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Purpose: The study seeks to provide insights into the specific leadership 
behaviors employed by school leaders to navigate the complex challenges 
posed by the pandemic.

Methods: A qualitative research approach was adopted, involving in-depth 
interviews with a diverse sample of 20 school principals. Thematic analysis was 
employed to identify recurring patterns in their narratives addressing leadership 
styles and behaviors.

Findings: The findings vividly portray school principals’ leadership behaviors 
during the COVID-19 crisis. This study connected these behaviors with the 
characteristics of transformational and transactional leadership styles. Behaviors 
identified as transformational leadership emerged as the most prominent during 
the crisis. The research found that there is an expression for each of these 
characteristics in practice and demonstrated this through quotes from school 
principals.

Discussion: Taken together, the findings show that principals viewed integrated 
leadership as crucial and effective during the COVID-19 crisis. This research 
contributes to the literature by offering a nuanced understanding of how 
school principals leveraged both transformational and transactional leadership 
behaviors during an unprecedented crisis.
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Introduction

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in late 2019 brought unprecedented challenges 
and disruptions to nearly every facet of society, including the field of education (Adams et al., 
2021; Brassey and Kruyt, 2020). School leaders, particularly principals, found themselves at 
the forefront of these challenges, tasked with navigating a rapidly changing educational 
landscape characterized by uncertainty, remote learning, and heightened emotional stress 
(Menon, 2023; Schechter et al., 2022). In response, many principals demonstrated remarkable 
adaptability and resilience, exhibiting various leadership behaviors to guide their institutions 
through this crisis (Hafiza Hamzah et al., 2021; Masry-Herzallah and Stavissky, 2021; Menon, 
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2023; Stefan and Nazarov, 2020). Effective leadership became a crucial 
factor in the ability of schools to adapt to rapidly evolving 
circumstances, including the shift to remote learning and the need to 
support staff and students amid ongoing disruption.

Understanding how different leadership styles influenced school 
management during this crisis is essential for building future resilience 
in educational leadership. The literature suggests that the COVID 
crisis brought to the forefront the importance of leadership style in 
optimizing organizational performance (Du Plessis and Keyter, 2020; 
Meiryani et al., 2022). Educational studies that dealt with leadership 
styles during the COVID-19 crisis demonstrated that a principal’s 
leadership style correlates to teacher performance (Savitri and 
Sudarsyah, 2021), the success of online teaching (Masry-Herzallah 
and Stavissky, 2021), the ability of teachers to innovate (Purwanto et 
al., 2020), the quality of teaching (Buric et al., 2021), the degree of 
positivity of teachers (Purwanto et al., 2020), and teacher motivation 
(Rathi et  al., 2021), and job satisfaction (Wulandari et  al., 2021). 
However, these studies are mostly quantitative, and there is a great lack 
of qualitative studies on leadership styles during the COVID-19 crisis 
in an educational context.

In particular, there is a significant gap in qualitative research that 
explores how the Full Range Leadership Model (Bass and Avolio, 
1994)—including transformational and transactional leadership—was 
enacted in real-world educational settings during COVID-19. Few 
studies detail how specific leadership behaviors corresponding to 
these styles were implemented (notable exceptions include Andersen 
et al., 2018, and Balyer, 2012). Moreover, the literature lacks in-depth 
exploration of integrated leadership approaches (e.g., Marks and 
Printy, 2003), which combine multiple styles to address complex 
challenges during COVID-19.

This study addresses these research gaps by qualitatively exploring 
the leadership behaviors that school principals perceived as effective 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, it focuses on two 
prominent leadership styles: transformational leadership (i.e., leaders 
who inspire and motivate their followers to achieve exceptional 
outcomes) and transactional leadership (i.e., leaders who use a 
structured and task-oriented approach, often based on rewards and 
sanctions) (Bass and Avolio, 1994). It aims to uncover how 
transformational, transactional, and integrated leadership styles were 
enacted in practice and to provide a richer, more contextualized 
understanding of educational leadership during times of crisis. The 
current research set out to explore the question: What leadership 
behaviors did school principals perceive as effective during the 
COVID-19 pandemic? By analyzing the experiences and perspectives 
of school principals during the crisis, this study aims to contribute a 
deeper understanding of how leadership is practiced under conditions 
of crisis, offering insights for the development of future leadership 
strategies in educational contexts.

Theoretical background

Integrated leadership as a framework

Scholars argue that the fusion of two effective school leadership 
styles can produce even more significant improvements in school 
performance. Marks and Printy (2003) introduced integrated 
leadership, which combines elements of both instructional and 

transformational leadership to maximize school leadership 
effectiveness to achieve better educational outcomes. They argued that 
while transformational leadership creates a shared vision and inspires 
change, instructional leadership directly influences teaching and 
learning practices. Studies have supported this argument, showing 
that principals’ integrated leadership improves student achievement 
by fostering teacher-professional learning and improving instructional 
practices (Day et al., 2016; Urick and Bowers, 2014). Bellibaş et al. 
(2021) further demonstrated that transformational leadership 
enhances the effects of instructional leadership and advocated for an 
integrated leadership style during challenging times, such as school 
reforms. Yet, research on how transformational and transactional 
leadership styles are integrated to promote effective schooling 
is missing.

Transformational and transactional 
leadership styles

Transformational leadership, which refers to the leader 
moving the follower beyond immediate self-interests, is 
recognized as the most effective leadership style. Where this 
leadership style is used, personnel tend to be more professional, 
hierarchies are flatter, and teamwork is the key to success. This 
leadership style can be used to achieve positive school outcomes 
(Berkovich, 2020). This leadership style is based on Bass’ theory 
(Bass, 1985). Transformational leadership includes four 
sub-dimensions: (1) Idealized influence means that the leader 
should have a vision and passion that can make his/her 
subordinates follow his/her orders sincerely and he/she should 
display his/her self-confidence, an attitude of ideology, or 
dramatic and emotional acting to make that happen (Lan et al., 
2019). (2) Inspirational motivation means the extent to which 
the leader displays his/her charm to convey the goal of an 
organization, resulting in subordinates’ optimism and hope 
regarding the development and future of the institution; working 
motivation and coherence are the end purposes (Budur and 
Poturak, 2021). (3) Intellectual stimulation means the extent to 
which the leader encourages his/her subordinates to enhance 
their knowledge, creativity, and deeply ponder problems 
(Berkovich, 2020). (4) Individualized consideration means the 
extent to which the leader shows respect and care for his/her 
subordinates (Gorgulu, 2019). When this style of leadership is 
used, teachers tend to feel like an important part of the team and 
therefore tend to work harder, display a higher level of 
commitment to their school, and exhibit better overall 
performance (Lan et  al., 2019). Transformational leadership 
refers to a process through which a leader not only echoes 
members’ needs through leadership charisma but also enhances 
levels of morale and motivation, which in turn, contribute to 
continual improvement in motivation throughout the school 
(Berkovich and Eyal, 2021). Leadership styles for school 
principals are one of the most important issues that have been 
studied and investigated, and studies have shown that 
transformational leadership affects job satisfaction, teacher 
behaviors, student achievement, teacher trust and working 
characteristics, teacher job satisfaction, school culture, student 
achievement, and teacher burnout (Avci, 2015). The 
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transformational school leadership style is particularly popular, 
considered by many to be the ideal leadership style for meeting 
the challenges of education in the 21st century (Hallinger, 2003).

Transactional leadership refers to motivating followers by 
appealing to their interests. The transactional leadership style can 
involve values, but those values are relevant to exchange processes 
such as honesty, responsibility, and reciprocity (Purwanto et  al., 
2020). Transactional leadership includes two main factors: (1) 
Meeting the followers’ expectations in return for the fulfillment of 
their wishes and the achievement of the determined targets. Thus, 
there is mutual dependence between a leader and his/her followers 
(Demirtas, 2020). (2) Management by exception. Positively, the 
leader focuses on fixing the rules and standards that are no longer on 
track. Negatively, the leader might leave negative comments regarding 
a subordinate’s failure according to the agreement made previously 
(Lan et  al., 2019). Sadeghi and Pihie (2012) suggested that 
transactional leadership enables followers to pursue their interests, 
reduce workplace anxiety, and help employees focus on clear 
organizational goals, such as improving quality and customer service, 
reducing costs, and increasing production. Transactional leadership 
leads to growth and improvement through mutually stimulating 
relationships, by winning the support, cooperation, and obedience of 
subordinates through work, security, long-term employment, and 
favorable assessments (Berkovich and Eyal, 2021). Transactional 
leadership is also correlated to education and implies job satisfaction 
(Avci, 2015) and good teacher performance (Herminingsih and 
Supardi, 2017).

Transformational and transactional leadership styles are part of 
the Full Range Leadership Model (Bass and Avolio, 1994). Bass (1985) 
posits that the transactional and transformational leadership 
paradigms are complementary constructs rather than opposites, and 
they have a symbiotic interdependency relationship. Both leadership 
styles have the desired objectives of delivering positive achievements 
and outcomes for the organization. Therefore, leaders may adopt a 
multidimensional and paradoxical approach that may utilize both 
transactional and transformational leadership behaviors (Brown and 
Nwagbara, 2021). In educational research, Avci (2015) found a high 
average perception of teachers about their principals’ transformational 
and transactional leadership. Herminingsih and Supardi (2017) 
suggested that transformational leadership, transactional leadership, 
and work ethics have positive and significant impacts on teacher 
performance both simultaneously and individually. Du Plessis and 
Keyter (2020) indicated that combining the strengths of various 
leadership styles can be considered in dealing with converged crises 
(social, economic, and political) such as the COVID-19 crisis. 
Accordingly, in the present research, we seek to empirically explore 
how these widely disparate leadership styles are reflected in specific 
actions of school principals during the COVID-19 crisis.

Transformational and transactional 
leadership styles as crisis leadership

According to DuBrin (2013), crisis leadership is the process of 
guiding a group of people through a sudden, mostly unforeseen, very 
unpleasant, and emotionally taxing scenario. Leaders must balance 
opposing stakeholder demands while seizing chances for positive 
change during a crisis (Wu et al., 2021). The literature has identified 

the transformational leadership style as relevant to crises (Pillai, 2013), 
but recent work has indicated that the transactional leadership style 
might also be relevant to crises (Rathi et al., 2021). Educational studies 
dealing with leadership styles during the COVID-19 crisis also 
highlighted the importance of transformational and transactional 
leadership (Hafiza Hamzah et  al., 2021; Masry-Herzallah and 
Stavissky, 2021; Savitri and Sudarsyah, 2021).

Several quantitative educational studies have demonstrated the 
relevance and the advantages of transformational leadership during 
the COVID-19 crisis: Savitri and Sudarsyah (2021) showed a positive 
relationship between transformational leadership and teachers’ 
performance during the COVID-19 crisis. Their research evidence 
clearly shows that transformational leadership can move followers to 
exceed expected performance. Masry-Herzallah and Stavissky (2021) 
found a positive correlation between principals’ transformational 
leadership and the success of online teaching, and the quality of 
communications in school mediated this correlation. Purwanto et al. 
(2020) proved that transformational leadership has a positive and 
significant effect on teacher innovation capability, both directly and 
through mediating organizational learning. Buric et al. (2021) showed 
that transformational school leadership was positively related to 
instructional quality both directly and indirectly via teacher self-
efficacy. It was positively related to all three dimensions of instructional 
quality–classroom management, cognitive activation, and supportive 
climate. Purwanto et  al. (2020) showed that transformational 
leadership has a positive and significant effect on the innovation 
capabilities of teachers.

Several quantitative educational studies have also demonstrated 
the relevance and benefits of transactional leadership during the 
COVID-19 crisis. Purwanto et al. (2020) found a positive correlation 
between transactional leadership and the innovation capabilities of 
teachers during the COVID-19 crisis. Purwanto et al. (2020) claims 
that transactional leadership has a positive and significant effect on 
teacher innovation capability only through mediating organizational 
learning, but it does not have a significant direct effect on teacher 
innovation capability. They show the positive and significant impact 
of transactional leadership on the capability to teach creatively and on 
the ability of teachers to innovate and to be positive. Rathi et al. (2021) 
proved that the transactional leadership style enhances employees’ 
motivation and has more influence on employee performance as 
compared to transformational leadership because transactional 
leaders motivate followers to perform at higher levels, exert greater 
effort, and show more work commitment.

Method

Research context

The study was conducted in Israel, where the government closed 
all educational facilities on 13 March 2020 as part of COVID-19 
containment measures (Stein-Zamir et al., 2020). Israel is a Western-
oriented society with cultural characteristics that are like those of 
Western Europe and the United States (Ben-Shem and Avi-Itzhak, 
1991). Teachers shifted to distance teaching to minimize disruption, 
but this required them to suddenly adapt their work patterns under 
challenging conditions (Zadok Boneh et al., 2022). This shift affected 
2.3 million pupils across all levels (Donitsa-Schmidt and Ramot, 
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2020). The educational system returned to normal by April 2021 
(Haklai et al., 2022).

During the pandemic, Israeli principals led schools within a 
highly centralized, bureaucratic system, managing tensions between 
policy and practice (Ganon-Shilon and Becher, 2024). They were 
under pressure to maintain continuity while following Ministry of 
Education guidelines that emphasized class cohesion, teacher-student 
relationships, and social–emotional learning (Israeli Ministry of 
Education, 2021; OECD, 2020). However, early in the pandemic, 
inconsistent directives created confusion, leaving principals to handle 
logistical challenges, and conducting epidemiological investigations 
added further strain, as principals were already overwhelmed by 
demands from students, parents, municipalities, and the ministry 
(OECD, 2020; Shaked, 2024).

Participants and procedure

This qualitative study used a phenomenological research design 
to explore the experiences of school principals during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Phenomenology enables researchers to investigate the 
experiences of individuals and expose the meaning they attach to 
those experiences (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Consequently, 20 school 
principals from public schools were interviewed using semi-structured 
interviews (see Appendix). Interviews lasted an average of about 
45–60 min. Each principal was questioned about how and what 
behaviors they used to deal with the COVID-19 crisis. The interviews 
were audiotaped. The sample size of 20 principals was determined 
based on the principle of theoretical saturation (Rahimi, 2024), which 
was reached when no new information emerged from the interviews.

Participants were chosen to take part in the study by a process 
known as purposive sampling, which involves choosing participants 
or data sources based on the expected richness and usefulness of the 
information in connection with the study’s research topics (Gentles 
et al., 2015). This approach was particularly suited to the study’s aim 
of capturing a diverse range of leadership experiences during the 
pandemic. In this case, purposive sampling was employed to ensure 
variation across several key dimensions: gender, professional seniority, 
school type (i.e., middle and high school), and socio-economic 
background of the school community. All participating principals 
were from public schools, reflecting the structure of the Israeli 
educational system, where the vast majority of schools are public (over 
80%), some are semi-private, and private schools are relatively rare 
(Berkovich, 2018). The exclusive focus on public schools reflects the 
context in which most educational leadership in Israel occurs, 
although it is acknowledged that private and semi-private schools may 
present different leadership dynamics. Most of the participants 
worked in schools belonging to the upper-medium class background 
(68% of the sample). About a fifth worked in schools from a lower-
middle-class background (21% of the sample), 10% worked in schools 
from a middle-class background, and one participant worked in a 
high-SES school (5%). While the sample is skewed toward upper-
middle backgrounds, this distribution is representative of the broader 
landscape of Jewish secular and religious public schools. In contrast, 
schools serving the lowest socioeconomic communities in Israel are 
largely Jewish ultra-Orthodox or Arab public and semi-private 
schools, which were not the focus of this study (Berkovich, 2018; 
Ministry of Education, 2024). Gender diversity was also reflected in 

the sample, with 40% of the participants being women. The majority 
of the principals are located in Israel’s Tel Aviv and Center regions 
(50%), and the rest are from the South region and North regions 
(35%) and Jerusalem region (15%). Principals have been in their 
positions for at least 5 years (M = 12.75, SD = 5.81). Principals headed 
largely medium-sized schools (number of enrolled students) (M = 851, 
SD = 427.88). The schools included 6y (7th-12th grade) high schools 
(40%), middle (7th-9th grade) schools (15%), and high (10th-12th 
grade) schools (45%).

Data analysis

We used the directed content analysis method to analyze the 
qualitative data (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). In this method, insights 
from literature act as codes that drive the investigation. Based on the 
literature, we  initially operated under the assumption that 
transformational leadership behaviors would be more prevalent in 
principals’ narratives. However, we remained open to the possibility 
of other leadership practices and styles emerging from the data. In the 
initial phase, we focused on identifying the specific leadership patterns 
exhibited by principals during the crisis. In the second step, 
we organized effective leadership narratives into themes of practices 
and styles, drawing inspiration from a review of additional educational 
leadership literature. Initial codes were deduced from Bass’s Full 
Range Leadership Model via a guided content analysis. A subset of 
transcripts was coded independently by three researchers during the 
first coding phase. To guarantee uniformity and rigor in the 
application of the codebook, disagreements were examined and 
settled by consensus.

We used researcher triangulation as all researchers were involved 
in analyzing data. The triangulation led to a more accurate matching 
of the data with theory since each researcher brought their professional 
experience. The first author’s familiarity with the examined issue stems 
from their experience as a school coordinator and teacher throughout 
the pandemic. The second and third authors, who are researchers in 
educational leadership, contribute to this study. This collaboration 
allowed us to identify key patterns and themes that may not have been 
apparent from a single viewpoint, thus enhancing the depth and 
reliability of our findings. We  were conscious of our prejudices 
throughout the study and tried to present the principals’ experiences 
as accurately as possible. We engaged in peer debriefing to question 
our interpretations and reflective talks, wherein each researcher 
admitted any biases, to ensure neutrality. To maintain decision-
making transparency, we also maintained memos. We frequently went 
back over the data to make sure our conclusions were based on the 
opinions of the participants rather than our own.

Ethics

Institutional Review Board (IRB) ethics approval was obtained for 
the study. The two main issues that needed to be effectively handled 
to protect the interviewees were consent and confidentiality (Gibton, 
2015). An informed consent form that includes a summary of the 
material above has been signed by the participants. Before the 
interviews were scheduled and throughout the interviews, 
we emphasized to the participants that they could refuse to answer any 
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questions, in full or in part. We also omitted identifying information 
from the final report to safeguard the interview subjects’ schools and 
surroundings as well as the interview subjects themselves. All 
participant identities were anonymized in the transcripts to ensure 
confidentiality and protect their privacy. In addition, to protect the 
participants’ identity, numbers have been used in place of their 
real names.

Results

Transformational leadership behaviors were the dominant and 
frequent accounts in the principals’ narratives. The number of 
transactional leadership behaviors reported by principals was 
significantly lower than transformational leadership behaviors. It 
should be noted that sometimes even principals describing dominant 
transformational behaviors also reported using transactional 
leadership behaviors in some cases.

Transformational leadership behaviors 
during the COVID crisis

Principals adapted four transformational leadership behaviors 
taken in response to the crisis: idealized influence (role modeling), 
inspirational motivation (vision), intellectual stimulation, and 
individual consideration (Table 1).

Idealized influence behaviors. Many principals stated that 
because of the situation they tried to embody and project optimism. 
The explanation for this on their part is that when the leadership 
radiates optimism, it affects everyone, so it was important to 
maintain it even in the most confusing times: “In all this, and this is 
horrible, it is important in my opinion, all the time to be the model 
of resilience, of optimism, of some kind something stable that is 
possible turn to the principal, very much available, very much 
accessible” (Principal 13). Another explanation was that optimism 
enables one to think more positively about the future and thus 
influence decisions and make them better. Principals also describe 
being and using calm communication: “My idea was during the 
coronavirus–you guys, everything is at ease. Everything is fine” 
(Principal 4), “to be a calming voice. There is a situation–we will find 
solutions, and we will not panic. This is something I mostly felt. It’s 
not just a matter of not broadcasting hysteria, but also not being 
hysterical” (Principal 15). Some principals also reported acting as 
one of the troops, such as entering classes to teach instead of other 
teachers, going to the field, working late hours, coming to school 

despite the situation, having conversations with teachers, and in 
other ways, inspiring their teachers to behave in the same way. One 
of the principals said: “How will it look if the principal of the school 
is at home? [...] If I’m at home, I  broadcast that school is not 
important.” Principals’ physical presence at the school was perceived 
as an administrative statement both to the teaching staff and the 
students – “I am here despite the crisis” (Principal 20). These types 
of actions by principals demonstrated a strong and mobilizing 
presence and leadership.

Inspirational motivation behaviors. One key part of the reframed 
school vision during COVID that principals articulated was the 
message that teachers’ work has crucial meaning: “[Teachers] 
continued and functioned because they felt they were important, they 
felt how valuable they were to the system, they felt that thanks to them 
we are keeping the children sane and normal” (Principal 13). Many 
principals also encouraged teachers to create their own initiatives that 
connect to a shared vision and give teachers a sense of mission, 
commitment, and energy: “Every teacher leads his own dream, and 
that’s how he feels part of the game […] even if only 10 out of 100 
initiatives take root, it’s worth it” (Principal 4).

Intellectual stimulation behaviors. Participating principals 
challenged teachers to question instructional routines and their 
pre-assumptions and to think out of the box. “I ask them - when 
does the Bible inspector come to check if you are doing what is 
necessary? You were told to teach Chapter X - Do not study and do 
not test me. Connect to the places you want to bring the students” 
(Principal 9). For the most part, these principals watered down the 
school’s regulations in the crisis and allowed teachers to make 
decisions on their own in the field in front of their students.” 
(Principal 4).

Individual consideration behaviors. Numerous principals acted as 
containers of the teachers’ difficulties and tried to contain the stress, 
fear, frustration, burnout, and disintegration that affected the team: "I 
think that today there is much more understanding and inclusion than 
before. The coronavirus has given me a reservoir of inclusion and 
understanding” (Principal 7). Principals also emphasized the 
emotional support required by the staff and the students. The 
principals tried to identify each person’s personal needs, such as how 
their families were doing, as well as providing the necessary support 
such as being a listening ear, arranging meetings with psychologists 
and counselors, and more.” In front of the team, the concept did not 
change, but the execution did. Much more strengthens the emotional 
side. It stayed with me from the Corona. I know that this is my job, 
and I do it more” (Principal 12). To make containment and emotional 
support as fully available as possible, some principals emphasized 
their personal relationships with staff members and encouraged 

TABLE 1 Transformational leadership specific actions.

Idealized influence Inspirational 
motivation

Intellectual 
stimulation

Individual consideration

Transformational 

leadership 

specific actions

*Optimism (n = 6, 30%).

*Calm communication (n = 7, 

35%).

*Acting as one of the troops 

(n = 5, 25%).

*The message that teachers’ work 

has crucial meaning (n = 6, 30%).

*Encouraged teachers to create 

their own initiatives (n = 7, 35%).

*Challenged teachers to 

question instructional routines 

and their pre-assumptions 

(n = 11, 55%).

*Containers of the teachers’ difficulties 

(n = 3, 15%).

*Emotional support (n = 10, 50%).

*Personal relationship (n = 12, 60%).

*Empower and build the teachers’ sense of 

efficacy (n = 3, 15%).

n = number of principals (out of 20) who reported the specific behavior.
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teachers to establish personal relationships with their students. These 
relationships are reflected in taking care of personal needs, making 
frequent contact with the teachers, being available to the staff 
members, and making gestures to the teachers: “My whole 
interpersonal side was very much sharpened during this period from 
the desire to calm [teachers and students] fears” (Principal 2). Many 
principals also tried to empower and build the teachers’ sense of 
efficacy: “The main part of my work was unequivocally to cultivate 
among the teachers a sense of efficacy and a constant detection of their 
needs and to constantly respond to their very good places” 
(Principal 9).

Transactional leadership behaviors during 
the COVID crisis

To deal with the COVID crisis, principals adopted two 
transactional leadership behaviors: contingent reward and 
management by exceptions (Table 2).

Contingent reward behaviors. Some principals used support for 
teachers as an exchange resource. In their view, for the school to 
continue to function smoothly at any cost even during the crisis, and 
for learning to continue to take place: “You have to respond not only 
to your students but also to the children of your teachers if you want 
them to continue to function in this delusional period” (Principal 13). 
Principals also assumed that if they considered their teachers’ personal 
needs and made themselves available, it would pay off; that is, teachers 
would feel committed to repaying the principal’s gesture, and thus the 
school would function better during the crisis. “Thanks to the fact that 
I was available to them all the time, teachers did not say no to me … 
the same treatment s/he received, s/he gave back … teachers were 
‘owed to us’ and continued to function” (Principal 13). In practice, this 
sense of responsibility and commitment was echoed by teachers 
themselves, who felt valued and essential: “They felt how important 
they were to the system […] they knew they had to keep functioning, 
despite the difficulties at home” (Principal 13). These principals took 
steps that produced reciprocity. A good example is that of a principal 
who decided to recruit the school’s administrative staff, who, most of 
the time, were free from tasks due to the students’ absence and turned 
them into “babysitters” for the teachers’ children. The teachers brought 
their children to school, the administration staff looked after them and 
helped them with distance learning, and thus the teacher was free to 
teach. A kind of “alliance” was created here - the school helps you so 
that you can fulfill your role: “We found a lot of creative solutions - 
we brought teaching aids/ administrative staff to watch over teachers’ 

children, thus allowing them to teach quietly from home” (Principal 
14). In some cases, principals even encouraged mutual assistance 
among teachers, creating informal support networks during the crisis: 
“We discovered people who help others […] real mutual assistance” 
(Principal 14).

Management by expectations behaviors. Some of these school 
principals initiated the creation of new school regulations for the 
crisis period, with an emphasis on distance learning. The regulations 
are designed to maintain the boundaries of “do” and “do not” for 
students and teachers: “To the teachers, you must place demands 
and boundaries; if they do not feel that you worry about them, 
you cannot succeed in motivating them. Combination of order and 
discipline together with love, the bride, etc.–this is the winning 
combination” (Principal 6). This viewpoint is a usual equating of 
setting expectations with emotional aspects. “I was involved in 
writing regulations for distance teaching for staff and students. 
I was asked a lot of ethical questions, such as opening and closing 
cameras” (Principal 3). These regulations also helped reduce 
confusion in the rapid shift to digital: “There was a lot of focus on 
remote teaching policies […] we had to write guidelines for staff 
and students” (Principal 3).

Several principals conducted inspections for teachers in Zoom 
classes and through conversations with students and parents, to 
understand whether these teachers were doing their required work 
and not avoiding their work. These principals were waiting to hear the 
students’ “whistleblowing” about teachers cancelling classes: “This is 
how I  tested the teachers if they are working according to the 
scheduled lessons system. When there was no lesson, the students 
“spilled the beans.” I turned to the teachers who did not come in, at 
first out of genuine concern, and I asked. Some told me all kinds of 
stories” (Principal 13). Some principals implemented systematic 
feedback mechanisms to monitor staff activity and promote 
accountability. They gathered input not only from students but also 
from parents and teachers, utilizing this multi-source feedback to 
identify challenges and foster trust in leadership. One principal 
clarified that these tools were not designed to control or penalize 
teachers, but rather to enhance organizational transparency and 
support professional growth: “I explained to the staff the importance 
of what I  was doing—that it wasn’t about blaming anyone […] 
Teachers needed to understand that this tool is intended for 
constructive, not punitive, criticism. It helps improve their work and 
enables meaningful comparisons.” (Principal 6).

Few principals chose their battles and were reluctant to enter 
“wars” with staff members in order not to create shocks: “The cost of 
[fighting with a teacher] is much higher than what we can accept. 
I prefer to invest in them” (Principal 9). The drive of transactional 
leaders was not to move forward, but also not to go backwards, that is, 
to maintain the status quo and stability.

Toward a new integrated crisis leadership 
model

Considering the findings above, we suggest that the integrated 
leadership approach, which merges these leadership practices and 
styles, emerged as crucial for balancing emotional and academic 
needs during the societal and organizational crisis. Integrated 
leadership proved crucial during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

TABLE 2 Transactional leadership specific actions.

Contingent 
reward

Management by 
exceptions

Transactional 

leadership 

specific 

actions

*Support for teachers 

as an exchange 

resource (n = 5, 25%).

*Took steps that 

produced reciprocity 

(n = 3, 15%).

*Creation of new school regulations for 

the crisis period (n = 7, 35%).

*Inspections for teachers in Zoom 

classes and through conversations with 

students and parents (n = 8, 40%).

*Chose their battles (n = 3, 15%).

n = number of principals (out of 20) who reported the specific behavior.
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offering the flexibility and adaptability needed to meet the school 
community’s immediate and long-term needs. Transformational 
leadership provides the emotional and motivational foundation 
necessary to inspire and mobilize staff in times of challenge. For 
example, one principal arranged for administrative staff to 
supervise teachers’ children during school hours and permitted 
flexible teaching schedules, such as evening lessons—clear 
transactional measures aimed at ensuring continuity and effective 
task management. Simultaneously, he  refrained from blaming 
teachers who faced difficulties with distance learning platforms, 
prioritized personal support, and fostered a sense of belonging 
among staff, stating that “a protected team knows how to appreciate 
and go beyond” (Principal 14). This example demonstrates how 
practical problem-solving was seamlessly interwoven with 
emotional empowerment, reflecting the integrated nature of 
leadership in times of crisis. Transactional leadership supported 
this process by ensuring the availability of resources and fostering 
reciprocal motivation. In this framework, integrated leadership 
can be envisioned as a pyramid, capturing the complementary 
relationship between different leadership approaches that 
together respond to the complex needs of school communities, 
with transformational leadership practices at the top, and 
supported by foundational transactional practices at the base.

The proposed pyramid model (Please see Figure 1) can reflect a 
hierarchy of leadership responses aligned with both emotional and 
academic needs. At the base, transactional leadership provides the 
operational foundation: maintaining structures, securing resources, 
and ensuring stability. These practices are essential for continuity and 
for creating the conditions in which other forms of leadership can 
function. At the top of the pyramid, transformational leadership 

enables school principals to articulate a shared vision, foster trust, and 
mobilize staff around collective goals, which are important capacities 
during a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Integrated leadership, 
as conceptualized in this model, reflects a layered and responsive 
approach with transactional leadership ensuring the “how,” and 
transformational leadership the “why,” allowing school principals to 
balance immediate challenges. Thus, transactional leadership secures 
the groundwork necessary for day-to-day work, while transformational 
leadership mobilizes the community toward long-term recovery and 
growth development during a crisis.

Several cases from the present sample data illustrate how 
principals enacted this integration of leadership styles in real 
time, revealing the practical duality at the heart of the proposed 
model. For example, one principal described holding regular 
one-on-one meetings with teaching coordinators to monitor 
outcomes—a transactional behavior centered on accountability 
and performance. However, the principal clarified that the 
underlying motivation was relational and transformational: “I 
could have checked it alone, but this was my way to show interest” 
(Principal 13). Here, a monitoring mechanism served not only 
managerial ends but also a vehicle for emotional connection, 
reinforcing the dual nature of leadership during crisis. Another 
principal reported balancing clear expectations for discipline and 
commitment with efforts to reduce stress and offer emotional 
support: “You can pressure them or come toward them […] if 
they do not feel that you  care, they will not function”  
(Principal 6). This example highlights an intentional blend of 
leadership styles: demanding performance (transactional)  
while simultaneously cultivating emotional safety 
(transformational).

FIGURE 1

Integrated crisis leadership pyramid.
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Discussion

This study aims to explore how school principals perceived 
effective leadership during the COVID-19 crisis. This study addresses 
a gap in the literature due to the limited number of qualitative 
investigations into leadership styles both in general (e.g., Andersen 
et  al., 2018; Balyer, 2012 referring to transformational and 
transactional styles) and in times of crisis. We initiated this study with 
the assumption that one specific leadership style would emerge as 
predominant. However, our findings reveal that principals recognize 
a spectrum of transformational and transactional leadership practices 
as critical for maximizing effectiveness in meeting the social and 
organizational challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
highlights the importance of the integrated nature of leadership in 
crisis as a working model for turbulent times in which diverse 
approaches are valued for their roles in navigating complex and 
evolving demands in educational settings. This aligns with the 
integrated leadership model discussed by Bellibaş et al. (2021) for 
school reform periods but extending it to situations of unplanned and 
undesired external change.

In addition, although the proposed integrated leadership model 
shares some similarities with Marks and Printy’s (2003) framework, it 
diverges in context and application. In their research, Marks and 
Printy (2003) highlighted the integration of instructional and 
transformational leadership for pedagogical improvement during 
stable reform periods. In contrast, our model emerged during the 
COVID-19 crisis, a time marked by urgency, uncertainty, and 
emotional strain. Our approach frames integrative leadership as a 
layered, adaptive process, where transactional practices ensure 
immediate functionality and transformational leadership mobilizes 
staff around shared goals. Another difference refers to Marks and 
Printy (2003) emphasizing academic excellence and instructional 
coherence. However, our findings suggest that in times of crisis, the 
focus shifts away from academic excellence per se. Instead, academic 
activities are often perceived as a means for restoring routine and 
building resilience, not necessarily to promote educational 
achievement. Thus, emotional well-being and psychological support 
emerge as central leadership concerns during such times. As Brown 
and Jones (2025) argue, crisis leadership demands adaptive 
communication and responsiveness, characteristics less emphasized 
in traditional models. Recently, research showed the importance of 
emotional support and decentralized coordination and highlighted 
the psychological toll on educators (Conte et al., 2024; Hadad et al., 
2024). Additional research also reported that some principals 
addressed basic needs such as meals and internet access (Grooms and 
Childs, 2021) while navigating rapid digital transitions (Parmigiani 
et al., 2021; Sy et al., 2022). Thus, integrated leadership during crisis 
reflects a context-sensitive blend of leadership approaches that enables 
principals to manage uncertainty, sustain well-being, and support 
continuity, emphasizing the need to reconceptualize integration for 
turbulent times (Harris and Jones, 2021; Leithwood and Azah, 2017) 
and to account for the relational and situational demands unique to 
crisis contexts.

Our study provides seven insights that may contribute to 
understanding crisis leadership in the school context. First, several 
studies have so far discussed leadership styles in a crisis (Buric et al., 
2021; Masry-Herzallah and Stavissky, 2021; Purwanto et al., 2020; 
Rathi et al., 2021; Savitri and Sudarsyah, 2021), but each of them 

focused on a limited number of leadership behaviors or aspects due to 
the limitations of the quantitative method. Very few qualitative works 
focused on transformational leadership focused on description 
confirming its dimensions (Balyer, 2012) or on the associated 
outcomes of a specific dimension (Andersen et al., 2018). Thus, the 
potential of qualitative insights to enrich and expand the portrayal of 
the practices related to dimensions of leadership styles remains 
untapped. Moreover, these works focused on routine times (Andersen 
et al., 2018; Balyer, 2012) and not crisis periods. Our study offers a 
wide spectrum of leadership behaviors identified with two prominent 
leadership styles and may contribute to a more diverse and broader 
understanding of leadership styles in times of crisis.

Second, our study illuminates how principals displayed idealized 
influence by using specific practices of instilling optimism, practicing 
calm communication, and positioning themselves as part of the 
teaching team during a crisis. Classic definitions of idealized influence 
stress “influence over ideology, influence over ideals, and influence 
over ‘bigger than life’ issues” (Bass, 1999, p. 19), but in our study, 
we saw the mundane side of it. Other works have claimed that the 
mundane focus of leaders on “trivial aspects” is important in ordinary 
times since it carries an emotional value (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 
2003). Yet, research showed that crisis undermines a sense of stability 
and infuses the daily routine with great uncertainty (Rast and Hogg, 
2016). When the path ahead is uncertain, people turn to leaders to 
help them gain clarity and a grounded hope for a better future, seek 
community and safety, and want someone with a positive vision who 
is courageous and confident about tackling the problems we all face 
(Brassey and Kruyt, 2020). Previous studies have already discussed the 
importance of these leadership behaviors during a crisis; for instance, 
Adams et al. (2021) suggested that principals understand that they 
must build positive relationships between teachers and students 
during crises. Similarly, Monehin and Diers-Lawson (2022) indicated 
that optimism is a critical trait in successful crisis leadership and that 
it is connected to positive outcomes for teams and organizations. Thus, 
in a sense, transformational leadership role modeling in times of crisis 
is about modeling emotional stability in mundane aspects. Our 
research findings illustrated how principals became a stabilizing and 
positive force for teachers who felt insecure and equipped them with 
positive emotions, which could explain why they advocated 
these behaviors.

Third, inspirational motivation was evident as principals 
emphasized the significant meaning of teachers’ work and encouraged 
them to take the initiative. These findings are in line with the study of 
Tao et al. (2022), suggesting that leaders’ motivational language (i.e., 
direction-giving, emphasis, and meaning-making) can satisfy the 
needs of employees and promote their ability to cope proactively with 
a crisis. Classic writing on inspirational motivation argues that a 
leader should focus on communicating an energizing vision to 
followers (Bass and Riggio, 2006), but during a crisis, appealing to 
futuristic visions might be seen as detached from the reality of scarce 
resources and the heavy workload that accompany the crisis (Menon, 
2023). Since innovative realism is part of an effective vision (Larwood 
et al., 1995), it can explain why school leaders choose to stress work 
meaning and create motivation by highlighting the students’ needs. 
Principals helped teachers understand that students may “get lost” 
when they do not have a learning framework, emphasized the role of 
the teacher in creating this framework for the lost students, and 
encouraged teachers to take the initiative. As work meaning is known 
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to be  a key factor in conveying leaders’ positive influence on 
employees’ psychological well-being (Arnold et  al., 2007), its 
significance appears to be particularly pronounced in times of crisis. 
Additionally, providing clear direction is considered more effective 
during stressful periods (Tao et al., 2022). Therefore, leaders’ efforts to 
convey a sense of direction may serve as another important strategy 
for supporting employees’ wellbeing.

Fourth, intellectual stimulation was observed in our findings as 
principals challenged teachers to question their instructional routines 
and pre-assumptions. These findings are consistent with the findings 
of Adams et al. (2021), which indicated that principals rallied their 
teachers to find new ways to teach and motivated them to improve 
their instructional content during the pandemic. The classical 
definition of intellectual stimulation is stimulating followers’ efforts to 
be innovative and creative by finding new ideas and creative solutions 
(Bass and Riggio, 2006). However, during a crisis, problems happen 
faster, and solutions are born out of the necessity to maintain basic 
functions rather than through planning. This makes learning focused 
less on the exploration of new conditions and more on the exploitation 
of new conditions (Kim et al., 2012). Prior research suggested that 
teachers tend to be resistant to change (Berkovich, 2021), whether the 
change is due to reform resulting from policy or due to necessity such 
as arises during a crisis. Moreover, the existing research suggests that 
teachers in normal times learn mostly through experimentation and 
reflection on their teaching practices (Bakkenes et al., 2010). This is a 
long and gradual process. Therefore, it seems from our findings that a 
school leader in a time of crisis needs to make a special effort to 
motivate teachers to accept change. In times of crisis, maintaining 
traditional methods can jeopardize the system, as incremental change 
becomes insufficient. Consequently, many principals urged teachers 
to critically evaluate existing practices and embrace innovation, 
particularly in the realms of technology and education. This aligns 
with Kurt Lewin’s concept of “unfreezing,” wherein resistance to 
change is reduced, while simultaneously fostering a learning 
environment centered on the exploitation of existing knowledge 
and resources.

Fifth, principals demonstrated individual consideration by 
addressing teachers’ unique difficulties, offering emotional support, 
building personal relationships, and empowering them to enhance 
their efficacy. The classic definition of individualized consideration is 
special attention given by the leader to each follower’s needs for 
achievement and growth by acting as a coach or mentor (Bass and 
Riggio, 2006). Arnold et al. (2016), who analyzed military leaders’ 
perceptions of what types of leadership behavior have been effective 
in extreme contexts, suggest that transformational leadership, 
epitomized by individual consideration, is a foundation upon which 
effective functioning in extreme combat situations can rest. Although 
the COVID-19 crisis is not the same in its characteristics, an extreme 
combat situation is similarly an experience of emotional turmoil for 
followers. Thus, leaders’ individual consideration is crucial to assist in 
overcoming this hardship. This is in line with claims that educational 
leaders’ individualized consideration promoted organizational 
commitment during the pandemic (Ingsih et al., 2021). Few leadership 
studies have delved into the practices of individual consideration (e.g., 
Timmerman, 2008), but these prior works did not expose as wide a 
range as the present study.

Sixth, our research showed how transactional leadership 
enhances teachers’ loyalty toward school principals during a 

crisis. A defining characteristic of transactional leadership is the 
ability to leverage available resources to create mutually beneficial 
transactions (Avci, 2015; Jensen et al., 2019). However, during a 
crisis, resources for compensation are often limited, requiring 
leaders to adapt by seeking new sources of support in alternative 
contexts. Servant leadership emphasizes the importance of 
supporting the performance of Personal Care Aide (PCA) 
employees, enabling their best efforts, and maintaining a vision 
that brings all efforts together for a common purpose (Canavesi 
and Minelli, 2022). Our research showed that in a complex period 
of crisis, transactional principals used PCA as an “alternative 
resource.” In the current study, PCA consisted of principals 
supporting their teachers in various ways, such as caring for their 
personal needs. This can be considered a part of an “exchange” 
between the principal and the teachers. Thus, our findings qualify 
the indication of James et al. (2021) that it is more beneficial to 
offer resources that contain universal and concrete resources 
(e.g., goods, services) than resources that are particularistic and 
symbolic (e.g., love, status) in the context of the crisis. Studies on 
organizational support based on psychological support resources 
in the context of COVID-19 have already been written (e.g., Lee, 
2021), but PCA’s identification with transactional leadership has 
not yet been studied.

Seventh, our research showed how transactional leadership 
enables principals’ continued control over what is happening at the 
school even remotely. In the classic active perspective of management 
by exception, the leader monitors deviations from standards, mistakes, 
and errors in the follower’s assignments and takes corrective action as 
necessary. This approach tends to be less effective but is required in 
certain situations (Bass and Avolio, 1994). We suggest that crises are 
among these specific situations since unexpected situations are 
common during crises, particularly in a virtual space where teachers 
are “hidden” from their principals’ eyes. During a crisis such as 
COVID-19 and the move to remote education, it was necessary to 
change school regulations. Also, there was an enhanced need to 
monitor teachers’ instructional practices (Berkovich, 2024; Benoliel 
and Schechter, 2023) and students’ discipline (Welsh, 2022). It seems 
from our findings that transactional leadership practices were part of 
crisis coping, but not a dominant or single style among principals.

The results must be interpreted in light of the institutional and 
cultural context of the study. For instance, the lower dominance of 
transactional leadership might be linked to Israel’s highly centralized 
educational system, where principals’ ability to make decisions and 
redistribute resources and rewards is greatly limited and subject to 
stringent state directives (Nir, 2021). Furthermore, as the participants 
were drawn from the Israeli Jewish population, they come from a 
liberal Western context characterized by relatively high individualism 
(more than China) and higher uncertainty avoidance (a preference for 
having rules, even if not always following them) compared to the 
United  States (see www.theculturefactor.com by Geert Hofstede). 
Thus, these institutional conditions and cultural inclinations might 
have influenced the specific preferences for leadership behaviors such 
as inspirational motivation and management by exception. In 
addition, the socioeconomic context may have influenced the 
leadership practices principals chose to enact. Higher-SES students 
could have had easier access to digital infrastructure and digital skills 
as well as more teaching and administrative support for the staff, 
allowing for more focus on leadership and less on management.
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Limitations and future studies

This study has several limitations. First, since data in qualitative 
research is time-bound and context-bound (Lincoln and Guba, 
1985), principals’ experiences may have changed due to post-
pandemic policy and practice aimed at making schools more crisis-
ready and agile, as well as due to the ongoing digitalization and AI 
revolution. To evaluate the generalizability of the findings, future 
research may examine leadership dynamics during crises across 
different nations, educational settings, and types of crises. Second, 
our sample does not include principals from private or semi-private 
schools, whose leadership styles may differ due to varying 
institutional constraints and resources, although it does reflect the 
main structure of the Israeli public education system. Third, this 
study could not fully account for how differences in socioeconomic 
environments may influence leadership responses. To provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of school leadership during 
times of crisis, these characteristics warrant further investigation in 
future studies. Fourth, all participating principals were from post-
primary schools. As a result, the findings may not be  fully 
transferable to the primary education context. Caution is therefore 
advised when interpreting these results, and future research should 
aim to include a broader range of educational levels. Fifth, the 
present study addresses principals’ perceptions regarding their 
leadership in retrospect, thus, one cannot rule out the possibility of 
memory bias or self-enhancement bias. Future studies can explore 
teachers’ perspectives or conduct observations. The challenge 
during intense crises is that access to organizations and participants 
is often highly limited, which restricts many crisis leadership 
studies to small-scale case studies. Sixth, it’s possible that self-
enhancement bias led principals to emphasize effective leadership 
practices, as this is common with self-reported data. To gain a fuller 
understanding of crisis leadership, future research might benefit 
from incorporating observational data or teachers’ perspectives.

Practical implications

First, the present study provides practical and successful examples, 
from the point of view of the study’s participants, of each of the 
leadership styles during the COVID-19 crisis. These examples may 
inspire school principals’ relevant leadership practices during a crisis. 
Second, the study highlights the advantages of integrated leadership 
and provides evidence that can justify the use of this leadership style. 
The current study does not underestimate the importance of each 
leadership style during a crisis separately, but it claims that it should 
not come alone. Third, this research can have implications for policies 
involving the design and implementation of leadership skills and 
practices during a crisis.
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Appendix– Interview Questions

 1. Tell me about yourself, your professional background, and your school.
 2. What did a school principal focus on in the routine (pre-COVID-19), with the staff and with the students? What major tasks and 

responsibilities did you have?
 3. What are the main tasks, responsibilities, and authorities that have been added to you or sharpened for you as a principal since the 

COVID-19 crisis started (schooling from home, hybrid school, etc.)?
 4. Were there any tasks that fell out of your responsibility? Can you demonstrate, please?
 5. Which actions of you as a principal worked and which actions as a principal did you change or highlight during the COVID-19 crisis to 

motivate your staff?
 6. What motivated you to these actions?
 7. How did your employees respond to these actions? Can you give examples of successes and difficulties in motivating employees?
 8. What were the short-term effects of these actions? Were there any achievements?
 9. What are the long-term effects of the COVID-19 crisis on the role of the principal and the roles of the school, as you perceive them?
 10. How has your “creed” as a principal been seen after the COVID-19 crisis? Has it changed?
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