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INTRODUCTION 
Empathy is often underrecognized as a critical skill for effective leaders and is particularly necessary for 
leaders in challenging and emotionally-demanding environments, such as education. 1  Educators and 
educational leaders experience substantial stress and benefit from a leader who can recognize, understand, 
and tune into their emotions.2 
 
To support their mission of developing school leader capacity and building support for mental health, AASA, 
the School Superintendents Association, has partnered with Hanover Research (Hanover) to prepare a series 
of reports on resilient, nimble, and resonant leadership for district and school leaders. The first report in this 
series discussed the role of resilience in leadership and culture, while the second focused on nimble 
leadership. This report, the third in the series, discusses the key competencies of resonant leadership and 
the importance of resonant leadership for superintendent wellbeing and school culture. Much of the 
literature within this report comes from authors, such as Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee,  who originally 
developed and popularized the concept of resonant leadership through the books they wrote in the mid-
2000s.  Synthesizing the empirical literature on resonant leadership, this report includes the following 
sections: 
 

 Section I: Understanding Resonant Leadership defines resonant leadership and reviews the 
competencies of resonant leadership, including emotional intelligence, renewal and mindfulness, 
and empathy and compassion. 

 Section II: The Impact of Resonant Leadership examines the importance of resonant leadership for 
educational leaders as well as the role of resonant leadership qualities in school and district culture. 

 

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS 
Based on our findings, Hanover presents the following practical applications of this research.   

 
Reflect on times in your professional career when you were emotionally attuned with those 
around you and times when stress made it challenging to empathize with others. 

 
Reflect on your emotional state and level of stress and how it may impact the emotional 
environment and productivity of those around you.  

 
Model resonance when working in teams, developing relationships, and interacting with members 
of the district community. 

 
Consider implementing mindfulness practices to facilitate self-management of challenging 
emotions and stress. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

 
Resonant leaders attune to the emotions of those they lead, connect emotionally with those in 
their organization, and manage their own emotions to counteract stress and ensure their 
negative emotions do not negatively impact the emotional state and productivity of those 
around them. In contrast, dissonant leaders lack empathy for those within their organization, are 
out of touch with the emotions of their employees, embody leadership styles that create negative 
emotions throughout the organization, and spread emotional negativity. The key capacities of 
resonant leadership include emotional intelligence, renewal and mindfulness, and empathy and 
compassion. 

 
Emotional intelligence is critical for resonant leadership as it represents the components of 
resonance that enable leaders to emotionally tune in with others and manage their own 
emotions. Emotional intelligence facilitates leaders’ abilities to lead using an emotional 
connection, develop strong relationships, and establish energized and optimistic organizational 
cultures. Emotional intelligence comprises four qualities including self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, and relationship management.  

 
Resonant leaders recognize the importance of engaging in self-reflection and mindfulness 
practices that ground them in order to avoid the impact and spread of negative emotions. While 
chronic stress can lead educational leaders to dissonance, burnout, and defensive routines 
antithetical to resonance, resonant leaders who engage in renewal through mindfulness, 
compassion, and hope can manage their emotional state and avoid or reverse the dissonance 
caused by stress and negative emotions. Mindfulness offers a beneficial and practical tool for 
educational leaders who face stress to engage in renewal by training them to recognize and 
manage challenging experiences and emotions.  

 
Empathy and compassion allow for a reduction of stress and renewal, which can lead to and 
support resonant leaders’ emotional intelligence. Research demonstrates that mindfulness is an 
effective tool for renewal by reducing stress, promoting improvement in emotional regulation and 
relationships. Increased capacity allows leaders to understand and take an interest in the 
emotions of others, consider others’ emotions when making decisions, and motivate others to 
commit to a shared vision for success. Leaders with compassion demonstrate care and 
consideration for others. 

 
Research suggests that the capabilities of resonant leadership contribute to a positive school 
culture. The dimensions of emotional intelligence impact school culture by facilitating emotional 
understanding, stronger relationships, and improved communication. Mindfulness contributes to 
many factors that support positive school cultures such as communication, trust, compassion, 
self-awareness, and collaboration. Empathy affects school cultures by enabling educational 
leaders to connect on an emotional level with staff, student, and parents and develop deeper 
relationships based on compassion and understanding. 
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SECTION I: UNDERSTANDING RESONANT LEADERSHIP 
This section defines resonant leadership and reviews the competencies of respondent leadership, including 
emotional intelligence, renewal and mindfulness, and empathy and compassion.  
 

DEFINING RESONANT LEADERSHIP 
Resonant leadership is a leader’s ability to stay in tune with the emotions of others, connect emotionally 
with those in their organization, and manage their own emotions to counteract stress and prevent their 
negative emotions from negatively impacting the emotional state and productivity of those around them.3 
Resonant leaders draw on emotional and social intelligence capabilities to be resilient to stressful times and 
negative emotions, motivate those within their organization to accomplish a shared goal, and develop 
positive relationships based on an emotional connection.4 Due to their ability to connect with others through 
a positive emotional environment, resonant leaders can be charismatic. Indeed, “[l]eaders with resonance 
are inspiring; demonstrate a positive, emotional tone of hope; are in touch with others; and demonstrate 
compassionate understanding.”5 
 
Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee, who first popularized the term “resonant leadership” in their books Resonant 
Leadership: Renewing Yourself and Connecting with Others Through Mindfulness, Hope, and Compassion (2005) 
and Primal Leadership: Unleashing the Power of Emotional Intelligence (2002, updated in 2013), position 
resonance in opposition with dissonance. 6  Dissonant leaders lack empathy for those within their 
organization, are out of touch with the emotions of their employees, embody leadership styles that create 
negative emotions throughout the organization, and spread emotional negativity, thus “undermining the 
emotional foundations that let people shine.”7 Dissonant environments feature negative emotions such as 
pessimism, anger, anxiety, and fear.8 Notably, dissonance in leaders is often not intentional; rather, these 
leaders lack the emotional intelligence skills to lead with resonance despite experiencing stressful times or 
negative emotions.9 
 

RESONANT LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES  
Resonant leaders embody and deploy social-emotional skills to identify and understand the emotions of 
those they lead.10 They “consciously attune to people, focus them on a common cause, build a sense of 
community, and create a climate that enables people to tap into passion, energy, and a desire to move 
together in a positive direction.”11 Resonant leaders also recognize the power of their emotions on the 
emotions, mood, and, accordingly, performance, of those they lead.  As Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee 
emphasize, “emotions are contagious,” and resonant leaders manage their emotions to control how their 
emotions impact their employees’ mental state.12 Explaining the contagious nature of a negative emotional 
state, McKee and Massimilian highlight, “[a]s we drive ourselves harder and harder, our stress is felt and 
replicated by the people around us, and not solely those at work.”13 The figure on the following page 
presents common characteristics of resonant leaders that contribute to their ability to tune in emotionally 
with themselves and others and use these abilities to create an optimistic work environment.  
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Figure 1.1: Characteristics of Resonant Leaders 

 
Source: Journal of Management Development14 

Resonant leaders’ emotional skills and intelligence enables them to build strong, energized, and trusting 
relationships with others throughout their organization. 15 Through these relationships and their emotional 
attunement, resonant leaders inspire hope and optimism for the future, motivate those around them to 
achieve their best, and empower others by sharing expertise. 16 Indeed, leaders with resonance make people 
feel uplifted despite challenging times and provide vision and hope by “create[ing] a climate that enables 
people to tap into passion, energy, and a desire to move together in a positive direction.”17 To reflect on 
whether their leadership style reflects resonance, leaders can consider the following self-reflection 
prompts:18 

 Do I create an overall positive emotional tone that is characterized by hope? How? 

 Am I in touch with others? Do I really know what is in others’ hearts and on their minds? How do I 
show this? 

 Am I authentic and in tune with myself, others, and the environment? How can people see this in 
me? 

 Am I inspirational? How do I inspire people to be their best? 
 
Resonant leadership can be demonstrated in different leadership styles that promote positive 
organizational outcomes based on the needs of their team. Leaders can deploy four leadership styles—
visionary, coaching, affiliative, and democratic— to facilitate resonance and improve organizational 
outcomes, while they should reserve the other two—pacesetting and commanding— for specific situations 
and use them cautiously.19 Different leaders can express resonance through different leadership styles and 
emotional intelligence capabilities, and effective leaders can switch between styles according to the 
situation.20 Figure 1.2, below, presents each leadership style along with its relationship to resonance, impact 
on climate, and when it is appropriate to use. 
 

Figure 1.2: Leadership Styles for Resonance 

LEADERSHIP STYLE 
RELATIONSHIP TO 

RESONANCE IMPACT ON CLIMATE WHEN APPROPRIATE 

Resonant Leadership Styles 

Visionary 
Moves people toward 

shared dreams. Most strongly positive 
When changes require a 

new vision, or when a 
clear direction is needed. 

Coaching 

Connects what an 
employee wants with the 

organization’s goals 
through care and 

investment. 

Highly positive 

To help an employee 
improve performance by 

building long-term 
capabilities. 

Intuition-driven Empathetic Inspirational Optimistic Passionate Reflective

Purpose-driven Care deeply for 
others

Take care of 
themselves Collaborative Relationship-

oriented
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LEADERSHIP STYLE 
RELATIONSHIP TO 

RESONANCE IMPACT ON CLIMATE WHEN APPROPRIATE 

Affiliative 
Creates harmony by 

connecting people to each 
other. 

Positive 

To heal rifts in a team, 
motivate during stressful 

times, or strengthen 
connections. 

Democratic 
Values people’s inputs and 
gets commitment through 

participation. 
Positive 

To build buy-in or 
consensus, or to get 
valuable input from  

employees. 

Dissonant Leadership Styles 

Pacesetting 
Meets challenging and 

exciting goals. 

Because too frequently 
poorly executed, often 

highly negative. 

To get high-quality results 
from a motivated and 

competent team. 

Commanding 
Soothes fears by giving 

clear direction in an 
emergency. 

Because so often misused, 
highly negative. 

In a crisis, to kick-start a 
turnaround, or with 
problem employees. 

Source: Primal Leadership: Unleashing the Power of Emotional Intelligence21 

The remainder of this section details the three main competencies of resonant leadership: 
 

 
 
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE 

Resonant leaders have high levels of emotional intelligence, a leader’s ability to manage their emotions and 
relationships. Resonance and emotional intelligence are closely connected, as “emotionally intelligent 
leaders build resonance by tuning into people’s feelings—their own and others’—and guiding them in the 
right direction.”22 Emotional intelligence enables resonant leaders to facilitate the positive emotions of those 
they lead. 23 Emotional intelligence represents the method by which resonant leaders can lead using an 
emotional connection, develop strong relationships, and establish energized and optimistic organizational 
cultures. 24 Leaders’ use of emotional intelligence when working with those they lead also helps establish 
feelings that the work is meaningful and increases commitment and motivation. “Heart,” a leader’s emotional 
connection to the work and those they lead, represents the difference between simply managing and truly 
leading. 25  Additionally, resonant leaders are also introspective and reflective on their own levels of 
emotional intelligence, using their emotional intelligence to overcome challenges.26 
 
In their book Primal Leadership: Unleashing the Power of Emotional Intelligence (2013), Goleman, Boyatzis, and 
McKee propose a framework for the emotional intelligence of resonant leaders that comprises four key 
domains: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship management. These four 
domains are critical capabilities of resonant leadership. With each domain, leaders gain additional skills, 
building on the previous. The authors note that self-awareness acts as the foundation for the other three 
domains and facilitates both self-management and social awareness, which then enable successful 
relationship management.27 Figure 1.3 details the competencies associated with each of the four emotional 
intelligence domains, as well as whether each domain is a personal or social competence. Notably, resonant 
leaders with strong emotional intelligence do not excel in all emotional intelligence competencies, but rather 
“typically exhibit a critical mass of strength in a half dozen or so EI competencies” including at least one from 

Emotional Intelligence Renewal and Mindfuless Empathy and Compassion
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each of the four domains.28 The combination of these competencies will vary according to the leader’s 
personal style and the content of the organizational environment.29  
 

Figure 1.3: Emotional Intelligence Domains and Associated Competencies  

TYPE DOMAIN ASSOCIATED COMPETENCIES 

Personal 
Competence 

 
These capabilities 
determine how we 
manage ourselves. 

Self-Awareness 

▪ Emotional self-awareness: Reading one’s own emotions and 
recognizing their impact; using “gut sense” to guide decisions. 

▪ Accurate self-assessment: Knowing one’s strengths and limits. 

▪ Self-confidence: A sound sense of one’s self-worth and capabilities. 

Self-Management 

▪ Emotional self-control: Keeping disruptive emotions and impulses 
under control. 

▪ Transparency: Displaying honesty and integrity; trustworthiness.  

▪ Adaptability: Flexibility in adapting to changing situations or 
overcoming obstacles. 

▪ Achievement: The drive to improve performance to meet inner 
standards of excellence.  

▪ Initiative: Readiness to act and seize opportunities.  

▪ Optimism: Seeing the upside in events. 

Social Competence 
 

These capabilities 
determine how we 

manage relationships. 

Social Awareness 

▪ Empathy: Sensing others’ emotions, understanding their 
perspective, and taking active interest in their concerns.  

▪ Organizational awareness: Reading the currents, decision networks, 
and politics at the organizational level.  

▪ Service: Recognizing and meeting follower, client, or customer 
needs. 

Relationship 
Management 

▪ Inspirational leadership: Guiding and motivating with a compelling 
vision.  

▪ Influence: Wielding a range of tactics for persuasion.  

▪ Developing others: Bolstering others’ abilities through feedback 
and guidance.  

▪ Change catalyst: Initiating, managing, and leading in a new 
direction.  

▪ Conflict management: Resolving disagreements.  

▪ Building bonds: Cultivating and maintaining a web of relationships.  

▪ Teamwork and collaboration: Cooperation and team building. 
Source: Primal Leadership: Unleashing the Power of Emotional Intelligence 30 

RENEWAL AND MINDFULNESS 

Stress negatively impacts leadership ability, and educational leaders face an immense amount of stress and 
pressure from both inside and outside their school communities and due to factors beyond their control.31 
When effective leaders give too much of themselves to their job, the requirements and responsibilities of 
leading during stressful and challenging times can take physical and mental tolls on leaders, which then 
diminishes leaders’ effectiveness and resonance capabilities. 32  Indeed, for educational leaders, “[t]he 
emotional turmoil from the stress levels in schools can manifest in physical or medical conditions, including 
anxiety, low productivity, increased absenteeism, high blood pressure, depression, or other problems.”33 The 
stress of leadership can cause leaders to fall into what McKee et al. call the “Sacrifice Syndrome,” “a vicious 
cycle of stress and sacrifice, resulting in mental and physical distress, burnout, and finishes effectiveness.”34 
Leaders experiencing the Sacrifice Syndrome are stuck in a negative emotional state, lose their ability for 
resonance, and engage in ineffective defensive routines and coping mechanisms (e.g., overreacting or 
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blaming others) that are uncharacteristic of resonant or emotionally intelligent leadership and cause 
additional distress.35 As emotions are contagious, a leader’s negative emotions and feelings then drive a 
negative emotional state throughout the community. 36 
 
However, resonant leaders have the ability to manage their emotional state and avoid or reverse the 
dissonance of the Sacrifice Syndrome through a Renewal process comprising mindfulness, compassion, and 
hope (described in Figure 1.4).37 In a NASSP Bulletin article applying this framework to school principals, 
Klocko and Wells highlight:38 

“Rather than withdrawing from the heat of the problem, entering a cycle of anger or dismissing what 
is occurring, a productive cycle of renewal helps ground the leader and serve as a form of 
recovery…[T]hese actions do not remove the stressors; instead they allow for a means of effectively 
dealing with the stressors that arise.” 

 
Figure 1.4: Elements of Renewal 

MINDFULNESS HOPE COMPASSION 

The capacity to live in full awareness 
of what we ourselves experience, of 

other people, and of the world in 
which we live. It means being aware 

of and attending to ourselves, the 
people in our lives and our 

environment. 

The belief that a future we desire is 
attainable. 

Being aware of the needs of people 
around us and responding to those 

needs authentically. 

Source: Journal of Business Strategy39 

McKee et al.’s model for Sacrifice and Renewal Cycles offers a framework for how leaders can deal with and 
respond to stress, impacting them at both a personal and organizational level.40 Renewal helps leaders avoid 
or manage falling into dissonance through the Sacrifice Syndrome by “leaning in to the problems instead of 
creating distance from them. Through renewal, principals become alert to the issues that are most 
challenging, and take these issues into sharp focus.” 41  Figure 1.5, below, visualizes the interactive 
relationship between the Renewal Cycle and the Sacrifice Syndrome. 
 

Figure 1.5: The Cycle of Sacrifice and Renewal 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Becoming a Resonant Leader: Develop Your Emotional Intelligence, Renew Your Relationships, Sustain Your 
Effectiveness42 

Mindfulness represents a key tenet of the Renewal Cycle and a critical capability of resonant leaders by 
enabling them to recognize and manage challenging experiences and emotions. Educational leaders face 

 Resonant 
Relationships 

 
Sustainable, 

Effective 
Leadership 

 Effective 
Leadership 

 
Ineffective or 
Unsustainable 

Leadership 

 
Mindfulness, 

Hope, and 
Compassion 

Crises 

Threats 

Renewal 
Cycle 

Sacrifice 
Syndrome 
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challenges and stressors every day, and mindfulness offers a practical and feasible tool for renewal that 
allows leaders to focus on the present or detach from the situation. Sample mindfulness practices for 
educational leaders can include breathing exercises, pausing, taking a walk, or drinking a coffee or tea.43 
Explaining the role of mindfulness in renewal for principals, Klocko and Wells note:44 

“The intent with a mindful moment is to slow down the preoccupation and distracted world and allow 
the present to take center stage of observation. A mindful moment also allows for some distance 
between the rapid fire of events happening in the school and the time, even if for the briefest of 
moments, for a pause or chance to respond rather than react to the events at hand. Because of the 
focus on the present moment, without judgment or criticism, the principals engaged in mindfulness 
practice learn to create some space or distance between what is happening and the response, learning 
to develop patience, listening, and compassion—qualities important to principal effectiveness.” 

 
Section II discusses the importance of mindfulness for educational leader wellbeing in additional detail.  
 
EMPATHY AND COMPASSION 

Empathy and compassion are key capabilities of resonant leaders, contributing to resonance overall and 
playing critical roles in both emotional intelligence and the renewal process.45  Empathy is defined as 
“listening and taking other people’s perspectives, [which] allows leaders to tune in to the emotional channels 
between people that create resonance.”46 Leaders with empathy not only recognize the emotions and 
feelings of others, but have an interest in the reasoning behind those emotions and consider others’ 
emotions when making consequential decisions.47 Resonant leaders further use empathy to inspire others 
to commit to a shared vision and goals and to be the best versions of themselves. Indeed, “[r]esonance flows 
from a leader who expresses feelings with conviction because those emotions are clearly authentic, rooted 
in deeply held values.”48 Alternatively, dissonant leaders specifically lack empathy and fail to take into 
account the emotions of those around them, contributing to negative outcomes in performance and 
staffing.49 
 
Compassion builds from empathy and enables 
resonant leaders to combat chronic leadership 
stress and lead with empathy. It includes a desire to 
learn about others, being attuned to their emotions, 
and understanding and addressing their needs. 51 
McKee et al. argue that “compassion is empathy in 
action…it sparks positive psychological changes 
that counter the negative effects of stress.” 52 
Leaders with compassion demonstrate care and 
consideration for others. Alternatively, leaders 
experiencing chronic stress and caught in the 
Sacrifice Cycle are unable to care for themselves or 
others, focusing only on themself.53 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.6: The Relationship Between Dissonance 
and Compassion Among Resonant Leaders 

 
Source: Primal Leadership: Unleashing the Power of 
Emotional Intelligence 50 

Dissonance

Compassion
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SECTION II: THE IMPACT OF RESONANT LEADERSHIP  
This section examines the importance of resonant leadership for educational leaders as well as the role of 
resonant leadership qualities in school and district culture. Notably, while there is not yet literature 
demonstrating the impact of resonant leadership on district culture and performance, established research 
highlights the positive impact the components of resonant leadership have on educational leaders. 
 

THE IMPORTANCE OF RESONANT LEADERSHIP FOR EDUCATIONAL 
LEADERS 
Educational leaders experience intensive job-related stress and cognitive load.54  Superintendents face 
increasing demands as their positions evolve and require them to lead through challenging conditions and 
shifting political, social, economic, and financial environments.55 The requirements and expectations of the 
superintendency combined with these challenging conditions can contribute to high levels of job-related 
stress and cognitive overload. Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic and its impacts on educational leaders’ stress, 
a 2016 Journal of Education and Human Development study used a nationally representative, stratified 
random sample of 6,540 superintendents (28.5 percent response rate) to examine the role of stress in 
superintendents’ lives. Results indicated high levels of stress among superintendents: 98.4 percent of 
superintendents felt nervous and stressed in the past month with 40.5 percent responding that this was a 
fairly or very often occurrence, and 97.1 percent of respondents reported feeling upset because of 
something that had happened unexpectedly during the previous month.56 Figure 2.1 below presents the top 
factors the study identified as contributing to superintendents’ stress. 
 

Figure 2.1: Main Sources of Superintendents’ Stress (2016) 

 
Source: Journal of Education and Human Development57 

Furthermore, the Covid-19 pandemic contributed substantially to additional job-related stress and burnout 
for educational leaders, as the pandemic forced leaders’ roles to expand and adapt to meet increasing 
challenges and ever-changing pandemic conditions.58  
 
Job-related chronic stress can have detrimental effects on educational leaders’ physical and mental health. 
Yale Medicine defines chronic stress as “a consistent sense of feeling pressured and overwhelmed over a 
long period of time” and emphasizes that it can manifest through cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and 
physical symptoms.59 While the most common conditions experienced by those facing chronic stress include 
hypertension, depression, addiction, and anxiety disorders, individuals with chronic stress can experience 
changes to their sleep, behavior, energy levels, cognitive abilities, emotional response to others, and 
emotional withdrawal.60  The 2016 national study of superintendent stress found a moderately strong 
association of 0.3 between superintendent professional and personal day-to-day stress and the health 
conditions respondents reported developing during their superintendency, noting that “the illnesses that 
were reported by the largest percentages of superintendents -- high cholesterol, high blood pressure, 
obesity, gastrointestinal problems, insomnia, anxiety, sleep apnea, and chronic headaches -- are attributed 

TIME 

•Time required by the job
•Work-Life balance
•Feeling I have to participate in 
school activities outside of the 
normal working hours at the 
expense of my personal time

•Supervising and coordinating 
multiple tasks

STATE AND FEDERAL 
CONSTRAINTS 

•Inadequate school finance
•Race to the Top
•Constantly changing state and 
federal regulations

•Student test performance and 
accountability

GROUP DEMANDS

•Demands of Special interest 
groups

•Relations with School Board
•Relations with Community
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by superintendents to high levels of stress.”61 Indeed, nearly 60 percent of superintendents agreed that 
stress has negatively affected their physical health, 44.6 percent agreed that stress has negatively affected 
their mental health, and more than one out of every five superintendent respondents from across the 
country felt concerned about developing a heart attack, anxiety, or heart disease due to the amount of stress 
they experience from their role as a superintendent. 62 
 
In addition to diminished wellbeing, chronic job stress negatively impacts leadership abilities and job 
performance.63 Job-related stress represents a significant obstacle for superintendents and a barrier to 
effective leadership. 64  As described in the previous section, leaders experiencing stress who cannot 
effectively recognize and manage their emotions fall into dissonance and lose their ability to lead with 
resonance.65 Stress also influences burnout and plays a role in superintendents’ reasons for leaving their 
positions, contributing to superintendent turnover rates.66 
 
Superintendents need coping mechanisms to deal with the conditions that contribute to chronic job stress. 
Research shows that stressors have a higher impact on superintendents with lower levels of coping 
competencies, while superintendents with higher levels of coping competency can use those skills as a buffer 
against stressful situations causing strain.67 As the superintendents’ role continues to expand and contribute 
to stress and burnout, superintendents must understand what contributes to their stress, how to alleviate 
it, and how to reduce the negative physical and mental health and job-related consequences of uninhibited 
chronic stress.68 Indeed, educational leaders’ “effectiveness can be undermined by the failure of states and 
districts to recognize the emotional load of the position and develop programs to help leaders.”69 
 
Mindfulness offers a practical tool that educational leaders can draw on to combat the weight of job-
related stress to maintain resonant leadership abilities. Mindfulness represents both a mindset and a 
practice that promotes awareness of the present moment without judgment.70 Accordingly, “[m]indfulness 
meditation includes seeing life and reality exactly as they are, becoming aware of thoughts and feelings and 
noting them as such… By paying attention to the moment and being aware of reactive patterns, mindfulness 
also contributes to being less reactive.”71  
 
Mindfulness is associated with numerous benefits for wellbeing, and practicing mindfulness can support 
positive psychological, emotional, and physical outcomes, help reduce stress, increase emotional 
regulation, improve relationships, and support mental flexibility. 72  Mindfulness can also support the 
development of resilience and empathy, which contribute to effective leadership.73 Indeed, studies from 
multiple research methodologies support the benefits of mindfulness: 

 A 2022 literature review on the mindfulness of school principals found that, across studies, 
principals who engaged in mindfulness experienced a reduction in job-related stress.74  

 A 2014 meta-analysis in JAMA, the journal of the American Medical Association, of mindfulness 
meditation programs found small to moderate evidence that mindfulness meditation programs can 
reduce psychological stress, and participation for at least eight weeks was moderately associated 
with improvements in anxiety, depression, and pain.75 

 A 2018 qualitative research study in the Journal of Educational Administration found that rural school 
principals in Pennsylvania who participated in the Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education 
(CARE) program, which comprises mindfulness and stress reduction practices (40 percent), emotion 
skills (40 percent), and caring and compassion skills (20 percent), reported improved leadership skills, 
self-care, relationships, self-care, self-awareness, self-management, self-compassion, and emotional 
regulation.76 
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THE ROLE OF RESONANT LEADERSHIP QUALITIES IN SCHOOL 
CULTURE 
The capacities of resonance and a leader’s abilities to manage their emotional state, tune into the emotions 
of others, and develop strong, caring relationships contribute to positive school cultures characterized by 
collaboration and trust.77 As “resonance is a powerful collective energy that reverberates among people and 
supports higher productivity, creative, a sense of unity, a sense of purpose, and better results,” organizational 
culture represents a critical step between leadership and improved organizational outcomes.78 By managing 
their emotions and attuning to the emotions of others, resonant leaders can understand and influence the 
emotional environment. Accordingly,79 

“Leaders who can stay optimistic and upbeat, even under intense pressure, radiate the positive 
feelings that create resonance. By staying in control of their feelings and impulses, they craft an 
environment of trust, comfort, and fairness. And that self-management has a trickle-down effect from 
the leader.” 
 

Outside of education, a 2014 study of leadership in the nursing sector finds that resonant leadership 
improves employees’ overall job satisfaction and sense of empowerment in the workplace while reducing 
workplace incivility and employee emotional exhaustion.80  
 
The capabilities of resonant leadership, emotional intelligence, mindfulness, and empathy, also contribute to 
a positive school culture. 
 
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE  

Educational leaders’ emotional intelligence impacts school culture through the four dimensions of 
emotional intelligence, which facilitate emotional understanding, stronger relationships, and improved 
communication.81 Much of the research linking educational leaders’ emotional intelligence to school culture 
focuses on school leaders. For example, a 2016 International Research in Higher Education study identified a 
statistically significant positive relationship between principals’ emotional intelligence ability to understand 
emotions and teachers’ perceptions of their school’s climate, where teachers with principals who could 
better understand others’ emotions had more positive perceptions of their school’s climate.82 Additionally, 
a 2018 study in the International Journal of Leadership in Education of Malaysian principals found a strong 
correlation between principals’ emotional intelligence for change leadership and secondary school teachers’ 
attitudes towards the changes, where the relationship was strongest in higher-performing secondary 
schools.83 While conducted internationally, these results have relevance for U.S. leaders and indicate that in 
addition to positively impacting school culture directly, emotional intelligence is particularly important for 
resonant leaders leading during times of change, such as the Covid-19 pandemic, changing accountability 
standards, or when implementing new initiatives. 
 
MINDFULNESS  

Research supports a connection between improved leader mindfulness and improved school culture, as 
mindfulness contributes to many factors that support positive school cultures such as communication, trust, 
compassion, self-awareness, and collaboration.84 Alternatively, schools with weak or negative climates often 
have principals that lack characteristics of mindfulness. 85 The 2022 literature review on mindfulness among 
educational leaders found that mindfulness supports numerous elements of a positive school culture, as 
described in Figure 2.3. 
 



 
 

©2023 Hanover Research  14 

Figure 2.3: School Culture Outcomes Associated with Educational Leader Mindfulness  

 
Source: ICPEL Education Leadership Review86 

EMPATHY 

Empathy contributes to positive school cultures by enabling educational leaders to connect on an 
emotional level with staff, students, and parents and develop deeper relationships based on compassion 
and understanding.87 Additionally, resonant leaders support positive environments and use empathy to 
increase engagement and move those they lead toward supporting a common goal.88 As working conditions 
and requirements become increasingly challenging and emotionally difficult, the necessity for leading with 
empathy intensifies. 
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