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ABSTRACT  
This paper offers a comparative analysis of how Australasian 
principals navigated a period of compounding crises. 
Building on our previous research, this study examines the 
longer-term impacts and lessons learned from crises 
experiences. Analysis of interviews with principals from 
Australia, Fiji and New Zealand revealed a balance of 
directive and collaborative approaches as they adapted to 
meet changing community needs. A common theme was a 
focus on wellbeing and relationship-building although 
context-specific differences emerged. These differences 
related to the type of crisis, school characteristics, and 
location. As the crises subsided, the principals’ experiences 
transformed their perspectives on their role and work, 
fostering personal and professional growth. The data also 
revealed valuable lessons principals learned about 
relationships, community, and wellbeing. The study adds an 
important comparative perspective on crisis leadership and 
how principals deal compounding crises from a regional 
perspective. The findings illustrate critical lessons that can 
come from crises experiences, contributing to the evolving 
understandings of crisis leadership and the impact of crises 
on principals. By highlighting both similarities and differences 
in factors which influenced their practice, this research offers 
insights into school leadership during turbulent times.
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Background

The landscape of educational leadership research on the topic of crisis shifted 
dramatically in 2020 (Harris and Jones 2025). Prior to this, empirical studies 
on leading schools during crisis were limited with a notable absence of 

© 2025 The Author(s).
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduc-
tion in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The 
terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or 
with their consent.

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP & MANAGEMENT
2025, VOL. 45, NO. 4, 344–366

ISSN: 1363-2434 | E-SSN: 1364-2626



broad-scale research (Hemmer and Elliff 2020; Mutch 2015; Striepe and Kafa 
2025). However, empirical studies offered valuable insights into how principals 
led during different types of natural disasters (e.g. Akbaba-Altun 2005; Goswick 
et al. 2018; Mutch 2015; Nye 2016; O’Connor and Takahashi 2014) and human- 
made crisis (e.g. Brown 2018; Sutherland 2017). Such studies illustrated the sig
nificance of providing care, quick decision making, clear communication, collab
oration, and trust during the crisis. Prior to the pandemic, other work developed 
conceptions and frameworks for leadership during a crisis. Smith and Riley 
(2012) identified nine attributes of crisis leadership and Mutch (2015) formu
lated a framework of the dispositional, relational, and situational factors influen
cing leaders’ responses during crisis. Several authors offered insights on using 
specific leadership models for managing crises, like servant leadership (Garran 
2013), moral leadership (Doscher and Normore 2008), and transformational lea
dership (Fletcher and Nicholas 2016). Others argued that leading during a crisis 
requires a distinct approach, different from traditional models (Hemmer and 
Elliff 2020).

The insights gained from this body of research became very relevant with the 
emergence of COVID-19, which from its beginning in China in November 2019 
and its subsequent global spread by the end of 2020 presented not a singular 
crisis but compounding crises. The unprecedented combination of public health 
and economic crises caused a surge of attention from scholars who envisioned 
changes to education and school leadership. For example: Zhao (2020) and 
Azorín (2020) suggested the pandemic might lead to a reimagining of schools 
and education; and Harris and Jones (2020) proposed COVID-19 might result 
in more distributed, collaborative, and networked leadership. As the pandemic 
wore on, Rincones, Peña, and Canaba (2021) argued that the nature of leaders’ 
role and leader preparation needed reconsideration. Similarly, Gurr (2022) 
argued the COVID-19 crisis might change school operations and leadership 
preparation, requiring leaders who could adjust to sudden changes, demon
strate moral purpose, instil trust, and adopt a collaborative approach.

Empirical work on school leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic has 
been prolific. Special journal issues like International Studies in Educational 
Administration dedicated four issues to research from 29 countries, and inter
national projects such as the International School Leadership Development 
Network explored experiences of 43 principals across seven societies (Hardie, 
Goode, and Gurr 2024). A significant portion of the emperical 
work comprisied small-scale and qualitative studies, focussed on the principal 
within one context (Striepe and Kafa 2025). The prevalence of such research 
is understandable given the inherent difficulties of gaining access to schools 
during crises (Striepe and Cunningham, 2022a). This body of research primarily 
explored principals’ approaches during the COVID-19 crisis, consistently finding 
a focus on providing care, acting with empathy, and delivering clear communi
cation (e.g. Beauchamp et al. 2021; Goode, Gurr, and Hardy 2024; McLeod and 
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Dulsky 2021). Research also illustrated how leaders had to be decisive, demon
strate resilience and leverage the expertise of staff and the wider community to 
manage the crisis demands (e.g. Anderson and Weiner 2023; Barakat et al. 2024). 
Building on these themes, research from Australia and New Zealand revealed 
how school leaders prioritised community wellbeing, clear communication 
and rapid decision making (Brown and Jones 2025; Highfield, Webber, and 
Woods 2023; Longmuir 2021; Striepe et al. 2023; Sum 2022). Several literature 
reviews synthesised this growing body of research, illustrating the approaches 
and strategies school leaders used to manage this crisis and the challenges they 
faced (Brown et al.2023; Chatzipanagiotou and Katsarou 2023; Parveen et al. 
2022; Striepe and Kafa 2025). Beyond understanding leaders’ practice, some 
studies investigated the lessons principals learned from the COVID-19 crisis. 
For instance, Reid (2023) highlighted how the pandemic prompted principals’ 
learning about using technology for remote learning and fostering new ways 
of working and connecting, as well as reflecting on their role and commitment 
to staying in the profession.

While most empirical studies on the pandemic crisis were set in one context, 
a few comparative studies have been completed. Arar et al. (2021) researched 
five Arab countries and found strategies among the principals, such as caring 
for the school community’s wellbeing and engaging with stakeholders. This 
research also found how the type of school, government directives and 
system-level control resulted in different levels of autonomy for these principals 
and affected their leadership during the crisis. Ahtiainen et al.’s (2024) compari
son of Estonian and Finnish school leaders showed similar approaches to Arar 
et al. (2021), such as constant communication, providing support and the impor
tance of self-care. While research on school leadership during this crisis has 
developed the field’s understanding, more work is needed to understand prin
cipals’ experiences through a comparative approach. As leaders continue to 
navigate periods of continued disruption, there is also a need to better under
stand the lessons learned from leading through compounding crises.

Australasian school leaders navigated an extraordinary period of compound
ing crises between 2020 and 2023. Leaders in this region dealt with COVID-19 
alongside cyclones, bush fires, and other natural disasters. While Australian prin
cipals managed lockdowns and remote learning, alongside bushfires, floods, or 
cyclones in some areas, principals in Fiji faced the dual challenges of COVID-19 
and Cyclones Harold and Yasa. Fijian principals faced difficulties with remote 
learning due to limited internet access, relying on radio or television broadcasts 
and take-home packages to maintain learning amid extensive damage. 
New Zealand’s (NZ) ‘go hard, go early’ strategy (Jamieson 2020) required a 
swift shift to online learning and teaching, while addressing student wellbeing 
during isolation. Overall, these compounding crises had consequences for the 
region’s economies impacting families. The crises also affected school resour
cing and strained staffing. As principals emerged from this period, there was 
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a need to explore the experiences of principals from these Australasian 
countries and the lessons they learned from this turbulent time.

In a previous paper (Striepe et al. 2023) we reanalysed data from our early 
pandemic studies conducted in Australia, Fiji and New Zealand. We found 
that schools played a vital role in supporting their communities, that principals 
responded and adapted quickly, and focused on providing clear communi
cation and prioritising student, family and staff welfare. We also found 
nuanced differences in their responses, due to community needs, crisis duration 
and government requirements. In the current study, we wanted to further 
explore the work of principals in both leading through and leading out of 
crisis, how the crisis impacted their beliefs and practices, and the extent to 
which it led to long-term changes in their schools. To this end we constructed 
a comparative within and across country study with 17 principals from a variety 
of contexts within Australia, Fiji and New Zealand.

Methodology

To address this aim, an interpretivist perspective was adopted for the study. This 
research perspective informed the research question: how have school leaders’ 
experiences with crises changed their leadership understandings and practice? 
Participants were identified through purposive sampling to select principals 
from various schools serving different locations and populations. This allowed 
for a diverse sample representing various school contexts and experience 
levels. Seventeen school principals across Australia, Fiji, and New Zealand par
ticipated. The sample included principals from urban, regional, and rural 
schools with diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. Table 1 describing the 
participants’ background is below. Some findings have also been reported 
elsewhere (Gurr, McKay, and Reed 2024).

Table 1. Participants.
Code Country in Australasia Location of school Years of experience

P1 Australia (AUS) Victoria (VIC) Urban 15+
P2 Australia VIC Urban 15+
P3 Australia VIC Urban 15+
P4 Australia Western Australia (WA) Remote 15+
P5 Australia WA Remote 15+
P6 Australia New South Wales (NSW)Rural 15
P7 Australia VIC Urban 12
P8 Australia Northern Territory (NT); South Australia (SA), WA 12
P9 New Zealand (NZ) Rural 10+
P10 Australia NSW Regional 10
P11 Fiji Urban 10
P12 Australia VIC Urban 8
P13 Fiji Rural 5+
P14 New Zealand Urban Less than 5
P15 New Zealand Urban Less than 5
P16 Australia Queensland (QLD) Regional 2
P17 Australia WA Rural 2
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Semi-structured interviews were used to uncover school leaders’ experiences 
and lessons learned. The semi-structured interviews were conducted using an 
interview guide which allowed for a flexible approach. It incorporated a set of 
pre-determined questions for comparison, allowing us to probe themes or 
insights that arose during the interviews. The interview guide was informed 
by the following set of guiding questions related to the central research 
question: 

. To what extent have experiences with crises resulted in changes to beliefs 
and/or their identity as a leader?

. To what extent has experience with crises changed or re-invented practice?

. What have leaders learned from leading during crises?

. To what extent has experience with crises fostered changes within the school 
environment?

This method provided rich data while consistently addressing the research 
question across all participants. The interviews lasted 60–90 minutes and 
were conducted face-to-face or via Teams or Zoom as some schools were in 
remote settings making face-to-face interviews impractical. Afterward, the inter
views were transcribed, and member-checked for trustworthiness.

To make sense of the participants’ insights a process which combined the
matic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006), and critical reflection (Rolfe, Freshwater, 
and Jasper 2001) was applied. The thematic analysis allowed for the emergence 
of unexpected insights while critical reflection provided a structured way to 
interpret these insights and consider the implications for theory and practice. 
The combination of these two approaches allowed the team to uncover practice 
as well as the lessons learned that occurred over time which was appropriate for 
the study’s aim.

To ensure a rigorous and trustworthy analysis, each researcher independently 
coded their data and generated initial themes. Next, the research members 
were paired to member-check the individual analyses, enhancing reliability. Fol
lowing this, one team member analysed the themes to identify overarching 
themes, capturing commonalities and variances among the leaders’ perspec
tives. The entire research team individually checked the analysis and as a 
group we discussed these combined results, ensuring consensus and addres
sing any discrepancies. Next, Rolfe, Freshwater, and Jasper’s (2001) model of 
critical reflection was used to frame the generated themes. The model poses 
three key questions: What? So What? Now What? We used ‘What?’ to describe 
the generated themes on the leaders’ experience and lessons learned and 
these are reported in the results section by considering ‘What changed?’ and 
‘What did they learn?’. For the discussion section, the question of ‘So What’ 
was used to further analyse and interpret those themes and the question of 
‘Now What’ was used to generate insights for future action.
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Results

The crises experienced by these Australasian principals significantly transformed 
their practice, self-perception, and priorities. Their practice adapted to meet 
changing needs and demands, formulating a three-pronged approach. 
Increased responsibilities fostered deeper awareness of care and wellbeing 
and a richer understanding of their role, contributing to evolving self-percep
tions. As the demands diminished, the principals shared how their professional 
identity changed, and some reconsidered their priorities for the school.

What changed?

Dealing with crises compelled the principals to adopt a three-pronged leader
ship approach that was used by these leaders across all contexts. At first, 
these principals embraced a directive approach. Then, they recognised the 
need to balance that with a collaborative approach that used the expertise of 
staff and community members. At the same time, the principals found that 
they needed to support the wellbeing of students, staff, and families.

Taking command: adopting a directive approach
The principals felt compelled to adopt a more directive approach, illustrated by 
comments that they needed to ‘decide’ (P11 Fiji; P14 NZ), ‘call the shots’ (P13 
Fiji) or ‘tell [staff] exactly what to do’ (P4 AUS; P7 AUS). They shared how staff 
wanted structure and only accepted instructions or directives from them, 
even for trivial matters (P4 AUS; P7 AUS; P11 Fiji; P13 Fiji; P14 NZ; P16 AUS). 
Whether they were an experienced or novice leader, principals shared that 
the staff and community looked to them as a ‘source of truth’ (P10 AUS) and 
expected a clear and unified message (P2 AUS; P3 AUS; P7 AUS; P9 NZ; P10 
AUS; P13 Fiji). This experienced Fijian principal’s reflection captures this 
common sentiment: 

I had to decide on everything … Everyone depended on the school principal for the 
nitty and gritty … I would receive phone calls at any time of the day or night for 
advice, clarification, or what’s coming next … I felt the importance of my role as the 
school head …  (P11 Fiji)

Despite the need for a decisive approach early on, these principals realised they 
needed the community’s help and expertise to manage the demands.

Embracing community: leveraging expertise and relationships
There was a common realisation among the principals that ‘without any help,’ 
navigating the crisis ‘would have been a disaster’ (P14 NZ). All principals relied 
on community support to manage the pressures. They recognised the crucial 
roles certain stakeholders could play, such as young and beginning teachers 
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(P10 AUS), the established community emergency teams (P5 AUS) and religious 
leaders and village heads (Turaga-ni koro) to get ‘things done without any 
hiccups’ (P13 Fiji). As one leader remarked: ‘ … the old scholars, parents, and 
business community organised everything … stationery, uniforms, bags to 
assist students who lost everything during the cyclone and flooding and families 
who lost their jobs during the COVID-19 pandemic’ (P11 Fiji). Especially in Fiji 
and rural areas of Australia and New Zealand, the principals showed that 
when dealing with crises, working with community members resulted in creat
ing strong bonds between the school and the community and developed a 
mindset that they could depend on one another for support (P4 AUS; P5 AUS; 
P13 Fiji; P17 AUS).

Fostering care and prioritising wellbeing
The third part of the approach, fostering care and prioritising wellbeing, was 
closely linked to embracing the community. All principals shifted their focus 
from academic achievement and student behaviour to prioritising wellbeing 
and safety of staff, students, and families. This shift was particularly strong in 
principals from rural or remote areas who felt the need to be available to 
care for everyone (P4 AUS; P5 AUS; P6 AUS; P11 Fiji; P13 Fiji; P17 AUS). A prin
cipal’s comments confirm this shift: ‘no man is an island and as leaders, we 
must ensure that no one is left behind … it is my duty to create a healthy 
team and keep up the spirit no matter the circumstances … ’ (P11 Fiji). Across 
the contexts, these principals’ insights emphasised how they used communi
cation as a way to understand what was happening with staff, students, and 
families and easing fears within the school community.

Principals played a vital role in providing emotional support to staff, students, 
and families through emails, online meetings, and calls. This kind of support was 
especially important, as principals characterised navigating the new online 
learning environment as challenging and as a result, they realised the need 
to maintain health and resilience of staff and students. For instance, an Austra
lian urban principal ‘organised discussions with the whole staff about chal
lenges and opportunities’, often directed teachers ‘to take a break and go for 
a walk’ and sometimes had to ‘ban staff from emailing’ after a certain time to 
ensure their wellbeing (P3 AUS). As another Australian principal commented: 
‘It was all just one after the other and from a leadership perspective we 
found that we spent way more time than we had previously on student well
being’ (P10 AUS). In some cases, principals also had to focus on meeting 
basic needs like shelter, food, and clean water (P11 Fiji; P13 Fiji; P17 AUS). 
Regardless of the type of crisis or school location, caring for the school commu
nity’s physical health and mental wellbeing was a clear priority to ensure the 
community felt supported and understood that they would ‘get through this 
together’ (P17 AUS).
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What did they learn?

Principals formed new understandings about their role and themselves. For 
some, their experiences enhanced their confidence and improved their under
standing of their own professional identity. For others, it prompted critical 
reflection; they questioned why they were in the role and their capacity to 
handle unprecedented stress and difficulties. These principals also gained 
new insights into the importance of care and wellbeing, recognising how 
crises fundamentally changed their roles in how they viewed and provided 
support for their community.

New insights into providing care and wellbeing
Staff and student vulnerabilities exposed by crises led these principals to learn 
about the responsibility of caring and supporting wellbeing. They learned to be 
more personal in how they communicated with the community, as a principal 
commented, they became ‘really good at talking about our feelings and our 
stresses’ (P14 NZ). These principals’ insights illustrated a common belief that 
it was their job to help staff and students with stress, anxiety, and mental 
health issues during crises. However, it was also clear that they learned that 
taking on such roles was not easy. They reflected on how they did not see them
selves as a ‘counsellor’ (P11 Fiji), a ‘doctor’ (P7 AUS; P15 NZ), or a ‘psychologist’ 
(P14 NZ) or a ‘life coach’ (P3 AUS). Some worried that trying to support staff in 
these ways might have ‘exacerbated’ (P14 NZ) mental health challenges or 
‘done more damage’ (P11 Fiji).

Beyond the impact on staff and students, the principals learned how 
crises affected their own wellbeing. Some felt proud of how they supported 
their wellbeing while managing the crises and the day-to-day tasks. However, 
the majority reflected on the stress, burnout, and exhaustion they felt. 
As one principal observed, ‘I believe a lot of principals have become 
overwhelmed by feeling responsible ‘for’ staff. When we are responsible ‘for’ 
staff, we take this weight home’ (P3AUS). The toll was further evidenced in 
reflections of novice principals from Australia and NZ as this following quote 
exemplifies: 

I read the definition for burnout, and I think I was there … It took all of my physical, 
emotional, mental resolve to get through … at the end of that I was just broken and 
worn out, burnt out. Especially when you are dealing with all the things that naturally 
happen in school anyway … but I was also trying to unpack and help and assist all the 
people who were impacted (P17 AUS).

To cope with this responsibility, some leaders learned to set boundaries to 
prioritise their mental health (P7 AUS). Such findings illustrate how principals 
learned to handle multiple pressures: ensuring learning continued, support
ing the school community and maintaining their own resilience and 
wellbeing.
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New discoveries about roles, work, self, and purpose
When reflecting on their experiences the principals shared new realisations about 
their roles, work, self and purpose. Others shared how their experiences resulted in 
a return to aspects of their work or role they had neglected. An Australian princi
pal’s comments showed how crises changed their perceptions of their role: it ‘was 
interesting … how the Health Department and the Government relied on schools  
… your community turned to you, probably before the Health Department … we 
were the Health Department … ’ (P1 AUS). Another discovery was how crises result 
in high community expectations for schools and school leaders: ‘as a principal, I am 
now more acutely aware of the role schools play in society and the positive impact 
they have’ (P3 AUS). On the other hand, leaders discovered the pressure that 
comes with such expectations: ‘no one knew the struggle that we had to go 
through to ensure that schools run smoothy’ … we had ‘to do everything under 
this sun … ’ (P11 Fiji). This pressure took its toll. One principal left the profession 
(P6 AUS), and a novice leader left their school for another principalship after 
dealing with crises. This novice leader shared: 

I questioned whether I could do the job longer term and whether I could maintain 
it … That was one of the reasons why at the end of last year … post the second 
crisis … I didn’t know if I could do it again. I felt like it was time for me to go 
(P17 AUS).

These realisations related to the new roles and new approaches required of the 
principals. An experienced leader commented: ‘as a leader you attend to the 
tasks that needed to be done when they need to be done’ but during the pan
demic it became ‘especially important’ (P2 AUS). Another new insight was that 
dealing with crises demanded collaboration and reliance on the assistance of 
others, particularly other leaders or community members (P2 AUS; P5 AUS; 
P11 Fiji; P14 NZ; P17 AUS). A NZ novice leader commented that they ‘couldn’t 
have been done’ without help: ‘if I had been sitting here making decision by 
myself, I would’ve made mistakes’ (P14 NZ).

These experiences fostered new ways of understanding their professional 
identities. The same novice leader commented on their directive approach 
and how they: ‘didn’t like having to … decide … but sometimes you’ve got to 
do that. I didn’t enjoy that part, but I understood that’s what was needed and 
that’s what the staff actually wanted at the time’ (P14 NZ). Another insight 
was from an experienced principal who commented on their ‘identity as 
being across everything and knowing everything had to shift’ (P7 AUS). Such 
comments related to what leaders learned about coping with the pressures 
stemming from crises. Some learned to reconsider the amount of work they 
did at home and adopted a more professional distance with staff: 

Before I was “how are the kids going? How’s everything going?” – really developing 
these relationships … . I definitely have become less relational with people … I’ve 
definitely developed a bit more of a shell … "this is my role, and this is what I have 
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to do as part of my role" … People were so anxious … and constancy of people 
needing or wanting something from me … I risked taking that on if I didn’t just sort 
of put some boundaries around that …  (P7 AUS).

Insights from both novice and experienced principals showed how experiences 
with crises resulted in gaining confidence in themselves as a leader. A novice 
principal shared how they had dealt with ‘imposter syndrome a lot because I 
came into leadership quite young’ but dealing with crises had given them ‘confi
dence’. Another experienced principal commented that: ‘I didn’t know if I was 
going to be good leader … but I think I did a good job … I think I got the 
right balance of collaboration and instruction of ‘this is what we’re going to’ 
(P9 NZ). This is a sentiment shared by a Fijian principal who commented that 
when ‘the next hurricane or pandemic [comes], I know what to do because 
we experienced multiple crises at the same times … the crises made me 
strong and confident … in how to handle those situations’ (P13 Fiji). Experiences 
with this period of crises made the principals more comfortable with being seen 
as a person who can provide support and guidance to others. As noted by this 
principal: ‘you realise that the people that you are surrounded with are actually 
less experienced than you or having the same struggles … I see it as a respon
sibility, as a more experienced campaigner, to be reaching out’ (P9 NZ). This evi
dence of professional and personal growth is a silver lining amid all the 
turbulence.

New directions school priorities and operations
Another silver lining is how principals reassessed their school priorities and 
operational processes. This reassessment of course varied; some discussed tem
porary adjustments and others shared plans for long-term innovations. Some 
tried to continue innovation. For example, an Australian principal continued 
work around the use of new technologies and re-engaging teachers and stu
dents and, indeed, used the post-pandemic period as a way of stimulating 
new uses of technologies (P3 AUS). This relates to how the three NZ principals 
seemed to expect that the use of technology would drive innovation upon 
returning to school. One noted: ‘I thought that the way we were going to do 
things was going to change dramatically and we were going to have some 
amazing initiatives going on’ (P9 NZ). But these visions did not materialise, 
mainly because the teachers were not ready for major change. There were 
also other issues however, with an Australian principal (P1 AUS) noting that 
teacher shortages and staff turnover made sustaining transformations difficult.

However, the findings showed how crises resulted in shifting priorities and 
changing school operations. The same Australian principal above who commen
ted that it was difficult to sustain change, also talked about how their experi
ences with crises had allowed them to see things from a ‘different point of 
view’ and they were ‘more willing to … give new ideas a try, whereas before 
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we probably said ‘no, it’s going to be too hard’’ (P1 AUS). This notion of giving 
things a try was also evident in how an Australian principal described the crisis 
as ‘a catalyst’ and how they ‘developed a completely new way of operating’ (P7 
AUS). This leader emphasised that ‘education needs to think more broadly 
about how we offer education to young people’ (P7 AUS). Leaders also 
learned to re-prioritise school and community needs, sometimes over system- 
wide directives. An Australian principal from a large regional primary school 
(P10 AUS) illustrates this perspective: 

I think this has taught me to slow down and to work out what is important for our com
munity and what is important for our kids … .it has given me the freedom to sort of 
‘flick’ things that the department might want us to implement. I can prioritise what 
is important for my staff and what is important for my kids … .

This quote connected to how priorities focussed more on building relation
ships, engaging families and supporting the wellbeing of staff and students. 
The results showed that dealing with crises confirmed, for many of these prin
cipals, that ‘relationships are the key ingredient of any school’ (P9 NZ). They 
talked about how they gained greater respect for and understanding of their 
communities (P1 AUS). Some discussed the changes in approaches to parent 
engagement through regular family events and ensuring time in teacher work
loads for communication with parents (P9 NZ; P10 AUS; P14 NZ). For a NZ prin
cipal, building relationships with staff and fostering a sense that they are 
valued was a focus. The leader made tangible improvements to the staff’s 
working environment; they felt this was a visible way to ‘give back to staff’ 
for all the work they did (P9 NZ). Others shared they were supporting students 
and building those relationships through new actions to increase student 
attendance (P7 NZ) and student agency (P4 AUS; P14 NZ). An Australian 
principal shared how crises prompted them to take a ‘Maslow before 
Bloom’ approach to ensure student wellbeing (P7 AUS). This view was 
reflected in how a NZ leader felt that ‘the work that needs to be done is 
focusing on the wellbeing of those children … in order to achieve the vision  
… we’ve got to look at the wellbeing of the child in order to achieve the 
academics’ (P9 NZ).

Such reflections related to how principals realised that staff needed more 
support. A New Zealand principal commented that ‘what we need to be 
doing is being more realistic about the amount of initiatives and work that 
we put on top of people without support’ (P9 NZ). This idea of support 
was also evident when an Australian principal observed: ‘I have seen that 
many teachers need greater support than I have ever understood … even 
experienced teachers have needed support’ (P3 AUS). A Fijian principal 
learned that incorporating flexibility into processes was important moving 
forward, especially when students and staff may be dealing with personal 
challenges and stress. The principal said, ‘I am very accommodating when 

354 



it comes to academics and work, such as extending deadlines, offering 
alternative assignments, or providing remote work options … ’ (P11 Fiji). It 
was clear that their experiences sparked new ideas about wellbeing and 
engagement and their connection to learning.

Discussion

So what?

This study illustrates the adaptive capacity and deep learning of principals in 
Australasia as they navigated unprecedented and prolonged crises. Despite 
differences in location, type of school and crisis, this study reveals compelling 
commonalities in how leaders adapted their approaches and roles and focussed 
on relationships and wellbeing. Additionally, the results show how crises can 
foster personal and professional growth, prompting shifts in principals’ thinking 
about their practice, priorities, and roles.

The findings affirm past and more recent conclusions about how leadership 
changes to meet the demands of crisis (Brown et al. 2023; Goode, Gurr, and 
Hardy 2024; Hemmer and Elliff 2020; Longmuir 2021; O’Connor and Takahashi 
2014; Schechter, Da’as, and Qadach 2022; Striepe and Cunningham, 2022b; 
Striepe et al. 2023). This includes acknowledging the critical role of leaders in 
providing a heightened level of care as identified in these findings (e.g. 
Goswick et al. 2018; Reyes-Guerra et al. 2021; Striepe and Cunningham 
2022b). This was particularly evident in how leaders in rural or remote locations 
prioritised compassion and care (Lasater et al. 2022). The results also support the 
idea that during crisis leaders need to use expertise from a wide variety of sta
keholders (e.g. Anderson and Weiner 2023; Brown 2018); particularly when basic 
needs had to be met (Thornton 2021; Virella 2023). It was also clear that during 
crises, leaders need to be decisive in their decision-making (e.g. O’Connor and 
Takahashi 2014; Szempruch et al. 2023). Furthermore, the results contribute to 
the more recent idea that during crisis a key role of principals is acting as an 
influencer; as crisis requires a leader that provides calmness, guidance and 
direction to manage the situation (Williams and Liou 2024).

The findings offer insight into the type of leadership needed during crisis in 
that these leaders adopted a common approach, one that balanced directive 
and collaborative leadership styles. This result challenges the adequacy of 
relying on a single model or approach, instead, it supports literature advocating 
for flexible and adaptable leadership (e.g. Adams et al. 2024; Beauchamp et al. 
2021; Fernandes, Wong, and Noonan 2023); a leader has to have the repertoire 
of skills to be responsive, and/or the ability to quickly develop the skills needed. 
The study also affirms the argument that crisis leadership is about balancing 
decisiveness with the use of community expertise (Chatzipanagiotou and Kat
sarou 2023). The ways in which the leaders created that balance reinforces 
the argument that leading through crises affecting schools requires a 
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nuanced approach tailored to the crisis and the school’s context (Schechter, 
Da’as, and Qadach 2022; Striepe and Cunningham 2022b; Striepe et al. 2023).

Another key contribution this study shows is that the duration of a crisis can 
influence leaders’ approaches, an idea that has received limited attention in 
educational leadership research to date (Striepe and Cunningham 2022b). 
These results show how leaders recalibrated their leadership to fit the 
school’s needs and needs of their staff and students as a prolonged period of 
crises wore on (Hulme et al. 2023). This adaptive approach supports the 
organic nature of leading during crisis (Liou 2015), highlighting the need for 
responsiveness to changing demands (Hulme et al. 2023). It also demonstrates 
the need to understand how leadership during crisis changes as it is driven by 
the interactions they have with others (Vanlommel, van den Boom-Muilenburg, 
and Kikken 2024). The results support the notion that there is a distinction 
between leading in an acute, short-term crisis and navigating the complexities 
of compounding crises (Chatzipanagiotou and Katsarou 2023), when other 
types of knowledge, skills and dispositions become important (Reyes-Guerra 
et al. 2021).

The study provides insights into how crises have a distinct and pervasive 
impact on school leaders personally and professionally. It was evident that 
years of experience did not always help them deal with the demands of these 
crises, and instead, in some ways crises level the playing field. For example, 
years of experience did not determine a leader’s ability to handle the unprece
dented pressures of the COVID-19 pandemic (Ramos-Pla, Tintoré, and del Arco 
2021). While the changing nature and intensification of a principals’ role, par
ticularly in the context of Australia and New Zealand, has been established 
(Niesche et al. 2023; Wylie 2020), these results demonstrate that levels of 
stress and burnout during crisis go beyond typical general work intensification 
(Reid 2021). Additionally, and importantly, this study highlights that the impact 
of these crises was amplified by location, with leaders in rural and remote areas 
facing particularly severe challenges that escalated workload, leading to 
burnout and diminished wellbeing (Lasater et al. 2022).

What these results also show is the transformative power of crises for chan
ging leaders’ understanding of their role and practice and causing personal and 
professional growth, in both positive and negative ways. Such results align with 
the ideas of learning, unlearning, and relearning (Briscoe and Nyereyemhuka 
2022). The principals learned how to best respond and manage community 
demands. The intense and, sometimes, high-stakes nature of crises fostered pro
found learning about their roles and identities. The findings demonstrate how 
principals served as anchors for their communities, as they consistently 
stepped up when their communities needed stability the most (Mutch 2015). 
Whether urban or rural, experienced or novice, across the different countries, 
they demonstrated remarkable dependability during this time of prolonged, 
overlapping crises (Reyes-Guerra et al. 2021). While research occasionally 
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documents leadership failures during crisis (e.g. Edling, Nihlfors, and Williams 
2021), our study reveals how principals become what their school communities 
depend on during ongoing uncertainly (O’Connor and Takahashi 2014; Striepe 
et al. 2023). The actions principals took show they adapted to and learned what 
their fundamental responsibilities were during sustained crises (Briscoe and 
Nyereyemhuka 2022).

In terms of learning, it is evident that experience with crises reaffirmed how 
important principals are during crises (Mutch 2015; Robertson 2024). Such dis
coveries relate to the principals’ new realisations about the intensity and range 
of work required during crises which in turn resulted in learning about their own 
professional and personal capacities and limits. Importantly, crises served as a 
catalyst for relearning, as leaders reassessed their role, leadership approach, 
and their priorities for the school. A significant outcome of this relearning 
was how their experiences with crisis reinforced understandings about the cri
ticality of care, support, and relationships in schools.

But as these demands decreased, the results point to pre-crisis routines and 
in some cases, suggest a degree of unlearning. Sharma and Lenka (2019) 
describe unlearning as a process where new knowledge is prevented from 
being acquired. Our results suggest that unlearning occurred because of pro
longed stress. This was very clear in how NZ leaders were not able to apply 
their new insights into the use of technology because teachers were not 
ready for new routines and wanted to revert to previous norms. Ultimately, 
while the COVID-19 crisis sparked widespread predictions of fundamental 
shifts in education and educational leadership, our study shows such shifts 
are far from straightforward. The results point to a cycle of learning, relearning, 
and importantly, unlearning. While learning did occur for leaders, the true 
impact of the lessons they learned about their practice and leading schools 
during crises is still unfolding. Specifically, the leaders’ capacity to embed 
new practices or knowledge appears to be constrained by ingrained routines 
or the readiness of the wider school community to engage with innovation 
and change. This reveals a more complex reality of crisis-driven transformation 
than initially anticipated.

Now What?

The last question of the critical reflective framework, Now What? builds on the 
insights from the question of So What? to explore implications for theory and 
practice. The experiences and lessons learned by these principals in Australia, 
Fiji and New Zealand during compounding crises offer insights into how crisis 
leadership is conceptualised and how school leaders can be better supported 
during times of compounding crises.

For school leaders, these results show the necessity of a dynamic leadership 
approach during crises, skilfully balancing directive action with collaborative 
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engagement (e.g. Hulme et al. 2023); something we found in our early COVID- 
focussed school leadership research (Striepe et al. 2023). Importantly, these 
results highlight the consistent prioritisation of care and wellbeing of their 
school communities as a non-negotiable (e.g Reyes-Guerra et al. 2021). 
Another practical implication comes from the unease principals experienced 
in taking on a counsellor-like role. There is an urgent need for system-level 
support that leverages partnerships with school psychologists and other 
mental health professionals to support school leaders and the school commu
nity during times of crises (Geer and Coleman 2014; Goswick et al. 2018; Reid 
2021; Urick, Carpenter, and Eckert 2021).

Adding to this, is how the self-reported low self-efficacy emphasises the 
need for increased investment preparing leaders (Reid 2021; Urick, Carpenter, 
and Eckert 2021). This includes proactive crisis preparation, as well as robust 
support for leaders during and after crises (Reid 2021). New and experienced 
leaders require accessible strategies for managing their own wellbeing and 
clear pathways to support services (Reid 2021; Urick, Carpenter, and Eckert 
2021). Another key implication is how the results support other research 
which has discussed the need for providing tailored professional 
development and dedicated crisis support teams to ensure leaders are 
equipped to understand and effectively manage their expanded roles 
during crises (Goswick et al. 2018; Reid 2021). To better prepare both 
current and future leaders, higher education and professional development 
programmes must examine their curricula to address crisis leadership and 
management effectively (Goode, Gurr, and Hardy 2024; Reid 2021; Torrance 
et al. 2023). This involves cultivating essentials skills needed during crises, 
such as constant communication, community engagement, care, and resili
ence, alongside personal attributes like empathy (Rincones, Peña, and 
Canaba 2021).

Regarding implications for theory, this study’s comparative approach offers a 
novel contribution by revealing common leadership strategies that transcend 
cultural differences, namely being directive in the early stages of crisis, and col
laborative, caring and resilient moving through the crisis. It also stresses the 
crucial influence of contextual factors, such as the nature of the crisis, location 
and type of school, in shaping variations in their approaches (Mutch 2015; 
Schechter, Da’as, and Qadach 2022; Striepe et al. 2023; Striepe and Kafa 
2025). Future research should specifically investigate how different contextual 
factors shape leaders’ behaviours and approaches during crises, with particular 
attention to location of the school or the role of experience in navigating pro
longed and compounding crises.

Building on this idea is the implication about the impact of crises on leaders’ 
wellbeing and professional identities. The results indicate that the impact of 
crises on leaders’ wellbeing and professional identities transcends typical 
work intensification. This is due to the unpredictable nature of crisis and the 
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significant emotional burden that comes with supporting a distressed commu
nity (Goswick et al. 2018). There is a need to better understand the impact of 
crises on leaders’ wellbeing, particularly when considering how levels of experi
ence did not seem to be a factor on these principals’ capacity to manage com
pounding crises. Research has shown how crisis impacts on wellbeing and stress 
of principals (Reid 2021) and specifically on how novice leaders’ wellbeing can 
be affected (Fernandes, Wong, and Noonan 2023; Virella 2023), but more 
research in this area is required to ensure a more comprehensive picture.

Regarding developing the field’s understandings, the results provide evi
dence that future conceptions of crisis leadership should move beyond 
simple models and adopt a more dynamic, contextual-based perspective 
(Dunn 2020; Goode, McGennisken, and Rutherford 2021). This would account 
for how leaders need to adapt and shift their approaches over the course of 
crises, rather than relying on a one-size fits all approach (Striepe et al. 2023). Fur
thermore, future conceptions need to distinguish between the kind of leader
ship needed to meet the demands of acute versus sustained or compounding 
crises (Chatzipanagiotou and Katsarou 2023; Reyes-Guerra et al. 2021). Consid
ering these distinctions will provide more precise and actionable direction for 
leaders navigating crises.

While the study offers valuable insights, it has limitations. The study’s small 
sample size and qualitative approach limit the generalisability of the findings. 
Future research that employs larger, more diverse range of participants or 
employs mixed methods can enhance generalisability. In addition, further inten
tionally designed comparative studies like this across countries, regions, and 
school systems could identify common and context-specific aspects of crisis lea
dership in schools. Longitudinal studies into the long-term impact of crises on 
school leaders’ wellbeing, work, and career trajectories would also be valuable. 
As would studies on how crises change school operations over the longer term. 
Such studies are essential for a more comprehensive understanding of this topic.

Conclusion

This prolonged period of compounding crises has brought into sharp relief new 
realisations about the principal’s work and role during crises. This research 
shows that despite the various contexts, types of schools and level of experience 
there are foundational aspects of crisis leadership that are required for school 
leaders. This research also indicates that as school leaders continue to move 
forward, their work and practices are different from pre-2020 approaches and 
traditional models. However, this new path appears to be following a more 
gradual, evolving route rather than a revolutionary road. This new direction 
prioritises a more holistic approach, intentionally balancing academic outcomes 
with a heightening focus on wellbeing, cultivating strong relationships, and 
meaningful community engagement. This shift is powerfully echoed in the 
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words of one Fijian participant who noted, ‘we, as leaders, should change the 
way we lead schools and have an open mind to accept new changes in this 
century … because anything is possible now.’

As crises are increasingly recognised as a recurring feature of our landscape, 
the insights are important for understanding effective educational leadership 
during crises. We are learning that leadership which prioritises flexibility, care, 
and strong relationships is essential for building more resilient students, staff, 
schools, communities and educational systems. Moving forward, future para
digms of leadership should integrate the lessons learned from crises to not 
only better navigate future crises but also to emerge as stronger, more adaptive 
school leaders and educational systems. For school leaders navigating an uncer
tain future, understanding the ‘what,’ the ‘how,’ and the ‘why’ of effective edu
cational leadership during these turbulent times has never been more important.
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