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Abstract

The global COVID-19 pandemic has caused one of the largest disruptions in world education
systems ever in history. This situation has greatly affected the educational systems, causing
unprecedented pressure “from above” and the need for strategically unpredictable changes in
educational organisations. The COVID-19 pandemic is a recent example of a globally imposed
change for nations across the globe. Unlike the organisational change research that has existed so
far, school principals have simultaneously become change initiators and executors in their school
in the context of this imposed change. In this case, school principals may hold negative attitudes
towards the change, and thus resist change implementation and do not support their school
community members. Therefore, the paper examines whether, and to what extent, school
principals’ leadership style (adaptive, distributed, collaborative) predicts their positive attitudes
towards change. For this purpose, 229 school principals from Lithuania took part in this study.
A quantitative research strategy, using adaptive, collaborative, and distributed leadership, and
attitude towards change scales, was applied. The findings from multiple linear regression reveal
that adaptive, distributed, and collaborative leadership styles are positively related to their positive
attitudes towards change. More specifically, adaptive leadership is the strongest predictor for
school principals’ positive attitudes towards change. The study uncovers the under researched
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connection between the leadership style and attitudes towards change in the light of the imposed
changes and gives practical implications for the future.

Keywords: COVID-19, adaptive leadership, distributed leadership, collaborative leadership,
principal, attitudes towards change.

1. Introduction

Similar to organisations in other sectors, educational organisations have been affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic. School principals’ role in the processes of organisational change is crucial,
and even more crucial now, when educational systems around the world face with the imposed
change. Van Wart, Kapucu (2011) note that to overcome these changes, there is little preparation
and decision making occurs outside the organisation, whereas the change affects the entire
organisation. It is in the context of the pandemic that school principals have become executors of
national guidelines, and coordinators of crisis management in schools and communities. In other
words, school principals have not become the initiators of change, but rather its recipients. Yet on
the other hand, in the absence of a clear strategy for the implementation of the change at the school
level, they had to search for ways and solutions to manage the changes in the organisations. And it
is even more important that this change is understood, accepted, supported, and successfully
implemented by the school community. The existing literature has not yet fully revealed how,
under the conditions of the imposed change, the principal acts simultaneously as an initiator and
an executor of change. In this dual role, school principals must personally be able to change and
adapt to changes. Therefore, we believe that not only principals’ openness to change (Harris, 2001),
perception or belief about change (Goodson, 2001), but also their own readiness for change
(Zimmerman, 2011), commitment to change (Herscovitch, Meyer, 2002), and positive attitudes
towards change (Dunham et al., 1989) is the key leading school in the COVID-19 conditions.
Moreover, the attitudes of the principal towards change determine the employees’ attitudes
towards change (Aslan et al., 2008). The study of Walk (2022) demonstrates that leader resistance
to change is positively related to follower resistance.

Previous literature has predominantly investigated the impact of certain leadership styles
(e.g., transformational or transactional leadership, instructional leadership) on employee reactions
to change (e.g. Kursunoglu, Tanriogen, 2009; Leithwood et al., 1994). However, there is gap in
studies analysing how certain leadership style is connected to the same person’s attitudes towards
change. Moreover, the research prior to the pandemic (e.g. Moore, 2009) shows that school
principals with appropriate leadership skills and attitudes are likely to manage changes in the
organisation more successfully. Yet, the pandemic situation itself is changing the leadership
employed by school principals and its nature (Harris, 2020). The scientific studies conducted in the
context of COVID-19 (e.g., Azorin, 2020; Harris, 2020; Harris, Jones, 2020; Leithwood et al.,
2020; Thornton, 2021) reveal that there is a reorientation of school principals towards
collaborative, distributed, and adaptive leadership. Thus, the lack of research analysing the
relationship between leadership styles and attitudes under the conditions of imposed change
determined our aspiration to scientifically assess the relationships between different leadership
styles (adaptive, distributed and collaborative in the case of our study) of school principals and
their attitudes towards change under the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic. Assuming that
some leadership styles encourage the principals’ positive attitude towards changes more than
others, we raise the research question — whether, and to what extent, school principals’ leadership
style predicts their positive attitudes towards change.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1 Attitudes toward Change

Change is the process in the organisation, which can either positively affect the organisation
and promote its development or result in failure and negative consequences for organisation.
In many cases, it depends upon the leader’s attitudes and behaviour, which could influence the
development of successful change strategies and enhance the health of applicable organisational
cultures (Stauffer, Maxwell, 2020). Attitudes of individuals towards change are one of the most
significant factors, which determine successful and sustainable reforms in schools (Aslan et al.,
2008). Therefore, the aforesaid authors claim that attention should be drawn to principals’
attitudes towards change before proposing changes in schools.
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Attitudes are internal dispositions of an evaluative nature, which determine a person’s
reactions towards a situation and their behaviour (Ajzen, 2012). According to the theory of planned
behaviour (Ajzen, 1991), attitude is based on the beliefs a person holds regarding the consequences
of behaviour, knowledge (not necessarily correct or factual information) and experience, which he
or she has, and is defined as a tendency to respond to an object in a favourable or unfavourable way
(Ajzen, 2020). In other words, a person has a positive or negative reaction to a specific object.
Thus, evaluation is the key aspect of attitude-like construct. Attitudes can differ in their strength,
stability, and resistance to change (Ajzen, 1991). It may depend on the extent to which the object or
issue is important and personally relevant (the so-called personal relevance) for a person, on how
much direct experience was gained with the attitude object, as well as on the attitudinal extremity.
The stronger and more stable the attitude, the better a person’s behaviour is predicted (Ajzen,
2012). A person’s attitude shapes his or her behavioural intention, which in turn is related to his or
her behaviour: the person will choose the option that is associated with the strongest intention.
This is referred to as a decision-making model regarding an individual’s behaviour (Ajzen, 2020).

In this study we focus on principals’ attitudes towards change. While analysing this construct,
we refer to a three-dimensional model of attitudes towards change, proposed by Dunham et al.
(1989), which is composed of: cognitive, affective, and behavioural dimensions. The cognitive
dimension of an attitude defines a person’s thoughts directed at the attitude object. It consists of
the information and beliefs that a person possesses about the object (Eagly, Chaiken, 1993).
The affective dimension describes a person’s feelings when the attitude object is encountered with.
A person’s emotions can be either positive or negative, depending on how the person evaluates the
attitude object (Eagly, Chaiken, 1993). In other words, the affective dimension reveals the extent to
which a person likes, enjoys, or dislikes changes in the organisation (Dunham et al., 1989).
The behavioural dimension defines the way a person intends to behave towards the attitude object:
depending on how a person evaluates the attitude object, his or her behaviour will be either
supportive and encouraging or hindering and opposing the attitude object (Eagly, Chaiken, 1993).
Thus, the principal perceives and interprets, as well as develops feelings regarding the change;
whereas these cognitive and affective reactions to change determine his or her tendency to act in
one way or another. Summarizing, attitudes towards change refer to the evaluation of the change,
which is manifested by a person’s positive or negative reaction to that change. Therefore, a person’s
attitudes towards change can play an important role when explaining why the members of an
organisation might choose to support or resist the organisational change, and how much effort they
will expend in exchange (Dunham et al., 1989; Kin et al., 2018). Hence, seeking for positive
changes in an organisation, managed and implemented employees’ attitudes need to be
understood. School principals’ attitudes towards change are even more significant, since they
determine not only principals’ behaviour regarding the change, but also teachers’ attitudes and
behaviour through principals’ behaviour (Kin et al., 2018), as well as the success or failure of the
change implementation at school in general (Dolph, 2017; Preston et al., 2013).

There are numerous studies that confirm the relationship between employees’ positive
attitudes towards change and successful change implementation (Walk, 2022), as well as those
proving that negative attitudes are one of the major contributors to the high rate of organisational
change failure (Mukhtar, Fook, 2020). Yet, there is a lack of research analysing principals’ attitudes
towards change. Seemingly, the most frequent assumption is that principals have positive attitudes
towards change. However, the research findings do not confirm this assumption. For instance,
the study conducted by Sarafidou, Nikolaidis (2009) reveals that the perceptions of the principal as
a ‘responder’ to change (low level of facilitation) were held by 33 % of the teachers and were
associated with less positive attitudes towards school change, half of the teachers perceived their
principal as the ‘manager’ of change (medium level of facilitation) and only 17 % as its ‘initiator’.
In order changes to be successfully implemented in the organisation, the school principal
themselve must first have positive attitudes towards change, because only then will they be able to
inspire the school community for successful changes (Heim, Sardar-Drenda, 2021).

Hence, based on the theory of planned behaviour as the conceptual framework (Ajzen, 1991)
and Dunham’s et al. (1989) three-dimensional model of attitudes towards change, in this study we
analyse principals’ attitudes towards change as a significant factor of the successful
implementation of changes, caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, at school.
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2.2, School Principals’ Leadership in the Context of Change

A number of researchers (e.g., Fullan, 2007; Leithwood, Strauss, 2009) underline that the
principal is the main factor in implementing change and innovation at school. Scientific studies
emphasise on such abilities of school principals as an ability to initiate the change process
competently (Kin et al., 2018), to manage the change (Kotter, 2012), to facilitate the change
(Fessehatsion, 2017), to prepare the staff for the change (Baesu, Bejinaru, 2013), and others.
Consequently, school principals not only perform administrative functions, but also act as a change
agent (Fullan, 2007). In this act, the importance of school principals’ attitudes towards change —
positive or negative — is highlighted. It stands to reason that if principals are resistant to change then,
far from leading as change agents, they may impede the capacity for change (Aslan et al., 2008).

It is well known that principals’ leadership has differing relations to school change depending
upon the leadership style; for example, instructional leadership to teachers’ attitudes towards
change (Kursunoglu, Tanriogen, 2009), transformational leadership to teacher commitment to
change (Leithwood et al., 1994; Yu et al.,, 2002), distributed leadership to teachers’ affective
commitment to change (Thien, 2019), etc. Yet, there is a lack of scientific evidence, how the
leadership style employed by the principals themselves is related to their positive attitudes towards
change. Moreover, consenting to Harris (2020), COVID-19 has dramatically changed conceptions
of leadership and leadership practices. Thus, it is important which leadership strategies school
principals have employed during the pandemic (Brown et al., 2021) in order overcome the issues
caused by the pandemic, and more specifically, how these leadership strategies are related to their
positive attitudes towards change.

According to Dirani et al. (2020), in the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic, leadership
role includes the roles of a sense-maker, technology enabler, emotional stability and employees’
well-being, innovative communication, and maintenance of the financial health of the organisation.
Consequently, the pandemic highlighted another area, which had attracted less attention so far —
namely, employees’ well-being, issues of student and staff health, motivation of the staff to act in
new conditions, to learn and adapt to new conditions. In these conditions, the importance of the
school principal’s role as an adaptive leader became apparent. The study on the Catholic Education
in Australia, conducted by Goode et al. (2021) revealed that “adopting an adaptive leadership
approach were found to be helpful in responding rapidly to remote learning provision” (p. 36).
Yukl, Mahsud (2010) note that adaptive leadership is important when unusual events disrupt the
work or create an immediate problem that requires the leader’s attention. Dunn (2020) argues that
basically the pandemic itself is a global adaptive challenge, where the usual performance models
and solutions are not suitable. In other words, to overcome the challenges caused by the pandemic,
a technical solution to the problem is not enough, it requires an adaptive approach. Thus, is also
confirmed by the study of Collins-Warfield, Niewoehner-Green (2021), which was accomplished
with 55 educators from 43 school organisations in the United States and other countries. Their
study revealed that during the first months of the pandemic, school leaders and educators “were
brave enough to try new approaches and create new structures, even when they weren’t sure what
would work” (p. 11). As the developers of adaptive leadership, Heifetz et al. (2009) claim, the
adaptive side of change does not have a clear solution, so it forces individuals, communities, and/or
organisations to search for, experiment, and develop new operating models. Heifetz (1994)
maintains that adaptive leadership demands adaptive learning, i.e., learning that requires
unlearning of old values, assumptions, or mindsets, and learning new ones. In other words, it is
related to the changes in habits, values, assumptions, beliefs, or behaviour (Heifetz, 1994). It is
recognised that such learning causes a lot of negative feelings: psychological pain, a sense of loss,
stress, distress, anxiety, and suffering (Heifetz, 1994). Therefore, it is natural that without positive
attitudes towards change, school principals hesitate to act as adaptive leaders. Thus, the
adaptability of school leaders should be viewed not only as a framework, but also as a capability.
Dunn (2020) refers to it as adaptive mindset and underlines the importance of the ‘adaptive stance’
of a school principal (which means “constantly looking for ways to test their knowledge about the
teaching and learning within their unique school context” (p. 36) in the context of complex
changes, such as those caused by the pandemic. Bagwell (2020) advocates that “by adopting an
adaptive approach to leadership, school leaders can build resiliency and capacity for their school
communities to weather future disruptions cause by the pandemic” (p. 30-31). Thus, we assume
that only the leader that has positive attitudes towards change will be inclined to solve challenges
by non-technical means.
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Meanwhile, other studies (e.g., Harris, 2020; Harris, Jones, 2020; Leithwood et al., 2020;
Thornton, 2021) underline the relevance of distributed and collaborative leadership in the COVID-
19 context. For instance, Thornton’s (2021) research with secondary school principals of New
Zealand reveals that principals were most engaged in distributed and collaborative leadership in
the pandemic period. As the latter research shows, networking and collaboration outside the school
was one of the key changes of the school activity. The importance of networking and collaboration
outside the school in the period of a crisis is also revealed in the study conducted by Leithwood et
al. (2020). The authors claim that a school principal should have an ability to make connections
and facilitate collaboration outside organisational teams. On the other hand, in the face of sudden
and unknown changes, leaders will also need the support and cooperation of all employees within
the organisation (Harris, Jones, 2020). In other words, the principal, more than ever, will need the
involvement and sharing of responsibilities by all members of the community to avoid leader’s
burnout. Agreeing with Harris (2020), we believe that distributed leadership becomes a necessity
rather than choice in the pandemic conditions. Harris (2020) claims that in times of challenge,
leaders need to establish and sustain a collaborative culture involving the use of connected
networks among people. Thus, distributed leadership becomes essential seeking for the successful
implementation of an unexpected change. In the situation of the COVID-19 pandemic, in the
presence of “pressure” from above and the implementation of change in the organisation, shared
leadership and cooperation are important on several levels, i.e., externally (with other institutions at the
municipal and national level) and internally (collaboration and delegation in the organisation). Azorin
(2020) identifies the reorientation of school principals to shared, collaborative, and distributed
leadership during the pandemic as one of the positive aspects of the pandemic. Thus, school principals
became change recipients at the same time. As it has been noted by scientists (e.g., Piderit, 2000; Walk,
2022), change recipients can resist and hinder the implementation of changes, as this requires a change
in attitudes, values, and work habits. Therefore, facing this imposed change, the school principal, just
like any member of the school community, needs to have a positive attitude towards change.

We believe that the analysis of the relationship between school principals’ leadership style,
employed dealing with challenges caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, and their attitudes towards
changes would provide us with useful theoretical and practical implications regarding school
principals’ behaviour, leading through unexpected changes (imposed changes, when a school
principal appears in a dual role — as an initiator and an executor of change at the same time).

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Sample and Procedure

A quantitative research approach was chosen for the purpose of this article. The data were
collected through an online survey. The anonymous survey was conducted in February 2021.
The time of conducting this study is important since Lithuanian school principals experienced two
COVID-19 lockdowns in their schools during the study.

Convenience sampling was used for selecting participants. School principals and their
deputies of all educational institutions in Lithuania (from pre-school to vocational education
sector) were invited (by publicly available email address) to participate in the study. According to
the Education Management Information System of Lithuania, in 2020-2021 academic year there
were 1676 educational institutions (except higher education institutions). The principals
and deputy principals who expressed interest in participating received an email with a consent
form and a link to the online questionnaire (using Microsoft Office Forms). Their participation was
anonymous and voluntary. Two hundred thirty-three respondents filled a self-report questionnaire.
Answers of 229 respondents, who completed the full questionnaire, are analysed in the present
article. 117 (51.1 %) respondents were school principals and 112 (48.9%) were deputy principals.
The maximum experience of managerial work of the research participants was 40 years, while the
minimum was 0.5 years. The characteristics of the study participants are presented in Table 1.

The sociodemographic characteristics of the research participants show that the majority
(48.5 %) of the respondents belong to the age group of 50—59. The research participants represent
schools of different sizes (large, medium, small) and the geographical context of Lithuania
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the research sample

Characteristics N %
Gender Female 202 88.2
Male 27 11.8
Age groups < 49 years old 66 28.8
50—59 years old 111 48.5
> 60 years old 52 22.7
School location | rural area 58 25.3
city 110 48.0
big city 61 26.6
School size large 78 34.0
medium 77 33.6
small 74 32.4

3.2. Instruments

The questionnaire consisted of three parts. The first part — the Attitudes Towards Change
Instrument (Dunham et al., 1989) — consisted of three subscales, namely 1) cognitive; 2) affective;
and 3) behavioural. Each subscale consisted of six items. Examples of the items included in the
cognitive subscale are: “Change usually benefits the organisation”; examples of the items included
in the affective subscale are: “I find most change to be pleasing”; examples of the items included in
the behavioural tendency subscale are: “I often suggest new approaches to things”. The statements
were rated on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
The scores were calculated by averaging, where higher scores reflected a more positive attitude
towards change. The finding of Cronbach’s alpha (a =0.916) suggests that the whole Attitudes
Toward Change scale has an acceptable internal consistency. The second part of the questionnaire
was intended to identify the expression of leadership styles. Adaptive leadership was measured
using Adaptive Leadership Questionnaire (Northouse, 2016). 30 items were rated on a five-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale was adapted as
school leaders’ self-assessment form (e.g., the phrase ‘this leader’ was changed into ‘I used to’).
The sum of points was calculated, where higher scores reflected a more expressed adaptive
leadership style. Cronbach’s alpha test showed the Adaptive leadership scale to reach acceptable
reliability, a = 0.706. Distributed leadership was measured using eight items developed by
Canterino et al. (2020). These statements were adapted for the education sector by the first and
fourth authors of the article and represent different practices of distributed leadership during the
COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., “I discussed with and helped my teachers in solving problems caused by
the pandemic”). A five-point Likert scale was used for the measures (1 = strongly disagree;
5 = strongly agree). The scores were calculated by averaging, where higher scores reflected a more
expressed distributed leadership style. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, which measures the internal
consistency of the Distributed Leadership Scale, was satisfactory (a = 0.739). The first and fourth
authors of the article formulated the statements to determine the collaborative leadership of school
principals. Examples of the statements are as follows: “I was involved in the preparation of the
national recommendations on how to work during the pandemic”; “The vision of organisational
changes was clearly communicated to me as a manager”; “I can always consult with the
municipality on the issues of work organisation issues”; etc. Possible responses ranged on a five-
point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scores were calculated by
averaging, where higher scores reflected a more expressed collaborative leadership style.
The Cronbach’s alpha score, which measures the internal consistency of the Collaborative
Leadership Scale, was satisfactory (a=0.811). The third part of the questionnaire contained
questions to determine the respondents’ sociodemographic characteristics (gender, age groups)
and to define the school they represent.

3.3. Data Analysis

The data analysis was made using IBM SPSS Statistics 22.0. statistical package. Descriptive
statistics, which including frequencies and percentages, was used to present the main
characteristics of the research sample. Means, standard deviations, kurtosis, skewness, and
correlations were calculated to present the general results of the study.
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In this research, correlational analysis was used to test the relationship between adaptive
leadership, distributed leadership, collaborative leadership, and attitudes towards change.
The absolute value of the Pearson coefficient (r) determined the strength of the correlation.
Cohen’s (1988) guidelines were used to interpret the strength of the association: 0.1 < r < 0.3 a
small correlation, 0.3 < r < 0.5 a moderate correlation, r > 0.5 a strong correlation.

Multiple linear regression was used to estimate the relationship between independent
variables and the dependent variable. In order to conduct multiple regression analysis,
multicollinearity was checked by correlation matrix and variance inflation factor (VIF). High
correlation values (greater than +0.8) and VIF > 4 indicate multicollinearity. Autocorrelation in the
residuals of a linear regression model was checked with the Durbin-Watson test. The test statistic
ranges from o to 4. A value near 2 indicates no autocorrelation (Hair et al., 2019). In the regression
analysis, the effect size of the predictor variables is given by the beta loadings. In interpreting the
effect, the size gives the following guidance: 0 — 0.1 weak effect, 0.1 — 0.3 modest effect,
0.3 — 0.5 moderate effect, and > 0.5 strong effect (Cohen et al., 2018).

Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine the internal consistency and reliability of the
questionnaire. If Cronbach’s alpha ranges from 0, it means that there is no internal consistency; if
it ranges to 1, it means the maximum internal consistency score. The Cronbach’s alpha of 0.70 or
higher for a set of items is considered acceptable (Cohen et al., 2018).

The statistical significance level is paramount when testing the hypotheses. The most
generally used statistical differences are grounded on p < 0.05 as a rule, thus providing 95 %
confidence in the results being recognised as the standard when being contextualised to other
research perspectives (Neuman, 2014).

4. Results

In the first step of the analytic process, descriptive statistics were computed for each scale.
The obtained results are presented in Table 2. The study reveals that school principals have
relatively positive attitudes towards change. The results of the descriptive statistics demonstrate
that the mean score of attitude towards change (M = 4) is above scale midpoint 3. The means of the
attitude components (cognitive, affective, behavioural) are also higher than the average score,
but we can see that the behavioural component of attitudes is rated higher.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the study variables

Min Max Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis

Attitudes towards change 3 5 4 0.45 -0.086 -0.262
Cognitive | 2.80 5 3.89 0.47 0.062 -0.061

Affective | 2.70 5 3.97 0.52 -0.065 -0.545

Behavioural 3 5 4.14 0.49 -0.280 -0.394

Adaptive leadership 14 22 18.13 | 1.301 0.321 0.677
Distributed leadership 2.88 5 4.10 0.43 -0.068 -0.151
Collaborative leadership 1.44 4.56 3.04 | 0.64 -0.040 -0.384

The mean of the adaptive leadership scale (M = 18.13) shows that school leaders are
characterised by moderately expressed adaptive leadership. The obtained minimum value (Min =
14) reveals that some school leaders are less characterized by adaptive leadership, and the
maximum value (Max = 22) shows that some of them are characterised by strong adaptive
leadership. Similar results are observed in the case of distributed leadership — the assessment
ranges from 2.88 to 5 (M = 4.10). It can be stated that school principals are characterised by
moderately and strongly expressed distributed leadership. Meanwhile, the values of the
collaborative leadership scale range from 1.44 to 4.56, and the obtained average is only 3.04. In this
case, the collaborative leadership of the school principals can be considered as moderately
expressed. In other words, in the case of the study, the school leaders were not inclined to
collaborate with the Ministry of Education, Science, and Sport, municipality or other national or
regional institutions.
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Collaborative Distributed Adaptive

leadership leadership leadership
Attitude toward change 0.272" 0.402" 0.397"
Collaborative leadership 0.347" 0.128"
Distributed leadership 0.382"

Note. * — Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
“ — Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Correlational analysis of the research data reveals that the more expressed adaptive,
distributed, and collaborative leadership of the school principals, the more positive attitudes
towards change are characteristic of them (Table 3). This is confirmed by the moderate correlation
coefficient between the principals’ distributed leadership and attitudes towards change (r = 0.402,
p < 0.01), as well as between the principals’ adaptive leadership style and attitudes towards change
(r = 0.397, p < 0.01). The principals’ collaborative leadership and attitudes towards change have a
small correlation (r = 0.272, p < 0.01).

Multiple linear regression aims to determine whether the leadership behaviour of school
principals can predict their positive attitudes towards change. The results in Table 3 (correlation)
and Table 4 (VIF) shows that there is no multicollinearity between the predictors (collaborative,
distributed and adaptive leadership). Thus, multiple linear regression is possible. The model
coefficient of determination R2 > 0.20 was obtained, so it is concluded that the linear regression
model cannot be rejected. The ANOVA result (R2 = 0.265; F = 27.471, p < 0.0001) confirms that
there are predictors in the model that depend on the positive attitudes of school principals towards
change (Table 4). The assumption that the residuals are uncorrelated with the independent
variable is satisfied because the Durbin—Watson value (d = 1.677) is close to 2. The model does not
have any autocorrelation problem. Judging from the values of standardised coefficients 3,
all predictors are statistically significant. However, it is adaptive leadership (f = 0.298) that most
predicts the school principals’ positive attitudes towards change, although beta loadings disclose a
modest effect. The prognostic value of distributed leadership (B = 0.250) is similar to adaptive
leadership. The weakest predictor is collaborative leadership (f = 0.153).

Table 4. Linear regression analysis of leadership as a predictor of the school
principals’ attitudes toward change

Unstandardized .
Coefficients Sg:;g gggiﬁ% t p VIF
B SE
(Constant) 0.714 0.380 1.876 | 0.062
Collaborative leadership 0.108 0.042 0.153 2.557 | 0.011 | 1.115
Distributed leadership 0.261 0.067 0.250 3.868 | 0.0001 | 1.297
Adaptive leadership 0.104 0.021 0.298 4.848 | 0.0001 | 1.175

The obtained regression model is recorded by the following equation:
Y = 0.714 + 0.104AL + 0.261DL + 0.108CL

Note: Y — Attitudes towards change; AL — Adaptive leadership; DL — Distributed leadership;
CL - Collaborative leadership.

As it has already been mentioned, attitudes towards change include three components:
cognitive, affective, and behavioural. Table 5 presents the results of multiple linear regression,
revealing how different assumed leadership styles of school principals predict individual
components of attitudes towards change. Judging from the obtained coefficients of determination
R2, leadership styles explain a similar percentage (about 23 %) of the cognitive and behavioural
components of attitudes.
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Table 5. Linear regression analysis of three attitudinal components predicting leadership

Uréstanda}rdlzed Standardized
oefficients Coefficients B t p VIF
B | SE
Cognitive component (R2 = 0.238; F = 23.465, p < 0.0001; d = 2.100)
(Constant) 0.794 0.406 1.957 | 0.052
Collaborative leadership 0.150 0.046 0.203 3.271 | 0.001 | 1.137
Distributed leadership 0.243 0.074 0.219 3.206 | 0.001 | 1.309
Adaptive leadership 0.091 0.023 0.251 3.984 | 0.0001 | 1.171
Affective component (R2 = 0.168; F = 15.182, p < 0.0001; d = 2.038)
(Constant) 1.015 0.471 2.157 | 0.032
Collaborative leadership 0.101 0.053 0.124 1.911 | 0.057 | 1.137
Distributed leadership 0.262 0.085 0.214 3.076 | 0.002 | 1.309
Adaptive leadership 0.087 0.026 0.216 3.282 | 0.001 1.171
Behavioural component (R2 = 0.228; F = 22.120, p < 0.0001; d = 2.095)
(Constant) 0.731 0.429 1.705 | 0.090
Collaborative leadership 0.069 0.048 0.089 1.432 | 0.154 | 1137
Distributed leadership 0.256 0.078 0.221 3.206 | 0.001 | 1.309
Adaptive leadership 0.119 0.024 0.312 4.921 | 0.0001 | 1.171

Note. d — Durbin-Watson test statistic.

The cognitive component is statistically significantly predicted by all the three leadership
styles, particularly by adaptive leadership. The behavioural component is statistically significantly
predicted by distributed leadership and adaptive leadership. Although the emotional component is
predicted by two leadership styles, the linear regression model is rejected, since the coefficient of
determination is R2 < 0.20.

5. Conclusion

As an imposed change, the COVID-19 pandemic showed that school principals cannot only
become change initiators, but also be its executors. Moreover, they can perform these two roles
simultaneously, i.e., they can implement national guidelines and initiate change within the
organisation. In such a dual role, it is important that school principals have positive attitudes
towards change. This study, therefore, integrated school principals’ attitudes towards change and
captured leaders as recipients and executors of change, as well as explored how their attitudes
correlated with their employed leadership style during COVID-19. More specifically, we sought to
examine whether, and to what extent, school principals’ leadership style (adaptive, distributed,
collaborative) predicted their positive attitudes towards change.

The results indicated that adaptive, distributed, and collaborative leadership styles were
positively related to school principals’ positive attitudes towards change. More specifically,
the adaptive leadership was the strongest predictor for school principals’ positive attitudes towards
change, while collaborative leadership was the weakest one. These results of our study showed that
in the conditions of imposed change, not all the employed leadership styles were equally effective.
On the one hand, our study revealed that collaborative leadership was a predictor for school
principals’ positive attitudes towards change, yet a very weak one (the effect size of the predictor is
modest). On the other hand, the school principals’ collaborative leadership itself was moderately
expressed. The findings that Lithuanian school leaders were not inclined to collaborate and
network during the COVID-19 pandemic are in line with previous studies in this field (Kaminskiené
et al., 2021). More specifically, this study (Kaminskiené et al., 2021) showed that those principals
who had more work experience were less willing to cooperate and communicate with the national
institutions (e.g., Ministry of Education, Science, and Sport) during the first two months of the
lockdown. We assume that such results of our and other researchers’ studies could have been
determined by the specifics and context of the work of Lithuanian school principals. Compared to
other countries, school principals in Lithuania participate much less often in the activities of
professional networks: 13 % of principals in Lithuania have participated in such activities, while in
the OECD it is slightly more than 60 % (OECD, 2019). Moreover, according to the TALIS 2018 data
(OECD, 2019), more than a third of school principals in Lithuania claim that during their formal
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studies (before becoming a school principal or after) they did not study school administration or
leadership. Meanwhile, the implemented national projects on educational leadership have the least
impact on strengthening school principals’ networking outside of school (Damkuviené et al., 2021).

As can be seen from the research results, some leadership styles encourage principals’
positive attitude towards changes more than others. As already mentioned, in the case of our study,
adaptive leadership promotes positive attitudes towards change more than other styles. To be more
precise, adaptive leadership mostly affects all the three components of attitudes towards change:
cognitive, affective, and behavioural. It must be mentioned that adaptive leadership effect size for
cognitive and affective components is modest, meanwhile for behavioural — moderate. Having
positive attitudes in all these three aspects, school principals are likely to show commitment to
changes and effectively implement changes (Kin, Kareem, 2017). Distributed leadership predicts
school principals’ cognitive and behavioural components of attitudes towards changes (however
effect size of the predictor is modest); meanwhile, collaborative leadership statistically significantly
predicts only the cognitive component (effect size of the predictor is modest). The non-expression
of the affective component in this case can pose a risk that school principals will demonstrate less
proactive behaviour in the implementation of changes, since research shows that it is the affective
component that is a significant factor in predicting an individual’s employed behaviour (Forgas,
2010; Lawton et al., 2009; Taut, Baban, 2012).

The results of the study on the ambiguous interaction of principals’ leadership styles with the
individual components (affective, cognitive, behavioural) of the attitude concept invite a discussion
about the significance of these components for the principals’ attitudes and behaviour. Previous
studies (e.g., Taut, Baban, 2012) reveal the influence of the affective component on the behaviour
of individuals. As stated by Forgas (2010), affective component is a key feature of attitude concept,
which is a dominant force in determining employees’ responses and dispositions to social
situations, affecting subsequent behaviour. It is believed that the affective component is very
significant in attitude formation, since the strength and direction of attitudes largely depend on
this component (the more negative the feelings are in relation to a specific object, the more
negative, critical attitudes are produced) (Forgas, 2010). The results of our research reveal that
although the affective component is predicted by two leadership styles, the linear regression model
is rejected because the coefficient of determination is R2 < 0.20. These results raise considerations
in two directions: (1) to what extent the affective component is significant for the formation of the
principals’ positive attitudes towards changes and for the implementation of changes at school as
an organisation, and (2) what leadership style could be recommended for school leaders in the
context when the school encounters a need to quickly and efficiently implement changes, and the
school principal has to assume the roles of a change agent and a facilitator of changes.
Unfortunately, studies on the first question could not be found in the sample of principals, yet the
studies in the sample of teachers reveal ambiguous results. On the one hand, it seems that the
cognitive component is more significant for teachers’ positive attitudes towards change than the
affective component (Kin, Kareem, 2017). According to the researchers, it is the cognitive
mechanism and process of reasoning that are essential in the formation of teachers’ attitudes:
teachers must have a clear understanding of the purpose of the change, they should have sufficient
knowledge about the change, teachers scrutinise the strengths and weaknesses of the potential
change to be made in school and then form attitudes towards change, and if these are positive, they
put a lot of effort into implementing this change. On the other hand, the researchers (Kin, Kareem,
2017) claim that the affective component cannot be rejected as insignificant in the process of the
formation of teachers’ attitudes, since changes are related to emotions, which form the background
of any urge of change, whereas the dominance of the cognitive component, in comparison with
affective component, only shows that teachers are not emotional, but rather they are more rational
in making sense of change. Finally, the significance of the behavioural component of attitudes for
teachers’ behaviour in a specific situation is emphasised: the more expressed the behavioural
component is, the more actively teachers are involved in the implementation of changes (Kin,
Kareem, 2017). The question arises whether the results of the research in the sample of teachers
can be applied to school leaders. We would like to invite to consider this issue, which is very
important in revealing the mechanisms of the formation of attitudes and their significance for the
behaviour of leaders in the implementation of changes at school, in the future research. As far as
the second question (what leadership style could be recommended for school leaders when
implementing changes) is concerned, attention should be drawn to the research results obtained in
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other research samples (rather than school principals) that the congruence of affective and
cognitive components increases the manifestation of certain behaviour, while greater cognitive-
affective inconsistency is associated with weaker attitude-intention relationships (Conner et al.,
2021; Sanchez-Garcia, Batista-Foguet, 2008). This encourages the assumption that positive
cognitive and affective components, which will lead to positive behavioural component (Kin,
Kareem, 2017) and all together will form positive attitudes towards change, are highly significant
for school principals. In this context, it is important to understand why, based on the results of our
study, the affective component of attitudes was least predicted by all the three leadership styles.
Other researchers note that cognitive and behavioural components converge across cultures and
religions, but the affective component remains significantly diverse (Zhang et al., 2021). Hence, the
results obtained in our study could be determined by cultural differences (Lithuanians are not
inclined to talk and show emotions, the display of emotions is culturally regarded as negative
behaviour, which may explain why the affective component is less expressed in the attitudes).
Another possible assumption explaining these results is related to the context in which the study
was conducted. The study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, when schools
encountered unexpected changes that needed to be implemented urgently, which caused mixed
emotions for teachers. The obtained results of the study may reveal that school principals
deliberately based their leadership style on the cognitive and behavioural components, putting less
emphasis on the affective component.

This study has several limitations that should be addressed. First, the results obtained in our
study were based on self-report assessments. Therefore, the responses of the research participants
could have a common method bias. To test if the collected data were prone to the common method
bias, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted. The results indicated that a single factor
accounted for only 20.15 % of the total variance (i.e., < 50 %), which showed that a single factor of
the data set did not explain most of the variance for the research objective; therefore,
the assumption of common method bias was withdrawn (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Second, the
research context (a pandemic) can also be considered as a limitation. School principals had
experienced two COVID-19 lockdowns in their schools during the study. Lockdown fatigue may
have influenced the low participation of school principals in the study. On the other hand, it was
important for us to reveal the connections between school principals’ leadership and attitudes
towards change particularly in a crisis situation. Acknowledging the limitations of the current
study, we envisage the value of a future longitudinal research, seeking to reveal the formation of
attitudes toward change in the contexts of extreme change. Moreover, it is also important to
highlight how school principals’ attitudes towards change are related to the socio-demographic
variables: age, gender, type of organisation, size of organisation, etc.

Despite some limitations of this study, it is important in several ways. First, our study shifts the
research focus from teachers and students to the school leader as the central figure. More
importantly, the focus is not on the interaction and influence of principals and teachers, but on the
performance and attitudes of the principals themselves in the conditions of COVID-19. Moreover, in
the face of this imposed change, school principals become the recipients of change, too. Second,
the study highlights the importance of different leadership styles in the light of the imposed change
for positive attitudes towards change. School principals are encouraged to employ the adaptive
leadership style when they have to work in uncertain circumstances or in the context of constant
changes. Although school principals’ collaboration outside the school is important in overcoming
imposed change challenges, it should be noted that they may approve of changes at the level of ideas;
in other words, their attitudes towards changes will be positive at the cognitive level, with a risk to
never be manifested through behaviour. The results of the study also encourage the search for
solutions on how to arouse positive attitudes of school principals towards changes not only on the
cognitive, but also on the affective levels, since all the three components of attitudes — cognitive,
affective, and behavioural — are important for the effective implementation of changes, for personal
involvement and engagement of other employees, as well as for the commitment to changes.
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