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Abstract

Purpose: The present study aimed to explore and interpret the lived experiences of elementary
school principals in Sardasht County regarding resistance to educational change and to identify its
underlying factors, barriers, and managerial strategies.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed a phenomenological approach. Participants
consisted of 10 elementary school principals selected through purposive sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews. Interview validity was
confirmed by the academic supervisor, and reliability was ensured through the use of a standardized
interview framework applied consistently across interviews. Data analysis was conducted using
Smith et al.’s interpretative phenomenological analysis method, and themes were extracted at three
levels: theme, theme label, and theme cluster.

Findings: Findings revealed that resistance to change manifests at five interconnected levels:
individual, organizational, group-based, managerial, and change-type related. At the individual
level, resistance stemmed from cognitive—psychological factors, entrenched habits and beliefs, and
perceived lack of resources and competencies. Organizational resistance was linked to bureaucratic
structures, resistant school culture, and limited financial and instructional resources. Group
resistance emerged through internal dynamics, preservation of collective identity and power, shared
beliefs and interests, and ineffective managerial communication. Managerial resistance was reflected
in conservative leadership attitudes, weak planning and implementation, insufficient professional
development, and external systemic pressures. Resistance also varied according to the type of
change, including methodological, structural, and environmental changes. Finally, three major
strategic categories were identified: communicative—participatory strategies, supportive—
empowerment strategies, and motivationalfmonitoring strategies.

Conclusion: Resistance to change in elementary schools is a multidimensional and multilayered
phenomenon rooted in personal, structural, cultural, and managerial factors, and its effective
management requires participatory leadership, institutional support, and gradual implementation of
educational reforms.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Educational organizations operate in increasingly dynamic environments shaped by technological advancement, policy reforms,
accountability pressures, and evolving societal expectations. Schools, as central institutions of social development, are therefore
continuously exposed to reform initiatives that seck to enhance instructional quality, digital integration, inclusivity, and organizational
effectiveness. However, despite the necessity of change, resistance to change remains one of the most persistent barriers to successful
educational reform. In public administration and education systems alike, an enduring tension exists between reform requirements and

entrenched institutional resistance (Zolak Poljasevic et al., 2025).

Resistance to change has been widely examined in organizational studies and has long been recognized as a significant obstacle to
transformation processes (Waddell & Sohal, 1998). In educational contexts, the complexity of school change is particularly pronounced
because it involves deeply embedded professional identities, established pedagogical routines, and multiple stakeholder expectations
(Fullan, 1997). Resistance has been conceptualized as a multidimensional construct encompassing cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
reactions to perceived threats associated with change (Oreg, 2018). Earlier literature reviews emphasized that resistance often reflects
concerns about loss of control, uncertainty, or misalignment with personal and professional values (Del Val & Fuentes, 2003; ljaz &
Vitalis, 2011).

Contemporary scholarship has moved beyond viewing resistance solely as a negative or obstructive phenomenon. Some researchers argue
that resistance may function as a constructive signal, revealing flaws in reform design and prompting organizational learning (Grama &
Todericiu, 2016). Moreover, resistance is not static; its nature and intensity may shift over time as individuals and groups reassess the
implications of change (Jones & Van de Ven, 2016). Systematic reviews have further demonstrated that reactions to organizational
change are shaped by multi-level factors, including individual dispositions, group dynamics, and structural conditions (Khaw et al., 2022;
Sverdlik & Oreg, 2022).

In school settings, leadership plays a decisive role in shaping openness to change. Transformational leadership and high-quality principal—
teacher relationships have been shown to moderate teacher innovation and resistance (Bellibas et al., 2025). Principals’ political skills

and relational capacities influence the degree to which schools embrace reform (Bilge & Konakli, 2024). However, research indicates
that many school leaders feel insufficiently prepared for managing complex change processes, often relying more on experiential learning

than formal training (Acton, 2021).

At the individual level, dispositional and psychological factors contribute significantly to resistance. Cognitive inflexibility, preference for
routines, and short-term focus have been identified as key predictors (Darjan, 2024). Attachment styles and cognitive flexibility are also
associated with varying degrees of resistance (Roushanai et al., 2022). Additionally, managers’ attitudes toward change and human

resource development influence organizational readiness (Yari Zangeh, 2023).

Organizational culture and structural constraints further complicate reform efforts. Bureaucratic rigidity and centralized decision-making
structures can intensify resistance in public institutions (Zolak Poljasevic et al., 2025). In schools, conservative cultural norms and
weak professional learning networks may hinder innovation (Bakir & Altunay, 2025). Teachers’ perceptions of externally imposed
reforms that disregard local context have been linked to heightened resistance (Finefter-Rosenbluh, 2022). Curriculum-related reforms

that neglect teachers’ professional autonomy and local cultural realities may also provoke opposition (Borna Khaje et al., 2022).

Digital transformation represents another area where resistance manifests. Teachers’ educational philosophies indirectly influence digital
literacy through resistance to change (Alanoglu et al., 2022). Morcover, increased workload and perceived professional pressures are
frequently cited as drivers of resistance to educational reform (Lomba-Portela et al., 2022). Emotional commitment and organizational
trust can either mitigate or exacerbate resistance depending on contextual dynamics (Mohammadi et al., 2017; Sadat Sadr et al.,
2020).

Recent discussions also highlight “silent resistance,” expressed through withdrawal, reduced engagement, or strategic silence rather than
overt opposition (Deif et al., 2025; DuBosc & Mayo, 2020). Effective change management thus requires participatory approaches,
transparent communication, and active employee involvement (Bah et al., 2024; Ebunolu et al., 2025). Given this complex landscape,



understanding school principals’ lived experiences in confro ce is essential. Phenomenological inquiries have s

hange processes (Hadi Vijnad & Safi

principals’ interpretations and strategies significantly shape the tr

Korumaz et al., 2020).

Against this theoretical backdrop, the present study explores elementary school princip eriences in

educational change, aiming to identify the multidimensional sources of resistance and the stra
Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative phenomenological approach to explore principals’ lived experiences in confronting resistance to
educational change. The research was conducted among elementary school principals in Sardasht County. Participants were selected
through purposive sampling, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. A total of ten principals participated

in the study.

Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews designed to elicit in-depth reflections on individual, organizational, group-based,
and managerial forms of resistance, as well as strategies used to address them. Interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
analyzed using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). The analytical process involved repeated reading of transcripts, initial
coding, identification of emergent themes, clustering of related themes, and abstraction into higher-order thematic categories. Credibility

was enhanced through systematic coding procedures and the use of a structured interview framework.
Findings

Data analysis revealed that resistance to change manifested at five interconnected levels: individual, organizational, group-based,

managerial, and change-type related.

At the individual level, three major theme clusters emerged: (1) cognitive and psychological factors, (2) habitual and belief-based
resistance, and (3) lack of resources and competencies. Principals reported that fear of failure, anxiety about professional competition,
attachment to established routines, negative prior experiences with reform, and perceived lack of skills contributed to teachers’ reluctance

to embrace change. Time constraints and inadequate understanding of the benefits of reform further intensified individual resistance.

At the organizational level, three thematic clusters were identified: (1) structural and bureaucratic limitations, (2) resistant school culture,
and (3) resource-related constraints. Participants described rigid administrative hierarchies, inflexible procedures, insufficient
communication channels, and lack of higher-level support as major structural barriers. Cultural factors such as mistrust among staff,
conservative norms, absence of shared vision, and prior failed reforms reinforced collective skepticism toward new initiatives. Budget

shortages, overcrowded classrooms, insufficient training, and misaligned evaluation systems were also cited as structural impediments.

Group-based resistance was organized into four thematic clusters: (1) group dynamics and peer influence, (2) preservation of group
identity and power, (3) shared beliefs and collective interests, and (4) managerial communication failures. Principals observed that
resistance often originated in informal conversations and expanded through mutual support among teachers. Senior staff members
frequently acted as opinion leaders shaping collective attitudes. Fear of losing group status, desire to maintain influence, and prioritization

of collective interests over institutional goals further strengthened group-based resistance.

Managerial resistance constituted another distinct dimension. Four clusters were identified: (1) conservative leadership attitudes, (2)
deficiencies in planning and implementation, (3) insufficient managerial professional development, and (4) external systemic pressures.
Some principals acknowledged tendencies to preserve the status quo due to fear of destabilization or loss of authority. Lack of strategic
planning, frequent leadership turnover, inadequate risk-taking incentives, and limited support from higher administrative authorities

contributed to managerial hesitation in pursuing change.

to the type of change introduced. Technological reforms, curriculum revisions, inclusive education

roaches, and structural reorganization were identified as particularly contentious areas.

ories of strategies: (1) communicative—participatory strategies, including transparent

T involvement in ing, and building shared vision; (2) supportive—empowerment strategies, such

ment workshops, resource and visible leadership commitment; and (3) motivational-monitoring

ng recognition of early adopters, increm entation, ongoing feedback, and reinforcement of small successes.

10n and Conclusion
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The findings demonstrate that resistance to change in elementary schools is a multilayered phenomenon rooted in psychological, cultural,
structural, and leadership-related factors. Individual-level fears and cognitive biases intersect with organizational constraints and collective

identities, creating a complex web of resistance.

The results confirm that resistance cannot be reduced to personal stubbornness; rather, it reflects deeper concerns about competence,
identity, autonomy, and fairness. Habitual attachment to established routines appears as a mechanism for preserving professional stability
in uncertain contexts. Organizational structures characterized by bureaucracy and limited flexibility amplify these individual anxieties by

restricting adaptive capacity.

Group dynamics further intensify resistance by embedding individual concerns within collective narratives. Informal networks and opinion
leaders play pivotal roles in shaping shared interpretations of reform initiatives. When communication is insufficient or participation

limited, silent or covert forms of resistance may emerge, undermining implementation without overt confrontation.

Managerial resistance highlights the paradoxical position of principals as both change agents and organizational actors embedded within
systemic constraints. Without adequate training, strategic planning, and institutional support, principals may themselves hesitate to

pursue transformative initiatives.

Overall, effective management of resistance requires an integrative approach combining participatory leadership, transparent
communication, professional capacity building, and gradual implementation. Resistance should be understood not merely as obstruction
but as a diagnostic indicator of underlying tensions within the school system. By acknowledging and addressing these tensions, school

leaders can transform resistance into constructive dialogue and sustainable improvement.
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