

2

3

4

5

***Felt you were on top of things

1

2

3

4

5

Been angered because of things that happened
outside of your control
Felt difficulties were piling up so high that you
could not overcome them

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

17. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements:
Strong Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree
Agree
I work under a great deal of tension
I have felt fidgety or nervous as a result of my
job
If I had a different job, my health would
probably improve
Problems associated with my job have kept
me awake at night
I often ‘take my job home with me’ in the
sense that I think about it when doing other
things

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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SECTION 5: ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION
The following questions ask about your experiences with electronic communications. For each of the
following questions please select the response that most represents your situation
18. Please think about a typical work day and indicate in the space below approximately how many
(work and non-work):
a) e-mails you receive

______ on a typical work day

b) e-mails you send?

______ on a typical work day

c) IMs you receive? ______ on a typical work day
d) IMs you send?

______ on a typical work day

19. Please think about a typical non-work day and indicate in the space below approximately how
many (work and non-work):
a) e-mails you receive?

______ on a typical non-work day

b) e-mails you send?

______ on a typical non-work day

c) IMs you receive? ______ on a typical non-work day
d) IMs you send?

______ on a typical non-work day

20. Approximately how many hours per week do you devote to e-mail-related activities while at work
(please include both work and non-work related e-mails)? ______ hours per week
21. Approximately how many hours per week do you devote to e-mail-related activities while at
home (please include both work and non-work related e-mails)? ______ hours per week
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22. Please think about a typical work day. How often do you deal with (i.e. send, receive) the
following types of electronic communication (i.e. e-mail, IM) messages?
Never

Rarely

Sometimes

(i.e. 1-3)

(i.e. 4-6)

Often

Very Often

(i.e. 7-9) (i.e. 10 or more)

A message from one of your students

1

2

3

4

5

A message from one of your teachers

1

2

3

4

5

A message from a student’s parents

1

2

3

4

5

A message from a staff member

1

2

3

4

5

A message from my direct supervisor

1

2

3

4

5

A message that includes information/is a
request for information that is critical to
your ability to do your work
A message that explicitly states, in the
subject line that a reply or a deliverable is
required by a certain data
A message that relates to student services

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

A message that comes from the
organization and provides information on
something which will impact my work (i.e.
internet will be down, new policy)
A message that contains work-related
instructions from me to those who report
to me/ to me from management
A time sensitive message (i.e., one that
requires you or someone else to take action
immediately)
Is a follow up on a complaint from a
student
Is a follow up on a complaint from a parent

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

Is a follow up on a complaint from a
teacher
Is a follow up on a complaint from a staff
member
Is a follow up on a complaint from my
direct supervisor
Involves someone who is in distress

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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Never

Rarely

Sometimes

(i.e. 1-3)

(i.e. 4-6)

Often

Very Often

(i.e. 7-9) (i.e. 10 or more)

Involves sensitive issues (i.e. colleague
is fired; client, colleague, student is
emotional)
Involves trying to track down someone
that you need to talk to urgently
Involves a request made by a senior
manager
Involves correcting an incorrect message
that was sent out previously (i.e. wrong
information was sent to someone)
A message that contains information
you have been waiting for/provides
information that others have been waiting
for
A message which relates to an issue
where a student is (or will be) negatively
impacted (especially if you do not
respond)
A message which relates to an issue where
a parent is (or will be) negatively impacted
(especially if you do not respond)
A message which relates to an issue
where a colleague at work is (or will be)
negatively impacted (especially if you do
not respond)
A message from the superintendent

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

A message from government officials

1

2

3

4

5

A message from a school trustee
A message from a community member

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

A message from a sales representative
A message that is a complaint about your
school

1
1

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

A message that is a compliment about you
or your school.

1

2

3

4

5
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23. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following
statements.
Strong Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly
Disagree
Agree
I feel I spend too much time keeping up with
my mail
E-mail cuts into the time I wanted to spend
on other tasks
I have trouble keeping up with e-mail on days
I am away from my desk
I get too much e-mail
I spend too much time getting rid of
unimportant messages
***I am satisfied with the strategy I use to
keep up with my mail
When I return from vacation / time off, I feel
overwhelmed when triaging my mail
Sometimes my e-mails may get lost or missed

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

The following question asks you about the number of important and/or urgent electronic
communications you process (send, receive) each week. For the purposes of this study we define an
important electronic communication as one with something of great significance, consequence or value
and we define an urgent digital communication as one “requiting swift action”.
24. Please think about your typical work week. What percent of the electronic communications that
you receive would you consider to be:
Important (but not urgent)

________ %

Urgent (but not important)

________ %

Urgent and important

________ %

Neither important nor urgent

________ %

			100%
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