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Purpose: Recent demands placed on educators to navigate crises in schools have further solidified the urgency to promote wellbeing. The purpose of this study is to understand how to promote wellbeing for teachers and administrators with collective leadership through political skill and community empowerment.

Research methods: We surveyed N = 314 teachers and administrators in a central region of Texas during Fall 2021 to understand their influence and wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic. Educators were invited to participate in this survey, which included four instruments, and was collected using an email list through an educational service center when schools opened after quarantine. This survey data was applied to a multigroup structural equation model to demonstrate how factors lead to wellbeing. Teachers and administrators were compared to show varying relationships between responses about wellbeing, political skill, community empowerment, and collective leadership.

Findings: This study provides evidence to validate relationships between an interdisciplinary set of measures across these roles of educators. For teachers, as hypothesized, collective leadership and political skill influenced wellbeing. Community empowerment was a direct outcome for collective leadership but not wellbeing. For administrators, the hypothesized relationships had similar results. Collective leadership and political skill influenced wellbeing. Uniquely, in the structural phase of model testing, a path modification was added, which could be justified by theory, and specific to the role of administrators. Physical health was specified as a predictor of community empowerment. Overall, for both groups, collective leadership was situated as the main driver of this wellbeing model. Our findings reflect the importance of mixing positive psychology and leadership frameworks to understand how to support educators through a crisis.

Implications: We explain how collective leadership can provide educators with the agency necessary to promote their own wellbeing.

Keywords
 wellbeing; collective leadership; multigroup SEM; political skill; community empowerment; COVID-19


Introduction

Numerous challenges to teachers’ wellbeing, such as low salaries as well as increased workloads and pressure to succeed without commensurate support, have contributed to the profession of teaching experiencing a health crisis (Doan et al., 2024; Sandilos et al., 2024). And teachers are not alone. Similar pressures and increased demands on school leaders (e.g., principals) and how these factors impact their wellbeing are also present but have been studied less extensively than teachers (Bartanen et al., 2019; Snodgrass Rangel, 2018). This gap in knowledge is particularly problematic as today’s principals are among the most stressed cohorts of educational professionals, increasingly leaving the field at alarming rates (Yan, 2020; Sandilos et al., 2024). Indeed, the percentage of principals leaving the profession surged to 16% in 2021, and while this percentage declined to 8% by 2023, it remains higher than pre-pandemic turnover (Diliberti and Schwartz, 2025).

Principals, like teachers, benefit from organizational structures and support mechanisms to help lessen the workload and reduce work-related pressure and stress (Wang et al., 2018). Further, while teacher and principal burnout was a significant concern prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the overall increasing demands placed on educators to navigate crises in schools have further solidified the urgent need to better understand how to promote wellbeing given the importance of educators to shaping the youth of current and future generations (Urick et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2024). Ultimately, the current crisis of wellbeing within the teaching profession highlights the need for educators, policymakers, and educational researchers to search for creative answers beyond typical education frameworks and practices to understand how to best support teachers and administrators. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to understand how a set of interdisciplinary factors may help to promote teacher and administrator wellbeing.

Wellbeing is a concept with multiple dimensions and definitions across fields and participants. Wellbeing has been described as an overall flourishing (see Butler and Kern, 2016; Seligman, 2011), which, in turn, promotes physical wellbeing, as a measure of overall health (Friedman and Kern, 2014; Kesavayuth et al., 2022). For instance, wellbeing has been approached through positive psychology as a satisfaction with life (Cantril, 1965), optimal funding and experience (Ryan and Deci, 2001), a combination of love of what we do, relationships, security and physical health (Rath and Harter, 2010). These approaches generally fall into the areas of evaluative wellbeing (life satisfaction), hedonic wellbeing (feelings), and eudemonic wellbeing (purpose of life). Additionally, interventions to reduce adverse work-related outcomes, such as burnout, are often based on risk and negatively framed with a focus on mental health (Page and Vella-Brodrick, 2013; LaMontagne et al., 2007).

A decade ago, few programs or interventions sought to promote positive properties of wellbeing (LaMontagne et al., 2014). Much has changed, as programs that focus on mindfulness and the more positive aspects of wellbeing have greatly increased over the past several years, especially since the COVID-19 pandemic (McNeven et al., 2024; Sandilos et al., 2024). Even so, the current literature still “presents very limited guidance as to how wellbeing should be promoted across the complexity of a whole-school context in order to improve outcomes” (McNeven et al., 2024, p. 601–602). Thus, to improve understanding and offer guidance about wellbeing in schools, we consider how organizational structures might promote positive wellbeing, operationalized as both emotional and physical, for teachers and administrators through leadership and social exchange relationships in schools.



Conceptual model

The conceptual model for this study is informed by the Job-Demands-Resources model (Bakker et al., 2023), and consists of collective leadership, political skill, community empowerment, and wellbeing. Bakker et al.’s model describes an energy depletion process as well as a motivation process. The energy depletion process occurs when issues such as high job demands lead to burnout. Goal achievement and sense of personal growth induce the motivation process. This model has been found to enhance wellbeing (Claes et al., 2023) and educator wellbeing enhances outcomes for students (Dreer, 2023, 2024). Collective leadership mediated by political skill and community empowerment should lead to enhanced educator wellbeing because these variables not only contribute to the motivation process and enhance social effectiveness, but they reduce the effects of energy depletion (Eckert, 2018; Cyril et al., 2016; Ferris et al., 2007).

The first component of the conceptual model is collective leadership. Because leadership style, and the corresponding behaviors, can impact informal and formal leader wellbeing (Kaluza et al., 2020; Skakon et al., 2010; van Dierendonck et al., 2004), collective leadership within a school is positioned to directly promote both teacher and administrator wellbeing. This style of leadership emphasizes collaborative goal setting and strategic implementation of goals in the service of the mission at the core of schools—teaching and learning (Eckert, 2018, 2019). Collective leadership may also influence wellbeing through teacher and administrator perceptions of political skill and community empowerment. In other words, political skill and community empowerment are potential mediators of the collective leadership—wellbeing relationship. Figure 1 visually illustrates the framework used to examine collective leadership and wellbeing.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual framework of hypothesized relationships between collective leadership, political skill, community empowerment and wellbeing.


Next, political skill is positioned as one of two possible mediators of the proposed relationship. This social effectiveness concept is defined as “the ability to effectively understand others at work and to use such knowledge to influence others to act in ways that enhance one’s personal and/or organizational objectives” (Ferris et al., 2005, p. 127). The construct of political skill consists of four dimensions: (1) social astuteness, (2) interpersonal influence, (3) networking ability, and (4) apparent sincerity. Social astuteness is being able to “read the room”; this dimension pertains to individual self-awareness and whether an individual has a keen understanding of what is required to be accepted in various social situations.

Interpersonal influence describes a compelling personal style typified by a heightened level of interpersonal flexibility and appeal that enables someone to exert sway more effectively on individuals and groups. Networking ability defines individuals who can initiate, develop, and maintain constructive connections with a diverse array of contacts. Skilled networkers are individuals who are effective at building coalitions within their organizations. Apparent sincerity is the fourth dimension of political skill. This dimension details the extent to which individuals can display high levels of authenticity and sincerity (Ferris et al., 2005; Ferris et al., 2007). In summation, political skills allow individuals to navigate social structures and relationships to influence progress and engage with others within a context.

The second mediator, community empowerment, can promote wellbeing in local areas, especially following stages of a crisis (Urick et al., 2021), through institutions, agencies, and partnerships by distributing resources and leadership to community members (Cyril et al., 2016). Community empowerment has been conceptualized as having intra-organizational, inter-organizational and extra-organizational components in which social links are structured to collectively lead community actions (Peterson and Zimmerman, 2004). At the core of community empowerment, these collective and social mechanisms manifest as the degree to which individuals perceive that they can control their influence at multiple levels (i.e., personal, organizational, and community). Community empowerment, like political skill, is expected to be a mediator of collective leadership because it exemplifies an overall perceived personal influence to take community action for wellbeing.


Collective leadership to wellbeing

Collective leadership encompasses the practices through which teachers and administrators influence students, colleagues, policymakers, and others to improve student outcomes (Eckert and Morgan, 2023). This type of work toward shared goals and supports leader wellbeing through a few requisite conditions: supportive administration, resources, work design, and supportive social norms and working relationships, shared influence, and an orientation toward goals, which promotes synergy between teachers and administrators in both the setting and pursuit of strategic, educational goals (Eckert, 2018).

There are several reasons why this type of leadership should have a positive relationship with teacher and administrator wellbeing. First, by moving away from the notion of solitary superhero leaders performing extraordinary work, collective leadership builds teams of people around shared goals (Smylie and Eckert, 2018). Recent evidence points to problems (e.g., burnout, role overload) that can arise from a single person attempting to “go it alone” as a leader developing follower wellbeing. Instead, facilitating employee wellbeing should be a collaborative process between leaders and followers (Boekhorst et al., 2021). Second, teachers and leaders who lead collectively act as catalysts, accelerating good work, which does not revolve around an individual leader but accelerates the work of others without leading to burnout. In fact, this type of leadership could build resilience that leads to school improvement. Third, instead of designing artificial team building or leadership exercises, teachers and administrators begin to identify expertise and talents that might help address future challenges (Eckert, 2018, 2019; Eckert and Morgan, 2023). Collective leadership provides structures to avoid burnout and support wellbeing. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H1: Collective leadership will have a significant, positive association with teacher and administrator wellbeing.




Collective leadership to political skill

Political skill is about effectively navigating social exchanges, and collective leadership is built upon a foundation of social dynamics and shared leadership efforts amongst a group of individuals seeking to accomplish common goals (Eckert, 2018; Ferris et al., 2005). Development experiences, such as mentoring and administrative support, present in a collective leadership environment (Eckert and Morgan, 2023), are linked to the formation of all four political skill dimensions (Ferris et al., 2007). Further, when a collection of teachers and administrators possess strong beliefs in their conjoint skills, they are likely to experience confidence in the collective’s ability to leverage such skills to accomplish shared goals as well as their own, individual skills to do likewise (Bandura, 1997; Hattie, 2018). Thus, when collective leadership is strong, individuals involved in the collective leadership process are likely to perceive themselves as socially effective (e.g., socially astute, apt networkers) because of the apparent conjoint capabilities of the group of which they are a part. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H2: Collective leadership will have a significant, positive association with teacher and administrator political skill.




Political skill to wellbeing

Political has been linked to career accomplishment (Magnusen and Kim, 2016; Todd et al., 2009), satisfying work relationships (Epitropaki et al., 2016), and is a known buffer against social stressors present in the workplace (Harvey et al., 2007; Perrewé et al., 2004). All these areas can positively impact wellbeing. Social stressors, for example, include job-related stress stemming from coworker conflict and unjust treatment from peers and supervisors (Bruk-Lee and Spector, 2006). Such stressors can diminish employee wellbeing because these individuals experience degraded workplace self-perceptions and diminished job satisfaction (Bruk-Lee and Spector, 2006; Collie et al., 2012). Political skill should help individuals feel more directly in control and equipped to navigate workplace social exchanges and social stressors to maintain constructive workplace relationships and achieve job-related success (Harvey et al.; Hobfoll, 2001; Epitropaki et al., 2016; Ferris et al., 2005; Todd et al., 2009).

Perceptions of control in one’s work environment often correlate with wellbeing (Siu et al., 2007). However, for control to exist, individuals need to have confidence in their abilities to effectively navigate their environments (Meier et al., 2008). With political skill comes a more detailed understanding of one’s work environment. When individuals better understand their work environments, they are less likely to be stressed and dissatisfied with their jobs (Bruk-Lee and Spector, 2006; Harvey et al., 2007). Even when stressors are perceived, politically skilled individuals should view them as nonthreatening and manageable (Perrewé et al., 2004). Thus, political skill is expected to have a significant, positive relationship with teacher and administrator wellbeing.


H3: Political skill will have a significant, positive association teacher and administrator wellbeing.




Collective leadership to community empowerment

Community empowerment is about personal and community agency, much like political skill, so a collective nature of leadership can also facilitate a sense of individual influence in one’s community. Community empowerment represents different levels of agency from organizational to individual empowerment within community. For example, Laverack (2001) examined its similarity with community development and explained its organizational aspects as “the existence of functional leadership, supported by established organizational structures with the participation of its members who have demonstrated the ability to mobilize resources indicate a community which already has strong social support elements,” (p. 135). The essence of community empowerment is participation, social support mechanisms, access to resources, and problem-solving (Urick et al., 2021; Cyril et al., 2016; Laverack, 2001). Collective leadership drives and encourages these organizational structures for community members. If collective leadership is successful, teachers and administration should feel a stronger sense of community empowerment. Therefore, the third hypothesis is proposed:


H4: Collective leadership will have a significant, positive association with teacher and administrator community empowerment.




Community empowerment to wellbeing

Community empowerment has been used as an approach to navigate crises, particularly to engage community members in restoring health issues (Urick et al., 2021; Cyril et al., 2016). When empowered, teachers and administrators take responsibility for distributing information and resources through their networks to promote action. Community empowerment represents their personal influence over situations across networks within and outside of the work environment (Peterson and Zimmerman, 2004). This individual agency allows teachers and administrators to engage in decisions that meet the needs of their own wellbeing whether physical or emotional. We theorize that community empowerment is a mechanism for wellbeing.


H5: Community empowerment will mediate the relationship between collective leadership and teacher and administrator wellbeing.


The current study situates teachers and administrators within their job demands immediately following a return to school after quarantine from COVID-19 in 2021. We seek to understand how organizational and social structures influence their wellbeing. Wellbeing has been developed as both an emotional and physical concept. Past literature has shown a direct link from an emotional flourishing (i.e., positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, etc.) to physical health (e.g., Kesavayuth et al., 2022). We hypothesized that a perceived confidence to navigate social situations (political skill) and a feeling of personal agency in their organization and community (community empowerment) will promote overall wellbeing. Further, if leadership is purposefully structured to share influence and resources as well as provide support and control over work (collective leadership) then these organizational structures will help educators in their political skill and community empowerment which leads to wellbeing. This study utilizes organizational, educational, and health measures to understand how to support teachers and administrators in their return to work after experiencing COVID-19.




Methods

The purpose of this study is to understand how educators engage with others to build wellbeing in a time of crisis, namely during the COVID-19 pandemic. We theoretically situated three primary constructs, collective leadership, community empowerment, and political skill as social mechanisms which may drive wellbeing. We argued that these concepts represent structures to help educators filter social exchanges, resources, and job demands toward improved wellbeing. To test these theoretical assumptions and hypotheses, multigroup structural equation modeling was applied to survey responses collected from teachers and administrators in Fall 2021.


Sample

The sample includes teachers and administrators in a central region of Texas. This region spans 76 school districts, about 353 school principals, and approximately 12,100 teachers within a local geographic area of 12 counties. The student population served by these districts is racially and ethnically diverse, with about 35% Hispanic, 20% African American, 37% White, 5% with two or more races, 2% Asian, and less than 1% Native American and Pacific Islander. From this region, N = 312, educators voluntarily responded to the full survey early in the 2021 fall semester when students returned to school with COVID-19 protocols still in place. Educators, teachers and administrators, were emailed using a contact list through a regional education service center. Educational service centers in Texas provide training and administrative support to school districts in their designated area. The sample includes educators from across this region in different counties, districts, and schools varying in size; however, we do not claim that it is representative of this region. The nature of the research questions emphasized how educators, as individuals, perceived their engagement in leadership as potentially influencing their wellbeing. Participants were encouraged to respond to the survey to provide protected feedback about their wellbeing to the regional service center to attract educators who had varying views to share.



Instrumentation

To meet the purpose of this study, four instruments were combined to administer to the sample. While the collective leadership instrument is native to education (Eckert et al., 2022), the other instruments, community empowerment, wellbeing, and political skill, were interdisciplinary or outside of education. When used in combination, these instruments provide a set of measures to assess the extent to which educators perceived that their involvement in leadership was structured to move them beyond crisis and into wellbeing.

The first instrument, community empowerment (see Israel et al., 1994), was designed to measure the extent to which participants perceive their control in the organization and how much influence they think they have in their own life and community. This survey was designed to assess how individuals felt about their agency in organizations and their community during public health interventions. Community empowerment is conceptualized by two constructs: organizational empowerment and individual and community empowerment. Organizational empowerment measures the extent to which a respondent feels included in the development of organizational decisions that affect their life, others, and the progress toward overall goals. This subscale included five items such as: I can influence the decisions that this school [organization] makes, this school [organization] has influence over decisions that affect my life, this school [organization] can influence decisions that affect the community, I am satisfied with the amount of influence I have over decisions that this school [organization] makes. Individual and community empowerment focuses on items related to the amount of influence toward decisions affecting one’s own life and decisions affecting their immediate community. This subscale had seven items including: I have control over the decisions that affect my life, my community has influence over decisions that affect my life, I can influence decisions that affect my community, and people in my community work together to influence decisions on the state or national level. Preliminary analyses were conducted to check the acceptability of factor loadings and reliability scores for items attached to each of these theoretical constructs. Both subscales were included as mean composite indicators for the community empowerment factor and maintained measurement model fit.

The second instrument, collective leadership (see Eckert et al., 2022), measures how educators view six dimensions at their school: supportive administration, resources and initial leadership capacity, work design, supportive relationships, shared influence, and orientation toward improvement. Supportive administration had four subscale items which measured: administrators develop shared understanding of vision and purposes of collective leadership, administrators develop leadership capacity in others, and the principal collaborates with teachers to determine leadership tasks. Resources and Initial Leadership Capacity includes three items to represent a range of resources: there are adequate financial resources to support our school’s goals, our facilities are adequate to support our school’s goals, and there are adequate human resources to support our school’s goals. Work design, five items total, describes how and when work is shared, for example: there is adequate time available for leadership work, there are adequate professional learning experiences for teachers and administrators together, and there are regular opportunities for teachers to observe each others’ teaching. Next, supportive norms and working relationships is s subscale which includes five items that identify good working relationships across school stakeholders: I have good working relationships with teachers, …administrators, …students, …parents, and there are teachers who have the ability to work well with and help other teachers to improve their practice. Shared influence subscale also asks respondents about influence with three kinds of stakeholders in the school, for example, I have a great deal of influence on teachers, …administrators, …students in my school. Finally, orientation toward improvement construct measures the way in which progress is approach with four items, such as: at my school, risk taking informed by reflection is encouraged, if I try really hard, I can make progress with even the move unmotivated students, and if I put my mind to it, I can work well with any teacher at this school. The factors loadings of items for each of the six subscales were explored as well as checked for scale reliability. A mean composite was created for each, and six indicators represented collective leadership as a factor in the measurement model.

The third instrument, political skill (see Ferris et al., 2005), measures four constructs based on an individual’s perception of their social astuteness, interpersonal influence, networking ability, and apparent sincerity. This instrument connects to broader organizational behavior and theory which is applied across a variety of organizations or work settings. Each of the four constructs as mean composites were included as indicators for political skill in the measurement model. Social astuteness as a subscale is defined by five items which describe how well the respondent can understand and interact with others, such as, I understand people very well, I have good intuition or savvy about how to present myself to others, and I pay close attention to people’s facial expressions. Interpersonal influence measures the way in which someone can effectively communicate with others, in a total of four items, for example: I am able to make most people comfortable and at ease around me, it is easy for me to develop good rapport with most people, and I am good at getting people to like me. Networking ability gauges the amount of time and attention a person dedicates to building connections with others, in six items, such as: I spend a lot of time and effort networking with others, At work, I know a lot of important people and am well connected, and I am good at using my connections and networks to make things happen at work. Lastly, apparent sincerity consists of three items: When communicating with others, I try to be genuine in what I say and do, it is important that people believe I am sincere in what I say and do, and I try to show a genuine interest in other people. All items were loaded onto their subscales, then checked for reliability to replicate original theoretical construction. The four subscales included as indicators for political skill as a factor maintained good fit in measurement model.

The fourth instrument, wellbeing (see Lai et al., 2018), was designed based on descriptions of flourishing (see Seligman, 2011), known as the PERMA profile since items measure P-positive emotion, E-engagement, R-relationships, M-meaning, and A-accomplishment as the main theory behind positive mental frames for wellness. This main theory, and approach to emotional wellbeing, or positive psychology, has been expanded to include additional measures, supplemental to this main construct. One of the extra measures is physical health, which is included in this study given the context of COVID-19. Factor loadings and reliability were checked for each of these scales to assess the adequacy and maintain the original theoretical constructs. Each construct in PERMA and health have three items to measure it. Positive emotion subscale asks how often do you feel joyful, how often do you feel positive, and to what extent do you feel content? Engagement is defined by an interest in tasks, such as: how often do you become absorbed in what you are doing, to what extent do you feel excited and interested in things, and how often do you lose track of time while doing something you enjoy? Relationships subscale measures perceived support from others, for example, to what extent do you receive help and support from others when you needs it, how satisfied are you with your personal relationships, and to what extent do you feel loved? Meaning construct items assess the extent of a life purpose: to what extent do you lead a purposeful and meaningful life, to what extent do you feel that what you do in your life is valuable and worthwhile, and to what extent do you feel you have a sense of direction in your life? Finally, in PERMA, the last subscale, accomplishment has three items to understand overall personal progress: how much of the time do you feel you are making progress toward accomplishing your goals, how often do you achieve the important goals you have set for yourself, and how often are you able to handle your responsibilities? Each of these five constructs were included as indicators of the main wellbeing factor as a primary dependent variable of interest in this study. Due to the pandemic context, and need for physical health to return to work settings, a measure of health was included as an ultimate outcome stemming from PERMA wellbeing. The health measure, an additional construct on the PERMA survey, consisted of three items: how would you say your health is, how satisfied are you with your current physical health, and compared to others of your same age and sex how is your health? Each of the five PERMA wellbeing subscales, and the health items, are represented by a mean composite in the measurement model of this study which has good fit.



Data analysis

The four instruments above are aligned to measure the constructs represented in the conceptual model of this study. Using these measures of factors, the conceptual model also depicted five main hypotheses or proposed directions between concepts. Collective leadership was hypothesized to influence political skill, community empowerment, and wellbeing. Both political skill and community empowerment were hypothesized to have separate paths to wellbeing. Given that the sample includes two distinct roles of educators, teachers and administrators, who have different responsibilities and job demands, a multigroup structural equation model was applied to these data to test the hypotheses.

Multigroup structural equation modeling allows for specifications by group in one omnibus model. This approach appropriately handles measurement invariance and tests for equality of factors and relationships across groups. The findings demonstrate how indicators of factors, paths between factors, and coefficients differ for each group. Since groups are analyzed as one model, the sample maintains its power to estimate parameters. The multigroup analysis allows a comparison of this measurement and structure between teachers (n = 243) and administrators (n = 69). To prepare the data for analysis, items for each subscale were averaged into a composite score. These subscales were transformed into a standardized score based on the full sample. The means across roles or groups show a difference in their response from the overall average of 0. Administrators, which included principals, assistant principals, counselors, etc., generally had higher responses across these measures compared to teachers (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics for measures by group, teachers and administrators.


	Measures
	Teachers
	Administrators



	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max
	Mean
	SD

 

 	CL -supportive administration 	−2.653 	1.151 	−0.115 	1.026 	−1.702 	1.151 	0.400 	0.788


 	CL- resources and initial leadership capacity 	−2.056 	1.635 	−0.005 	1.017 	−2.056 	1.635 	0.018 	0.944


 	CL- work design 	−2.217 	2.179 	−0.087 	1.017 	−1.558 	2.179 	0.305 	0.880


 	CL- supportive social norms and working relationships 	−6.018 	1.085 	−0.045 	1.023 	−2.467 	1.085 	0.156 	0.903


 	CL- shared influence 	−3.350 	2.035 	−0.153 	0.956 	−2.004 	2.035 	0.535 	0.972


 	CL- orientation toward improvement 	−3.871 	1.598 	−0.067 	1.016 	−2.609 	1.598 	0.234 	0.910


 	PS- interpersonal influence 	−4.662 	1.225 	−0.091 	1.034 	−1.987 	1.225 	0.319 	0.800


 	PS- social astuteness 	−3.905 	1.493 	−0.082 	1.019 	−1.906 	1.493 	0.285 	0.879


 	PS- networking ability 	−2.520 	1.666 	−0.172 	0.996 	−1.589 	1.666 	0.598 	0.758


 	PS- apparent sincerity 	−4.078 	0.626 	−0.083 	1.053 	−4.078 	0.626 	0.290 	0.723


 	CE- organizational empowerment 	−2.962 	1.755 	−0.133 	1.002 	−2.176 	1.755 	0.463 	0.849


 	CE- individual and community empowerment 	−3.524 	2.147 	−0.095 	1.005 	−2.106 	1.864 	0.333 	0.915


 	WB- positive emotion 	−3.827 	2.333 	−0.074 	0.997 	−2.390 	1.717 	0.259 	0.972


 	WB- engage 	−2.936 	1.761 	−0.046 	0.999 	−2.688 	1.761 	0.161 	0.994


 	WB- relationships 	−4.114 	1.928 	−0.064 	1.025 	−2.906 	1.324 	0.222 	0.877


 	WB- meaning 	−4.051 	1.845 	−0.057 	1.030 	−2.872 	1.256 	0.200 	0.866


 	WB- accomplishment 	−3.529 	2.526 	−0.068 	1.014 	−2.318 	1.921 	0.238 	0.919


 	Physical health 	−2.881 	2.341 	−0.060 	1.033 	−2.185 	1.645 	0.207 	0.852




 

Multigroup structural equation modeling has two main phases, a measurement phase, and a structural phase, which were applied using Mplus, version 8.11. This study follows similar steps outlined for this approach in Xu (2020a,b). Model-fit indices and parameter estimates are assessed through both phases (measurement and structural) to determine the appropriateness of the hypothesized relationships between concepts. Several model-fit indices describe the degree of fit when the hypothesized model is applied to sample data and estimated model covariance matrix. These fit indices are root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) for model parsimony and comparative fit index (CFI) (Schreiber et al., 2006). As a general rule, “good fit” thresholds for RMSEA are approximately less than 0.05, and for CFI are greater than 0.900–0.950 (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2015). Chi-square estimates were compared across models to understand differences, such as comparing constrained to unconstrained models for groups to test for invariance.

In the measurement phase, the equality of factors is tested across groups, following procedures similar to confirmatory factor analysis. A reference indicator is selected for each factor. In this model, the indicator with the highest loading was set as the reference indicator. The reference indicators were supportive administration, interpersonal influence, organizational empowerment, and meaning. An unconstrained model was run with parameters freed in each group. The modification indices were used to understand changes to each group that were needed to specify correlations between errors of indicators within the same factor. One-by-one modifications to specify correlations between errors for indicators were added to each group, and model results and fit were checked. A total of 10 modifications of “with statements” were added to the teacher group. A total of six modifications of “with statements” were added to the administrator group. These modifications are marked in the results models with dotted lines which connect indicators in the same factor. The repeated model structure to free parameters in each group for the unconstrained model was removed, and a constrained model was tested. There was a significant difference of chi-square values between the constraint and unconstraint models (ΔΧ2 = 32.274, Δdf = 15, CV = 24.996). Proceeding with the constrained model, the output was examined for group modifications for the “by statements,” which show differences in indicators by factor to be released from the equality constraints. With changes added step-by-step for groups, a total of four loadings were released from equality constraints for teachers, and a total of three loadings for administrators. These differences in group model modifications of “by statements” are marked in the results with a dotted line arrow leading from factor to indicator. The model fit indices for the last step of the measurement phase were good (Χ2 = 363.619, df = 234 (teachers = 204.0, admin = 159.6), CFI = 949, SRMR = 0.065, RMSEA = 0.60 with CI: 0.047, 0.071). No other modifications were appropriate to add to improve measurement fit.

In the structural phase, the equality of relationships between factors is tested across groups, which is similar to path analysis. Using the measurement modifications from the first phase, the hypothesized relationships were added into the model. An unconstrained model was specified first; however, structural relationships are not set to be equal as a default in Mplus. When running the unconstrained model, good fit remained, but one modification to the structural model was suggested. A path between physical health and community empowerment was suggested for the administrator group. Given past literature which situates community empowerment as an outcome for improved public health (see Urick et al., 2021), and fewer possible organizational supports for administrators who are facilitating these structures, this path of an “on statement” for physical health as an independent variable on community empowerment as a dependent variable was added. This structural modification to the administrator group is marked by a dotted line arrow in the results. Next, equality constraints were applied to each group to test for invariance. Each path coefficient was specified as equal in the model for each group. The fit indices remained good, and there was not a significant chi-square change between the unconstraint and constraint models (ΔΧ2 = 8.061, Δdf = 6, CV = 12.592). The constraint model was used; however, the coefficient for wellbeing on political skill seemed to differ between groups because of its size for teachers compared to administrators in the unconstraint model. The equality constraint for only this path was released in each group and a model test for a difference was added. The model fit for the final analysis of this structural phase as well as the model test for this path are reported in the next section as a part of the findings.




Results

Work experiences and job demands of teachers and administrators can influence how they perceive their wellbeing, especially within the context of returning to schools following quarantine during COVID-19. Data was collected from teachers and administrators during Fall 2021, when schools reopened in central Texas, about their perceptions of collective leadership, political skill, community empowerment and wellbeing. The hypotheses of this study generally posit that if teachers and administrators believe they have influence and control at school, and in their lives, they should maintain better emotional and physical health. This study aimed to examine and better understand the extent to which perceived collective leadership might influence individuals’ perceptions of wellbeing through political skill and community empowerment. Since teachers and administrators have different role responsibilities and formal control over school supports, a multi-group structural equation model was applied to test the relationships across variables. While results are visualized separately for each group, teachers and administrators, they were tested simultaneously in an omnibus model, which had good fit for all measurement and structural modifications (Χ2 = 430.077, df = 272 (teachers = 234.836, admin = 195.241), CFI = 940, SRMR = 0.068, RMSEA = 0.61 with CI: 0.050, 0.072). There was only one structural parameter that was tested for a difference between groups, a path between political skill and wellbeing, which was not significant (Wald Test = 2.446, df = 1, p > 0.05). The results for each group are presented below.

For teachers, as hypothesized, collective leadership influenced wellbeing (H1) and political skill (H2), and in turn, political skill also influenced wellbeing (H3). Community empowerment was a direct outcome for collective leadership (H4); however, it did not connect to wellbeing (H5). The largest relationship (β = 0.926, p < 0.001) was the connection between collective leadership and community empowerment. With moderate effects between collective leadership with PERMA wellbeing (β = 0.671 p < 0.05) and political skill (β = 0.560, p < 0.001). Collective leadership was situated as the main driver of this model. This model had two factors positioned as mediators between collective leadership and wellbeing, political skill and community empowerment. Only political skill had a small effect on PERMA wellbeing (β = 0.292, p < 0.001). Finally, as expected, the PERMA factor of wellbeing did predict physical health (β = 0.535, p < 0.001), which represents the important link between mental and physical wellbeing (Figure 2).

[image: Diagram depicting the relationships between factors influencing PERMA Wellbeing among teachers. Key components include Collective Leadership, Community Empowerment, and Political Skill. Arrows indicate pathways with correlation values, showing connections to wellbeing facets like Accomplishment, Meaning, Relationship, Engagement, Positive Emotion, and Physical Health. The results highlight the influence of collective leadership on wellbeing and other factors.]

FIGURE 2
 Results of the multigroup SEM for teachers.


For administrators, the hypothesized relationships had similar results. Collective leadership influenced wellbeing (H1) and political skill (H2), and in turn, political skill also influenced wellbeing (H3). Community empowerment was a direct outcome for collective leadership (H4); however, it did not connect to wellbeing (H5). Uniquely, in the structural phase of model testing, a path modification was added, which could be justified by theory, and specific to the role of administrators. Physical health was specified as a predictor of community empowerment. This new path had a small but significant effect (β = 0.240, p < 0.001). Administrators’ perceptions of their physical health positively influenced the degree to which they were empowered in the organization, community, and in their own life. Like teachers, collective leadership had the largest relationship with community empowerment (β = 0.832, p < 0.001), and moderate relationships with political skill (β = 0.688, p < 0.001) and PERMA wellbeing (β = 0.636, p < 0.05). While the model test between groups was not significant for this path, administrators had an increased relationship between political skill and PERMA wellbeing (β = 0.436, p < 0.001) compared to teachers (β = 0.292, p < 0.001). The magnitude of relationship between PERMA wellbeing and physical health for administrators (β = 0.512, p < 0.001) was very similar to teachers (β = 0.525, p < 0.001). In sum, for administrators like teachers, collective leadership was the main driver in the model for wellbeing with a unique path from physical health back to community empowerment (Figure 3).
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FIGURE 3
 Results of the multigroup SEM for administrators.


With these models, we wanted to demonstrate how teachers and administrators engaged in leadership to influence their wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic. We viewed political skill, community empowerment, and collective leadership as ways in which educators could engage in social exchanges and access resources to navigate job demands and protect their health during a crisis. While political skill, community empowerment, and wellbeing were interdisciplinary measures, collective leadership was primarily situated in education. In conclusion, collective leadership in schools influenced these outcomes derived from organizational and public health measures. Leadership support and navigation of social exchanges helped both teachers and administrators positively perceive their wellbeing. In addition, for administrators, the perception of their physical health also influenced their view of empowerment within their organization, life, and community. These findings have important implications for educators as they continue to understand necessary changes in school practice since COVID-19.



Discussion

In summary of findings, teachers and administrators had similar relationships across survey constructs which led to wellbeing. Collective leadership and political skill both directly influenced emotional wellbeing. While community empowerment was hypothesized to promote wellbeing, this construct positively related to collective leadership and did not connect directly to wellbeing. As expected, the main outcome, emotional wellbeing was an immediate predictor of physical wellbeing. Uniquely, in the administrator model, physical wellbeing was found as a precursor to community empowerment. Future research should explore the theoretical overlap between collective leadership and community empowerment. In addition, in future work, physical wellbeing might be explored as an antecedent rather than an outcome only.

Wellbeing was situated as an outcome in this study since the COVID-19 crisis intensified the stress being shouldered by educators across the globe. Even prior to the pandemic, an increasing number of school leaders and teachers were choosing to leave the profession (Maxwell and Superville, 2020; Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond, 2019). Stress-related issues such as work intensification, dwindling amounts of resources, and an increasing number of assumed roles, contribute to the emotional exhaustion, fatigue, and burnout experienced by many of today’s educators (e.g., Hayes et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2018; Wells et al., 2013). The emotional and physical wellbeing of educators is important to keep teachers and principals in the profession.

In this study, we posited that collective leadership (Eckert, 2018, 2019; Leithwood and Mascall, 2008; Louis et al., 2010), mediated by community empowerment (Cyril et al., 2016) and political skill (Ferris et al., 2005), could provide a set of measures allowing us to determine how educators navigate crises while maintaining an overall sense of wellbeing (Pressley and Ha, 2022; Trinidad, 2021; Urick et al., 2021). Given the nuanced and consistently changing nature of the educational workplace, this set of interdisciplinary measures provides an original perspective on how collective leadership could be related to emotional wellbeing and health. Primarily, we found that perceptions of collective leadership, directly, and mediated through political skill are related to educators’ wellbeing.

Consistent with previous research across fields, for our main outcomes, our findings link emotional or mental wellbeing with physical wellbeing. A consistent, moderate relationship surfaced for teachers and administrators between emotional wellbeing (or PERMA) and health (Seligman, 2011). This relationship contributes to ongoing conversations in psychology about the importance of emotions when it comes to physical health (e.g., Kok et al., 2013). Both teachers and administrators who have increased positive mental wellbeing also have increased perceptions of physical health. While school environments may not directly address physical health within work interactions, the role of teachers and administrators can focus on job responsibilities that align with positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and a sense of accomplishment. And in turn, through these mental supports, work environments in schools would indirectly support increases health.

As predictors of wellbeing outcomes, political skill and community empowerment were hypothesized as having direct effects on emotional wellbeing, or PERMA. The findings partially confirmed our hypotheses by connecting political skill to wellbeing and conflicted with past literature with a non-significant result between community empowerment and wellbeing (e.g., Cyril et al., 2016; Harvey et al., 2007; Perrewé et al., 2004; Urick et al., 2021). The field of education has had fewer discussions about how these constructs, which demonstrate personal agency, influence emotional wellbeing. Like the interdisciplinary literature (e.g., Bruk-Lee and Spector, 2006; Harvey et al., 2007), educational researchers have more often focused on stressors, burnout, dissatisfaction, or turnover (Saloviita and Pakarinen, 2021), rather than measuring concepts related to positive psychology to predict wellbeing (e.g., Linley et al., 2006).

Collective leadership was situated in the model as the main driver of support, whether through political skill, community empowerment, or directly, which all lead to wellbeing. As noted above, the path from community empowerment to wellbeing was not confirmed, but community empowerment served as the largest outcome of collective leadership for both teachers and administrators. Future research should continue to investigate the ways in which community empowerment, defined by organizational, individual and community, functions as a critical outcome for collective leadership. This connection is important since it can become a bridge between education and public health conceptualizations and measures of agency. Community empowerment is discussed in the public health literature as a main outcome of successfully navigating a health crisis (see Urick et al., 2021) Likewise, organizational theory and behavior literature can also add to the understanding of collective leadership since political skill was a mediator between collective leadership and wellbeing. While collective leadership represents structures to share work and decisions, this theory does not yet connect with how these school practices might help educators learn to build these more universal, personal social skills. Finally, collective leadership had a direct effect on PERMA wellbeing. Past literature has demonstrated that collective leadership is a driver of school improvement (e.g., Eckert and Morgan, 2023), but has not yet been connected to soft skills or positive psychology for educators. The integration of teachers and administrators into collective work has benefits beyond academic outcomes or aspects directly related to traditional improvement.

The nuanced finding of this study was an additional path added to the administrator group only. For administrators, physical health was a significant predictor of community empowerment. This finding did confirm interdisciplinary findings which discuss community empowerment as an outcome from successfully navigating a health crisis (see Urick et al., 2021). However, this finding in past literature comes from a broader public policy context of health interventions during crisis. In this study, this finding is specific to administrators. Administrators who positively viewed their physical health had increased perceptions of their empowerment across the organization, local community, and personal life. Future research should focus not only on health as an outcome, but health as a predictor for leaders who are responsible for facilitating support structures for others. Health as a precursor might be most important for these leaders compared to teachers.

Though the current study offers several interesting contributions to the study of teacher and administrator wellbeing, it is not without limitations. First, the survey was not a representative sample of the population. Given the timing of the survey during a pandemic and the size of the region, the response rate was less than 3 % of the population. Second, the survey represented educator perceptions at a single point in time. Future research would deepen understanding if researchers could track each respondent with a unique identifier over time. Third, we could not confirm the directionality of the relationships. Due to the limitations of the single survey, we can only assert that there are relationships between concepts.

These findings provide new directions for school practice and policy beyond perspectives which are overly driven by achievement only outcomes. The COVID-19 pandemic was a turning point which highlighted a need to focus instead on the holistic progress and wellbeing of all school stakeholders. This shift in mindset allows for expanded frameworks and measures to help assess how to better personally support teachers and administrators through work environments so that the job demands do not continue to push them out of the profession.
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