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ABSTRACT

This study analyzed teachers' experiences regarding undesirable behaviors of
elementary school principals. To do so, qualitative and phenomenological
approaches were employed. The statistical population of the study included
all elementary school teachers in Districts 1 and 2 of Sanandaj (Iran) during
the academic year 2024-2025. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis and theme-network methods.
After conducting in-depth interviews with 14 participants, selected
purposefully through snowball sampling, theoretical saturation was achieved.
In order to ensure data validity and reliability, interview transcripts were
reviewed and confirmed by participants. Also, extracted codes from four
interviews were peer-reviewed to demonstrate acceptable inter-coder
agreement. Results indicated that undesirable managerial behaviors of
principals were manifested at two levels. The first one was organization-
oriented behaviors (financial and managerial deviations), and the second one
was subordinate-oriented behaviors (discrimination, authoritarianism,
rudeness, humiliation, excessive demands, lack of support, and poor
interpersonal relationships).The consequences of such behaviors at
subordinate level were reduced motivation and job satisfaction, increased
sycophancy, undermining, pretense of work, heightened anxiety, and
aggression. It happens while the consequences at the organizational level were
erosion of organizational cohesion, decreased organizational commitment,
wastage of material and financial resources, and lack of staff participation in
decision-making. In order to eliminate or reduce such behaviors, steps should
be taken to enhance principals' ethical competencies.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Effective school leadership is paramount for fostering a positive
educational environment and ensuring student success. Principals, as
key leaders, significantly influence school culture, teacher morale, and
overall organizational effectiveness. However, when principals exhibit
undesirable behaviors, it can have detrimental effects on teachers, the
school organization, and ultimately, the learning process. The
contemporary educational landscape is characterized by continuous
change, increasing the responsibilities of educational institutions.
Ethical leadership, which promotes positive communication and
learning opportunities, is crucial for navigating these transformations
(Khanal & Regmi, 2024; Martin et al., 2022). Conversely, undesirable
or destructive leadership behaviors can undermine this progress. This
study aims to analyze elementary school teachers' lived experiences
regarding undesirable behaviors exhibited by their school principals in
Sanandaj, Iran. Understanding these experiences is critical for
identifying patterns, consequences, and potential interventions to
improve school leadership and teacher well-being.

Research Questions

What are the lived experiences of elementary school teachers regarding
the undesirable behaviors of school principals, and what is the
perceived impact of these behaviors on teacher performance, as well as
their interactions with parents and students?

Literature Review

Previous research has highlighted the negative impact of destructive or
toxic leadership in various organizational contexts, including schools.
Scholars like Kalshoven et al. (2013) and Bai et al. (2022) have
emphasized the positive outcomes of ethical leadership, such as
increased employee engagement and innovation. Conversely,
undesirable behaviors can lead to reduced quality of services, negative
impacts on employee trust and relationships, and financial and
economic losses (Riad, jonifer, 2023; Neves & story, 2013). Shapira-
Lishchinsky and Levy-Gazenfrantz (2020) define undesirable
behaviors in the workplace as deliberate actions that repeatedly conflict
with organizational norms, social values, and appropriate conduct,
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posing a threat to the well-being of the organization and its members.
Studies by Blasé and Blasé (2002, 2006) extensively documented
teachers' perspectives on principal mistreatment, identifying behaviors
such as lack of recognition, intimidation, and favoritism, leading to
negative emotional, psychological, or physical reactions in teachers.
Merritt and Wang (2022) and Kazak and Ciner (2021) also pointed to
issues like managerial incompetence and psychological abuse.
Woestman and Wasonga (2015) identified three levels of abusive
behaviors by principals. While these studies identify various
detrimental behaviors, this research seeks to provide a nuanced
understanding of these experiences specifically from the perspective of
elementary school teachers in the selected Iranian context, exploring
both the nature of these behaviors and their perceived impact.

Methodology

This study utilized a qualitative, phenomenological approach to
investigate the lived experiences of elementary school teachers in
Districts 1 and 2 of Sanandaj during the 2024-2025 academic year
regarding undesirable principal behaviors. Data was gathered through
semi-structured interviews with 14 purposefully selected teachers
through snowball sampling, until theoretical saturation was reached.
These 30-42 minute interviews aimed to capture rich narratives about
their experiences, perceptions, and the impact of these behaviors. The
collected data was analyzed using thematic analysis and theme-network
methods (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To ensure validity and reliability,
interview transcripts were participant-reviewed, codes were peer-
reviewed for inter-coder agreement, and expert opinions were
incorporated into the final analysis and interpretation.

Results

The study's analysis of teachers' experiences identified two primary
categories of undesirable managerial behaviors exhibited by school
principals, along with their significant consequences.

First, Organization-Oriented Undesirable Behaviors encompassed
misconduct related to the school system itself. This included Financial
Deviations, such as misusing school funds for personal gain and a lack
of transparency in financial matters (e.g., improper handling of parent-
contributed funds or using school resources for non-school activities).
It also involved Managerial Deviations, characterized by a lack of
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strategic planning, inconsistent decision-making, excluding teachers
from school decisions, a poor grasp of educational issues, favoritism,
and fostering an environment of fear and mistrust.

Secondly, Subordinate-Oriented Undesirable Behaviors were those
directly targeting teachers. These behaviors manifested as Excessive
Demands (assigning tasks beyond teachers' capacity or roles),
Authoritarianism (dictatorial and harsh conduct, suppressing teacher
opinions), Discrimination (favoritism based on personal liking or
status), Rudeness/Incivility (disrespectful actions like unannounced
classroom entries), Humiliation/Belittling (publicly demeaning
teachers), a Lack of Support (failing to back teachers in challenging
situations),  Poor Interpersonal  Relationships/Communication
(emotional instability, lack of empathy), Offensive Monitoring
(invasive surveillance implying distrust), and Undermining Group
Cohesion (creating divisions and encouraging gossip among staff).

These undesirable behaviors had profound consequences at both the
individual and institutional levels. At the Subordinate (Teacher) Level,
they led to reduced motivation and job satisfaction, increased
sycophancy and undermining behaviors, a pretense of work, heightened
anxiety and aggression, feelings of injustice, and emotional exhaustion.
At the Organizational Level, the repercussions included an erosion of
organizational cohesion, decreased commitment from staff, wastage of
material and financial resources, and a significant lack of teacher
participation in decision-making processes.

Discussion

The findings of this study align with previous research indicating that
undesirable or destructive leadership behaviors are prevalent and have
significant negative impacts (Blase & Blasé, 2006; Woestman &
Wasonga, 2015; Kazak & Ciner, 2021; Merritt & Wang, 2022). The
two broad categories of behaviors—organization-oriented and
subordinate-oriented—provide a comprehensive framework for
understanding the multifaceted nature of principal misconduct as
experienced by teachers.

Teachers emphasized issues like discrimination, authoritarianism,
excessive demands, lack of support, and undermining group cohesion.
These behaviors create a toxic work environment, diminishing teachers'
enthusiasm and professional growth. The study also noted perceived
differences in experiences between teachers in boys' versus girls'
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schools, and between experienced versus novice teachers. For instance,
female teachers in co-educational settings reported more discrimination
regarding participation in decision-making and facing excessive work
expectations. Authoritarian behavior was perceived differently based
on school context and teacher experience.

The "underwater backstabbing™ (zir-ab-zani), leading to a
breakdown in group cohesion, was reported more frequently in girls'
schools, possibly exacerbated by principals who favored "informants, "
thereby fostering distrust among colleagues. The lack of support from
principals, particularly corresponding to parents or administrative
issues, was a widespread concern, leading to feelings of isolation and
diminished responsibility among teachers.

Regarding organization-oriented behaviors, financial
mismanagement and managerial incompetence (e.g., lack of vision,
inability to resolve simple organizational issues) were significant
stressors for teachers, indicating that some principals lack essential
leadership and management skills. This incompetence often leads to a
climate of organizational silence where teachers feel unable to voice
concerns or contribute new ideas.

Conclusion

This study meticulously documents elementary school teachers'
encounters with undesirable principal behaviors, classifying these
actions and their negative impacts on both individuals and the school
organization. The research highlights an urgent need for interventions,
primarily recommending the enhancement of principals' ethical
competencies. This improvement can be fostered through targeted
professional development focused on ethical leadership, interpersonal
skills, conflict resolution, fair resource management, and creating a
supportive, collaborative school culture. Additionally, establishing
clear accountability and robust feedback systems, allowing teachers to
safely voice concerns, is vital. Ultimately, addressing these detrimental
behaviors is crucial for teacher well-being and professional
development, as well as for cultivating effective learning environments
beneficial to students and the entire educational system.
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