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All industries face immense change and increasing risks to 
their business operations. CCI will continue to respond to these 
through the strategic initiative of enhancing our solutions  
to benefit clients. In giving back to our Church community,  
we remain deeply engaged with industry thought leaders and  
source the latest research so we can identify and track emerging 
trends and critical issues of most importance to our stakeholders.

These insights help us deliver innovative solutions, and 
information to help everyone make decisions with conviction. 
The extreme demands on school leadership roles show heavier 
workloads are creating further downward pressure on principal 
health and wellbeing. CCI’s latest Education Insights Report 
reveals important findings for all schools and their communities, 
and will impact on our community’s commitment to fulfilling  
its duty of care.

Roberto Scenna, Chief Executive Officer, CCI
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The Principal Health and Wellbeing 
survey has run nationally every 
year since 2011 in response to 
growing concern about principals’ 
occupational health, safety and 
wellbeing. Since the project began, 
approximately 50% of Australia’s 
10,000 principals have taken part. 
Many have completed multiple 
surveys. The full background 
information is available in  
both short and long form at:  
www.principalhealth.org/au/reports.  
This report contains only data  
from Catholic principals.

The aim of this research project is 
to conduct an annual longitudinal 
study to monitor school principals 
and deputy/assistant principals’ 
health and wellbeing. Principal and 
deputy/assistant principal health and 
wellbeing in differing school types, 
levels and size will be monitored 
along with lifestyle choices such as 
diet, exercise and professional, and 
personal social support networks 
available to individuals. The turnover 
of principals and deputy/assistant 
principals within schools will allow 
investigations of moderator effects, 
such as years of experience prior to 
taking up the role. The longitudinal 
study will allow mapping of health 
outcomes for each of these 
dimensions, over time.

Background 

Project Aims

Researcher’s Summary
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Overview
Introduction

Peer and family relationships remain 
the most favoured sources of support 
for all school leaders. All principals face 
essentially the same difficulties and 
call on the same people to support 
them. The most worrying finding is 
that support from employers is barely 
utilised across the board. 

However, of all groups, Catholic primary 
principals report the ‘support they 
receive from their employer’ highest; 
8% of these leaders access support 
from their employer (4% for secondary 
leaders). They also rated their partners 
and their friend-colleagues as their 
greatest sources of support out of  
all sectors. 

Catholic secondary principals  
get more support from colleagues 
in professional relationships and 
supervisors than other sectors.  
However, Catholic secondary principals 
endorse support from friends, family 
members, professional associations, 
doctors, and psychologists less than 
all other sectors.

Catholic secondary principals also  
report higher job satisfaction than 
the full principals’ survey group, 
and substantially more than their 
government sector counterparts.

Catholic school principals report 
significantly lower levels of ‘threats of 
violence’ and ‘actual physical violence’ 
than other school sectors, but the same 
high amount of bullying issues as the 
government sector.

CCI’s Catholic 
School Leaders 
Health, Safety & 
Wellbeing Report

School leadership roles carry 
added responsibilities today,  
and have morphed from  
teaching roles, to developers 
of humans and managers of all 
resources underpinning this task.  
The requisite responsibilities, 
knowledge and practical skills 
appear more daunting than  
ever before.

Associate Professor, Philip Riley, 
from Australian Catholic University, 
is a registered psychologist with 
the Australian Health Practitioner 
Regulation Agency. He has studied 
workload demands on the health 
and wellbeing of Australian school 
leaders for CCI each year since 
2011. The results help to determine 
initiatives that will minimise the 
detrimental impact on health. 

CCI’s partnership with ACU to 
financially support this study 
ensures it continues into the future. 
Importantly, the responses of 
Catholic principals, deputies and 
assistants who participated in the 
2017 Australian Principal Health, 
Safety and Wellbeing Survey 
between 2011 and 2016 is now 
included. This gives the Catholic 
education community a vital 
opportunity to assess and respond 
to their needs and concerns, 
and allows CCI rich data to help 
determine strategies for addressing 
risks in the education sector.

Hugh Easton 
Education Lead, CCI

Key Findings

1. Hours of Work
• Participants spend very long hours 

at work — a trend that is increasing 
with detrimental effects.

• 80% of participants work more 
than 51 hours/week during term 
and less than 31 hours/week  
during holidays.

• In 2011, 51.2% worked more than 
56 hours/week and 26.5% of those 
worked upwards of 61 hours/week. 
In 2018, 52.4% worked more than 
56 hours/week and 28.7% worked 
upwards of 61 hours/week.  
Less than 2% work fewer than  
40 hours/week.

• Work-Family conflict occurs 
at approximately double the rate  
of the population.

• Participants work too many hours 
and it is taking a toll on their greatest 
support group — their family.

2. Work Demands  
vs Resources

• Participants report very high 
demands out of balance  
with available resources.  
All demand levels are rising.

• This level of demand is dangerous 
to the long-term health of 
participants who consistently  
find that the resources available  
to them are not concomitant with  
the demands.

3. Offensive Behaviour
• Participants experience a far  

higher prevalence of violence, 
bullying and conflicts at work  
than the general population.

4. Stress and  
 Emotional Demands

• Emotional demands and emotional 
labour expected of principals and 
deputies/assistants is 1.8 times the 
population and rising each year. 

• This results in higher levels of 
burnout and stress (e.g. difficulty 
sleeping, somatic symptoms).

• Top source of stress is sheer 
quantity of work, followed by lack 
of time for teaching and learning.

• Only 80% of respondents rate their 
own happiness as very important 
or higher.

Annual salary range <$50,000 
- >$160,000 with women 
disproportionately in lower paid roles.

<$50–>$160K

47% suburban locations, 17.5% in urban, 
12.2% large towns, 19% rural and 4.3% 
remote areas.

85.5% 14.5%

75% 7%

18%

4.3%12.2%

49%51%

47%

19%17.5%

51% female and 49% male. The cohort 
mean has aged ~1 year each year of the 
survey with an average age of 56 in 2016.

85.5% 14.5%

75% 7%

18%

4.3%12.2%

49%51%

47%

19%17.5%

The participants

Most participants had been in their 
current role for 3.5 – 5.6 years and 
leadership roles for approximately  
14 – 18 years.

3.5 – 5.6 yrs

There were 778 participants: 
85.5% were principals and 14.5% 
were deputies or assistants.

The snapshots below represent 
participants from Catholic schools only.

85.5% 14.5%

75% 7%

18%

4.3%12.2%

49%51%

47%

19%17.5%

75% primary school, 18% secondary  
and 7% combined.

85.5% 14.5%

75% 7%

18%

4.3%12.2%

49%51%

47%

19%17.5%

Catholic Principals vs  
Australian Principals Study

How do the survey results of Catholic 
school leaders compare to the results  
of the full Australian Principals Health 
& Wellbeing Survey?

Overall, Catholic principals report 
sources of stress similar to the levels 
seen in the government sector. 

Catholic primary principals rated 
stress from many issues higher than  
other sectors:

• HIGH STRESS: ‘sheer quantity of 
work’, ‘lack of time to focus on 
teaching and learning’ and ‘parent 
related issues’.

• MODERATE STRESS:  
‘resourcing needs’, ‘student  
related issues’, ‘declining 
enrolments’, ‘interpersonal 
conflicts’, ‘government initiatives’, 
and ‘inability to get away from  
the school/community’.

Catholic secondary principals rated 
stress from many issues higher than 
other sectors:

• HIGH STRESS: ‘mental health  
issues of students’.

• MODERATE STRESS: ‘mental  
health issues of staff’, ‘complaints  
management’, ‘interpersonal 
conflicts’, ‘union/industrial 
disputes’, and ‘financial 
management issues’.
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Hours of Work During Term 

More than half of Catholic 
principals are working over 
56 hours per week during 
term. This reflects a steady 
increase in time spent at 
work. Between 2013 and 
2017, the number of Catholic 
school leaders working 
between 61 and 65 hours per 
week consistently increased. 
Accordingly, more than 25% 
of principals have indicated 
they now work between 61 
and 70 hours per week.

While the average 
Australian work week 
has shrunk in the past 
decade for every state 
and territory, coinciding 
with a shift toward 
measuring employee 
output rather than time 
on the job, the average 
hours a principal spends 
at work during term has 
increased.

The average Australian 
full-time worker spends 
40.6 hours a week at work, 
compared to only 6% of 
principals who reported 
working between 41 and  
45 hours at work during  
term in 2017.

Chart 1: Hours of Work During Term

Findings and Themes
Hours of Work
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Findings 
and Themes

Most weeks the days are long because of meetings. 
Some days are a 6:30 am start and I don’t get home 
until 9 pm. There are meetings with parents and 
friends group, school boards, parish and pastoral 
council meetings, and of course staff meetings, and 
individual requests by parents for meetings. 

Grey Casey, School Principal for Marymount Primary School at  
Burleigh Heads in Queensland
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Findings and Themes
Hours of Work During Holidays

Chart 2: Hours of Work During Holidays
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Hours of Work  
During Holidays 

The data shows that some 
Catholic school leaders 
are continuing to spend 
considerable time at work 
during the holidays with  
17.2% working more than  
30 hours/week, while the 
majority of leaders work  
less than 25 hours/week.

There seems to be a 
trend towards working 
less hours during  
holiday periods, which 
perhaps indicates  
a more appropriate 
prioritisation of the 
balance between  
work and life.

Levels of Confidence 

Participants’ levels of 
confidence in carrying  
out their role is directly 
correlated to their level  
of perceived autonomy. 

While all scores fluctuated 
slightly across the years, 
overall there was very little 
change over the 6-year 
period in the data.

Catholic school  
leaders also reported 
consistently high levels 
of confidence in most 
aspects their roles.

Note: The Autonomy and 
Confidence scales were 
removed from the survey 
in 2016 to reduce the length 
of the survey and explore 
other strengths.

Level of Autonomy

    Overall, Catholic school 
leaders report high 
levels of autonomy  
in their role across  
all measures.

While all scores fluctuated 
slightly across the years, 
overall there was very little 
change over the 6-year  
period in the data. 

(The 2012 survey data  
stood out as an irregularity 
compared to the other years 
as only new participants  
were asked the questions.)

Chart 4: Level of Autonomy

Chart 5: Levels of Confidence

Findings and Themes
Level of Autonomy and Confidence in Carrying Out Role
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Time Usage at Work 

Participants’ time is heavily 
skewed towards the 
management of internal 
administrative tasks, which 
they spend more time on 
than curriculum and teaching 
related tasks.

Interesting to note  
is that they have also 
consistently spent 
around double the time 
on managing 
compliance tasks 
compared to curriculum 
and teaching tasks.

Note: This question was 
removed from the survey in 
2015 to reduce the length of 
the survey, given the answers 
for all principals were so 
similar for the first 4 years.

Chart 3: Time Usage at Work
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Emotional Demands  
are on the Rise

Results show both Catholic 
primary and secondary principals 
rate stress factors highly, with the 
experience of emotional demands 
trending up. 

Principals are almost twice 
more likely to be expected to 
hide emotions at work than the 
general population, which is 
associated with higher burnout 
rates and problems sleeping.

Findings and Themes
Sources of Stress

Top 5 Stressors

1. Sheer Quantity of Work
An average 53% of principals work more 
than 56 hours per week during term, 
and even during school holidays almost 
a third work 25 to 30 hours per week. 
Work-family conflict for a principal is 
twice more likely to occur than for the 
rest of the population.

2. Lack of Time to Focus  
on Teaching & Learning
Most days are long because of meetings, 
leaving little time for teaching and 
learning. An imbalance of resources 
available to meet such high demands 
leads to a level of emotional stress. 
Teacher shortages and autonomy vs 
authority issues are considerable.

3. Poorly Performing Staff
Working with staff is one of the heaviest 
pressures on a principal’s workload 
today and often means addressing 
the mental health issues of teachers in 
addition to their performance challenges. 
Interpersonal conflicts, training new 
teaching staff, and addressing union 
and industrial disputes are contributing 
factors to stress.

4. Mental Health  
Issues of Students
Secondary school students especially  
are vulnerable to increasing stress from 
an upward trend in mental health issues  
that includes anxiety and depression.

5. Parent Related Issues
Principals are more likely to be subjected 
to offensive behaviour, and other invisible 
emotional demands, than the general 
population. Since 2011, the average 
number of principals who received a 
threat of violence increased from 38%  
to 44% in 2017.

10     Principal Health, Safety and Wellbeing Survey

Of all the participants surveyed in 2017,  
77.6% (270) were Primary, 17.5% (61) 
were Secondary and 4.9% (17) were P-12.  

4.9%77.6%

17.5%

Participants

The upward trend in stress, related to the mental health issues 
of both staff and students, is most concerning. Some of this is 
likely to be related to NAPLAN, which has become a high stakes 
test. And some will be related to the increasing use of contract 
employment in education. Short-term contract employment is 
associated with all sorts of poor health outcomes. 

Educators used to have stable jobs, and traded off lower salaries 
against reliable employment. The roles are still not well paid when 
compared to other professions, but job precarity is now the norm 
and not the exception.

Associate Professor Dr Philip Riley,  
Chief Investigator, Australian Catholic University

CCI Risksupport    11      
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Chart 8: Sources of Stress by Sector
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Sources of Support

Participants reported that 
their partner is their greatest 
source of support, followed  
by friends and colleagues.

    Very few (<10%) of 
school leaders rate 
using their employer 
as a source of support, 
and less than 30% rely 
on their supervisors 
for support.

Chart 9: Sources of Support

Findings and Themes
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Through close consultation with our Catholic school clients, 
we’ve identified that extreme demands on school leadership 
roles show heavier workloads are creating even more pressure 
on principal health and wellbeing. The results of this latest study 
support this finding. Firstly, there is the key issue and challenge in 
managing long work hours, and its inevitable impact on physical 
and mental health. Principals are busy addressing matters of 
compliance, reporting, staff and student wellbeing, funding, and 
NAPLAN testing. Typically, this drives longer hours spent at work 
in the evenings and on weekends and cuts into family time.

There are additional responsibilities in addressing concerns of 
students, parents, staff, contractors, and engaging more deeply 
with the broader school community. Emerging risks are now high 
on the agenda for school principals and include cyber security 
and data protection.

The imbalance of resources available to meet such high demands 
is a compelling reason to act on behalf of school leaders.  
CCI has improved its risk consulting services to ensure all schools 
have access to experienced Catholic education professionals 
and new systems which are tailored to their needs. This is 
encouraging news that means better resources will now offer 
more meaningful support for principals.

Mark Wilson, Head of Risk Management, CCI
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Demands at Work

Principals report higher 
demands at work than the 
general population across  
all measures.

Overall, there has been  
a steady increase in 
demands at work, 
despite a significant 
number of principals 
entering and exiting  
the survey, suggesting 
the role rather than 
individuals are creating 
the demands.

It is interesting to note all 
measures trended up in 2017, 
and the levels of demands at 
work reported by Catholic 
school leaders are consistent 
with the overall Australian 
principals study group.

Work-Individual Interface 

Work’s impact on family is 
consistently rated significantly 
higher than family impact 
on work over all seven years 
of the survey. In fact, work-
family conflict occurs for the 
participants in this study at 
almost double the rate of  
the general population. This 
reported conflict gradually 
decreased between 2011 and 
2014, but it rose again 2015 
and 2017.

Interestingly, this pattern 
is reversed for reported 
levels of job satisfaction 
which trended up between 
2011 – 2014, but dropped in 
2015 for the first time in the 
study. Despite these changes, 
survey responses for all three 
measures of work-individual 
interface have overall 
remained very consistent 
overall across all years of  
the study. 

Chart 10: Demands at Work

Chart 11: Work-Individual Interface
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  Catholic school principals have consistently reported higher 
levels of job satisfaction than the full Australian principal 
wellness study group, since 2011. 

Other Sources of Support

CCI Risksupport:  
Less Risk. More Support

CCI’s Risksupport team  
is dedicated to helping  
minimise risks and create  
safe and secure workspaces.

Our range of Risksupport 
services and resources has 
been developed to help 
you reduce the chance 
of accidents, injury, or 
interruption to your school 
and its community. 

Risk Manager Plus

Findings and Themes
Sources of Support

Risksupport’s drive to  
develop new tools to support 
our school clients, in every 
way possible, continues  
with the launch of innovative  
tools such as our risk and  
compliance online system,  
Risk Manager Plus.

Risk Manager Plus has been 
designed to help you address 
the specific governance, risk 
and compliance needs of your 
school and its community.

Learning Manager

Learning Manager is a web-
based learning management 
system. Because the entire 
system is online — from 
delivery and tracking to 
management and reporting 
— it’s cost effective and gives 
you greater flexibility. 

Our extensive range of courses  
can up-skill your workers, 
help them understand their 
obligations, and help minimise 
ultimately your school’s risks.

Learning 
Manager

Up-skill your workforce, 
wherever they are.

CCI Risksupport    17      
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Findings and Themes
Health and Wellbeing and
Offensive Behaviour

Offensive Behaviour

Participants report 
experiences of threats of 
violence, actual physical 
violence, bullying, conflicts 
and quarrels, and gossip and 
slander well above that of the 
general population.

The incidence of either 
being threatened with 
violence or being 
directly exposed to 
physical acts of violence 
has increased over the 
past three years, while 
bullying, conflicts and 
quarrels, and gossip and 
slander have stabilised.

Catholic school leaders 
report significantly lower 
experiences of threats 
of violence and physical 
violence than Government, 
(not Independent, school 
leaders). School leaders in 
Primary and P-12 schools 
experience the most threats 
and acts of violence, bullying, 
sexual harassment, and 
conflicts and quarrels.

Chart 14: Offensive Behaviour
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Chart 15: 2017 Offensive Behaviour – School Level Comparisons
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Health and Wellbeing

Self-efficacy, which trended 
upwards in the first 4 years 
and exceeded the population 
average, has stabilised  
since 2015.

Principals of primary 
schools reported lower 
levels of self-rated 
health and higher levels 
of burnout, stress, 
sleeping troubles and 
depressive symptoms, 
as well as somatic and 
cognitive stress 
symptoms than their 
secondary school 
counterparts.

Principals report levels of 
burnout and stress, sleeping 
troubles, depressive and 
cognitive stress symptoms 
that are significantly higher 
than the general population. 
Correspondingly they report 
lower self-rated health, which 
is one of the best predictors 
of future health issues.

Despite most self-reported 
levels of most health and 
wellbeing problems trending 
down gradually over the 
first 4 years of the study, 
there has been a slow rise 
since 2014 which appears to 
have stabilised now for the 
Australian principal study 
group across all 6 years of 
the study.

Chart 12: Health and Wellbeing

Findings and Themes
Health and Wellbeing and
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Chart 13: 2017 Health and Wellbeing – School Level Comparisons
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School leadership roles carry 
added responsibilities today,  
and have morphed from teaching 
roles to developers of humans 
and managers of all resources 
underpinning this task.


