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institutions: digital burnout among educational leaders. This theoretical-
analytical study examines the intricate relationship between digital burnout

gﬁg}i’g%ﬁihout’ experienced by school principals and administrators and the effectiveness of
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Technostress, Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, the study deconstructs the
Information Overload, multidimensional nature of digital burnout — encompassing information
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5! overload, constant connectivity pressure, techno-invasion, and techno-
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complexity — and traces its cascading effects on internal communication
quality indicators, including message clarity, response timeliness,
communication flow, and relational trust. Through a descriptive-analytical
approach, the study synthesizes contemporary literature to construct a
conceptual framework that elucidates the mechanisms through which
unregulated technology use depletes the cognitive and emotional resources of
educational leaders, thereby degrading internal communication processes.
The analysis reveals that digital burnout operates through resource depletion
pathways that impair attentional capacity, fragment decision-making, erode
interpersonal warmth, and foster organizational misunderstanding. The study
concludes by recommending the establishment of digital governance policies,
the institutionalization of the "right to disconnect"”, training programs in
information flow management, and a balanced integration of digital and face-
to-face communication modalities to preserve both leadership wellbeing and
organizational communicative health.
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Resumo

A acelerada transformacdo digital da gestdo educacional introduziu eficiéncias sem precedentes no
intercambio de informacdes, na coordenacio e na tomada de decisdes. No entanto, deu origem
simultaneamente a um fendmeno que ameaga o proprio tecido comunicativo das instituicdes de ensino: o
esgotamento digital entre os lideres educacionais. Este estudo tedrico-analitico examina a intrincada
relacdo entre o esgotamento digital vivenciado por diretores escolares e administradores educacionais e a
efetividade da comunicacgdo interna nas organizagdes educacionais. Com base na Teoria da Conservacdo de
Recursos (TCR), na Teoria da Carga Cognitiva (TCC) e no modelo de Demandas e Recursos do Trabalho
(DRT), o estudo desconstroi a natureza multidimensional do esgotamento digital — abrangendo sobrecarga
de informacdo, pressdo de conectividade constante, tecnoinvasido e tecnocomplexidade — e traga seus
efeitos em cascata sobre os indicadores de qualidade da comunicacdo interna, incluindo clareza das
mensagens, pontualidade das respostas, fluxo comunicativo e confianca relacional. Por meio de uma
abordagem descritivo-analitica, o estudo sintetiza a literatura contemporanea para construir um quadro
conceitual que elucida os mecanismos pelos quais o uso ndo regulamentado da tecnologia depleta os
recursos cognitivos e emocionais dos lideres educacionais, degradando, consequentemente, os processos de
comunicagdo interna. A analise revela que o esgotamento digital opera por meio de vias de deplecdo de
recursos que comprometem a capacidade atencional, fragmentam a tomada de decisoes, corroem o calor
interpessoal e fomentam a incompreensao organizacional. O estudo conclui com recomendag¢des para o
estabelecimento de politicas de governanca digital, a institucionalizacdo do "direito a desconexio”,
programas de capacitacdo em gestdo do fluxo de informacdes e uma integracdo equilibrada entre
modalidades de comunicacdo digital e presencial, a fim de preservar tanto o bem-estar da liderang¢a quanto
a saude comunicativa organizacional.

Palavras-chave: Esgotamento digital. Comunicacdo interna. Lideranca educacional. Tecnoestresse.
Sobrecarga de informacdo. Direito a desconexdo. Governanca digital.

1. INTRODUCTION

There is something deeply paradoxical about the way digital technology has
reshaped education management. The very tools introduced to make communication
faster, more transparent, and more inclusive have, for many educational leaders, become
sources of relentless psychological strain. While the pervasive integration of technology
enhances efficiency and convenience, it has also introduced a range of psychological and
behavioral challenges, among which digital burnout stands out as a particularly salient
issue (Da Silva et al,, 2024). This tension — between the promise of digital efficiency and
the reality of digital exhaustion — forms the intellectual heart of the present study.

Educational institutions, perhaps more than most organizational settings, depend
on the quality and fluidity of their internal communication. A school principal's daily work
involves navigating a complex web of interactions: relaying directives from district
authorities to teaching staff, fielding concerns from parents, coordinating with
administrative personnel, and managing student-related crises. When all of these
interactions migrate to digital platforms — email threads, WhatsApp groups, virtual
meeting software, learning management systems — the volume of communicative
demands becomes staggering. The expectation to remain available for digital
communication after working hours adds further psychological pressure, especially
among those who struggle to separate work and personal time due to constant emails,
messages, and virtual meeting invitations (Saleem & Malik, 2023).

The consequences of this unrelenting digital engagement extend well beyond
personal discomfort. When educational leaders reach a point of cognitive and emotional
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saturation — what the literature increasingly refers to as "digital burnout" — their
capacity to communicate effectively with staff, to craft clear directives, to listen
empathetically, and to respond thoughtfully diminishes in measurable ways. Excessive
information flow, digital interruptions, and techno-complexity have been repeatedly
identified as mechanisms that erode autonomy, fragment attention, and increase
emotional strain (Khedhaouria & Cucchi, 2019, pp. 349-361; Pfliigner et al., 2024;
Srivastava et al., 2015, pp. 355-401). In educational settings, where communication is not
merely administrative but fundamentally relational and pedagogical, this erosion carries
profound institutional consequences.

Communication serves a crucial role in higher education institutions, which can aid
organizational performance when effective (Meirinhos et al, 2022). Yet despite the
acknowledged centrality of internal communication to educational functioning,
surprisingly little scholarly attention has been directed at understanding how the
psychological condition of the communicator — particularly the educational leader —
shapes the quality of institutional communication. Internal employee communication has
gained much attention in scholarly research in recent years, but the bulk of it has been
focused on industry and corporate organizations, with very little attention given to
internal communication in academia (Senu & Smudde, 2025; NCES, 2022).

This study responds to that gap. Its purpose is to construct a theoretically grounded
analytical framework that maps the pathways through which digital burnout among
educational leaders undermines the effectiveness of internal communication. Rather than
offering empirical data, it offers something arguably more foundational: a conceptual
architecture that future empirical work can test, refine, and extend.

1.1 Research Problem

The research problem emerges from an inherent contradiction that characterizes
the contemporary digital educational environment. Technology is adopted with the
explicit intention of improving communication speed, accessibility, and coordination. Yet
the empirical and conceptual evidence increasingly suggests that unregulated and
excessive reliance on digital communication tools generates psychosocial pressures that
actually impair communicative effectiveness. The use of technology can lead to beneficial
transformative changes within an organization; however, it can also lead to negative
consequences in job satisfaction deterioration, commitment, work continuity,
productivity, and morale, as well as increased work overload and work-life conflict.

This paradox is particularly acute for educational leaders, who occupy a
communicative nexus within their institutions. They are expected to receive, process,
synthesize, and transmit information continuously across multiple channels and to
multiple stakeholders. When the cognitive and emotional costs of sustaining this constant
digital engagement exceed the leader's psychological resources, the quality of the entire
communicative system within the institution is compromised.

1.2 Research Questions

The study is guided by the following central research question:

How does digital burnout, in its various dimensions, affect the effectiveness of
internal communication in educational institutions?

This central question is explored through three subsidiary inquiries:
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1. What constitutes digital burnout in the educational organizational context, and
what are its primary dimensions?

2. What are the key indicators for assessing internal communication effectiveness
in educational institutions?

3. Through what theoretical mechanisms does digital burnout explain the decline
in internal communication quality?

1.3 Significance of the Study

The significance of this study is threefold. First, it addresses a recognized gap in the
organizational communication literature, which has largely overlooked the psychological
state of organizational leaders as a determinant of communication system effectiveness.
Internal communication is considered an important element for the fulfillment of
organizational objectives and the generation of motivation, sense of belonging, and
integration of all personnel; however, it is often considered as implicit in the functioning
of educational organizations, and therefore specific planning, development, and
evaluation processes are not carried out. Greater attention should be paid to internal
communication in order to exploit its potential as a strategy for the improvement of
educational organizations.

Second, the study integrates multiple theoretical perspectives — COR theory, CLT,
and the JD-R model — to provide a more nuanced understanding of the digital burnout
phenomenon than is typically offered in single-theory analyses. Third, by culminating in
practical recommendations centered on digital governance and the right to disconnect,
the study offers actionable insights for educational policymakers seeking to protect both
leadership wellbeing and institutional communicative health.

2. METHODOLOGY

This study employs a descriptive-analytical methodology grounded in critical
theoretical synthesis. Rather than collecting primary data, it systematically reviews,
organizes, and integrates existing scholarly literature to construct a coherent conceptual
framework. The review encompasses peer-reviewed journal articles, theoretical
monographs, institutional reports, and legislative documents published primarily
between 2014 and 2025.

The analytical process followed three sequential phases: (a) conceptual mapping, in
which the key constructs — digital burnout, technostress, and internal communication
effectiveness — were defined, delineated, and operationally distinguished; (b) theoretical
integration, in which relevant theoretical frameworks were examined for their
explanatory power vis-a-vis the relationship between the constructs; and (c) relational
modeling, in which a proposed conceptual model was articulated, specifying the pathways
and mechanisms linking digital burnout to communication quality degradation.

Sources were identified through systematic searches of Scopus, Web of Science,
ERIC, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar databases. Inclusion criteria prioritized empirical
studies, meta-analyses, and theoretical papers published in peer-reviewed outlets with
explicit relevance to technostress, digital fatigue, educational leadership, and
organizational communication. The synthesis was guided by principles of thematic
analysis applied to theoretical literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pp. 77-101), with
attention to convergences, divergences, and gaps across studies.
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3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

3.1 Digital Burnout: Definition, Scope, and Dimensionality

The concept of digital burnout has evolved from earlier work on technostress, a term
first introduced by clinical psychologist Craig Brod in the early 1980s to describe the
maladaptive response to new technology. The stress brought on by the use or anticipated
use of technology is known as "techno-stress," and the phenomenon has been studied ever
since. Over the past four decades, this concept has been progressively refined and
expanded to capture the increasingly complex ways in which digital technology mediates
— and burdens — human cognition and emotion.

Digital burnout can be defined as a state of physical and emotional exhaustion
resulting from prolonged work or excessive use of digital technologies and information
tools in a digital environment (Aslan & Anandkumar, 2021, pp. 1619-1630). This
definition, while usefully concise, requires unpacking. Digital burnout is not simply about
feeling tired after using a computer. It is a cumulative syndrome with cognitive, emotional,
behavioral, and physiological dimensions that emerges from the chronic mismatch
between the demands imposed by digital systems and the individual's capacity to meet
those demands while maintaining psychological equilibrium.

Recent studies highlight that digital burnout extends beyond technological
pressures: it reflects misalignments between organizational expectations, leadership
styles, and employees' psychological resources (Kamel, 2025, pp. 45-64; Yener et al,,
2021, pp. 1890-1919). This insight is critical for educational contexts, where
organizational norms about digital availability are often tacit rather than explicit, and
where the culture of dedication to one's school or institution may make it psychologically
difficult for leaders to set boundaries around their digital engagement.

3.1.1 Information Overload

The first and perhaps most widely studied dimension of digital burnout is
information overload. In educational leadership, this manifests as the continuous
bombardment of messages, notifications, circulars, data reports, and digital requests that
arrive through multiple simultaneous channels. In many contemporary workplace
environments, overload tends to emerge not from intrinsic task complexity alone but from
extraneous load generated by fragmented workflows, frequent disruptions, and excessive
information flow, which can exceed available cognitive resources and undermine
performance.

Research on working memory limitations (Sweller, 1988, pp. 257-285; Baddeley,
2003, pp- 829-839) provides a cognitive architecture for understanding why information
overload is so debilitating. The human working memory has a strictly limited capacity for
processing novel information. When the volume of incoming data exceeds this capacity —
as it routinely does for educational leaders managing dozens of digital conversations
simultaneously — the result is cognitive overload. Experimental studies suggest that
sustained attention is compromised by frequent task-switching and interruption, and that
even brief interruptions can produce measurable attentional residue (Mark et al., 2008,
pp- 107-110; Leroy, 2009, pp. 168-181).
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For the school principal receiving fifty WhatsApp messages, fifteen emails, and three
video conference invitations in a single morning, each interruption taxes working memory
and reduces the quality of attention available for subsequent tasks — including the critical
task of crafting clear, meaningful communications to staff.

3.1.2 Constant Connectivity Pressure

The second dimension of digital burnout involves the relentless psychological
pressure of perceived constant availability. With mobile devices tethered to multiple
professional platforms, educational leaders often feel an implicit obligation to monitor
and respond to communications far beyond formal working hours. The shift of
administrative work from paper to digital has created challenges that caused more stress
and burnout. For instance, several teachers complained about receiving a barrage of
administrative messages outside of work hours, often with tight deadlines.

This phenomenon has been conceptualized as "techno-invasion" — the highly
diffused use of technologies without limitation or consideration of space and time
(Tarafdar et al., 2007, pp- 301-328; Ragu-Nathan et al., 2008, pp. 417-433). Increased
screen time, the normalization of multitasking, and the blurring of boundaries between
work and personal life have contributed to heightened technostress and persistent "online
fatigue" (Gregersen et al., 2023). For educational leaders, this blurring is particularly
pernicious because the nature of their work — responding to student incidents, parental
complaints, or ministerial circulars — is inherently unpredictable and emotionally laden.
The result is a state of perpetual vigilance that prevents the psychological detachment
necessary for recovery.

3.1.3 Techno-Complexity and Techno-Uncertainty

Beyond overload and connectivity pressure, more extensive research identified five
techno-stressors: techno-complexity, techno-uncertainty, techno-insecurity, techno-
overload, and techno-invasion. Techno-complexity refers to the cognitive burden of
needing to learn, adapt to, and troubleshoot constantly evolving digital tools. Techno-
uncertainty captures the anxiety associated with the rapid and continuous changes in
technology platforms, which renders existing knowledge obsolete and demands perpetual
relearning (Ragu-Nathan et al,, 2008, pp. 417-433).

For educational leaders, who are often expected to model digital competence and
champion technological adoption within their institutions, these stressors carry an
additional dimension: they threaten professional identity and self-efficacy. Some studies
suggest that individuals with high self-efficacy tend to experience lower levels of
technostress (Urukovicova et al,, 2023). Nevertheless, even individuals with high self-
efficacy may experience frustration and anxiety when engaging with complex
technologies (Sasidharan, 2022).

3.1.4 The Compound Effect

It is important to recognize that these dimensions of digital burnout do not operate
in isolation. Pfliigner et al. (2024, pp. 629-660) emphasize that combinations of various
types of technostress can significantly affect burnout levels. A school principal who is
simultaneously overwhelmed by information volume, pressured by after-hours
connectivity expectations, uncertain about new platform functionalities, and anxious
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about appearing technologically incompetent faces a compound stressor load that exceeds
the sum of its parts. This compounding effect helps explain why digital burnout can
develop so rapidly and with such debilitating consequences.

3.2 Internal Communication Effectiveness in Educational Institutions

Internal communication, broadly understood, encompasses all the processes by
which information, meaning, and feedback flow among members of an organization. In
educational institutions, internal communication has a particularly vital function because
it directly shapes the coherence of pedagogical effort, the alignment of administrative
action, and the quality of the institutional climate.

Internal communication is considered an important element for the fulfillment of
organizational objectives and the generation of motivation, sense of belonging, and
integration of all personnel. Organizational communication in higher education
institutions results in improvements in teaching-learning processes, in the strengthening
of culture, and in increased engagement and knowledge sharing among internal members
of the institutions.

Drawing on the literature in organizational communication (Welch & Jackson, 2007,
pp- 177-198; Ruck & Welch, 2012, pp. 294-302; Men, 2014, pp. 264-284), internal
communication effectiveness in educational contexts can be assessed across four
interrelated dimensions:

3.2.1 Message Clarity and Quality

The first indicator of effective internal communication is the degree to which
messages — whether directives, announcements, feedback, or informational updates —
are formulated with precision, clarity, and appropriate tone. In educational settings,
unclear or ambiguous messages from leadership can cause significant downstream
confusion, leading to misapplication of policies, misunderstanding of pedagogical
expectations, or unnecessary conflict among staff (Tourish, 2014, pp. 79-98).

Message quality is not merely a matter of linguistic competence; it depends
fundamentally on the cognitive resources available to the communicator at the moment
of formulation. A leader who is cognitively depleted due to information overload will
inevitably produce messages that are vaguer, more error-prone, or more emotionally
charged than those produced under conditions of cognitive clarity.

3.2.2 Response Timeliness and Feedback Flow

The second indicator concerns the speed and consistency with which leaders
respond to incoming communications and provide feedback. In digitally saturated
environments, response timeliness becomes paradoxically more difficult to maintain even
as the expectation for instantaneous responses intensifies. Leaders must triage an
overwhelming volume of messages, deciding which warrant immediate attention and
which can wait — a decision-making process that itself consumes cognitive resources.

3.2.3 Communication Channel Appropriateness and Trust

The third indicator involves the alignment between the communication channel
used and the nature of the message being transmitted. Complex, sensitive, or emotionally
charged communications are generally more effective when conducted face-to-face or
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through synchronous channels that allow for immediate clarification and nonverbal cues.
Routine informational updates may be adequately conveyed through email or messaging
platforms.

When leaders default to text-based digital channels for all communications — as
often happens under conditions of digital overload — the result is a flattening of
communicative richness. Nuance is lost, tone is misread, and relational warmth is
sacrificed to expediency.

3.2.4 Relational Climate and Organizational Trust

Finally, communication effectiveness depends on the broader relational climate
within the institution — whether staff members feel heard, valued, and psychologically
safe to express their views. This dimension is deeply influenced by leadership
communication behavior. A leader who communicates brusquely, inconsistently, or
impersonally — behaviors that are characteristic of digitally burnt-out leaders —
gradually erodes institutional trust and creates a communication climate marked by
apprehension rather than openness (Men & Stacks, 2014, pp. 301-324).

3.3 The Intersection: Digital Burnout as a Threat to Communication
Effectiveness

Having established the conceptual contours of both constructs, we can now
articulate the central proposition of this study: digital burnout among educational
leaders operates as a systematic depletory force that degrades each dimension of
internal communication effectiveness. This is not a simple or linear relationship.
Rather, digital burnout triggers a cascade of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
responses that collectively impair the leader's communicative functioning and, by
extension, the communicative health of the institution.

4. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

The relationship between digital burnout and communication effectiveness can be
illuminated through three complementary theoretical lenses, each contributing a distinct
perspective on the mechanisms at work.

4.1 Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory

COR theory, originally proposed by Hobfoll (1989, pp. 513-524; 2001, pp. 337-421),
posits that individuals strive to obtain, retain, and protect resources they value —
including cognitive energy, emotional stability, time, and social support. Stress occurs
when resources are threatened, lost, or invested without sufficient return. According to
COR theory, high-intensity, work-related use demands sustained cognitive and emotional
investment, depleting employees' limited resources and hindering recovery after work
(Schlachter et al., 2025; Demerouti & Adaloudis, 2024).

Applied to the context of this study, COR theory suggests that the demands of
continuous digital engagement — monitoring, processing, responding, and switching
between platforms — constitute a chronic drain on educational leaders' cognitive and
emotional resources. COR theory further posits that the more negative emotions an
individual accumulates, the more depleted their cognitive resources become (Hobfoll,
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2001, pp. 337-421). Consequently, they struggle to allocate cognitive resources effectively
and consistently when completing tasks, leading to increased cognitive failures.

The critical link to communication effectiveness emerges through the concept of
resource depletion: when a leader's cognitive and emotional resources are exhausted by
the demands of digital engagement, fewer resources remain available for the effortful
communicative tasks of formulating clear messages, listening attentively, providing timely
feedback, and maintaining relational warmth.

Furthermore, COR theory's principle of "loss spirals" (Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993, pp.
115-133) suggests that initial resource losses accelerate subsequent losses. A leader who
is too cognitively depleted to respond clearly to a staff query may generate confusion that
requires additional communicative effort to resolve — further depleting already scarce
resources and deepening the burnout cycle.

4.2 Cognitive Load Theory (CLT)

Cognitive Load Theory, developed by Sweller (1988, pp. 257-285), focuses
specifically on the limited processing capacity of working memory. CLT distinguishes
between intrinsic load (the inherent complexity of the information being processed),
extraneous load (the unnecessary cognitive demands imposed by the presentation or
context of information), and germane load (the cognitive effort devoted to schema
construction and meaningful learning).

In the context of educational leadership in digitally saturated environments, the
extraneous cognitive load imposed by constant digital interruptions, platform-switching,
and notification monitoring is enormous. Sweller (1988, pp. 257-285) demonstrated that
humans have limited working memory capacity for information processing, and that task
performance degrades when extraneous cognitive load consumes resources needed for
germane processing.

For communication specifically, CLT helps explain why digitally burnt-out leaders
produce lower-quality messages. The act of composing a clear, contextually appropriate,
and tonally sensitive communication requires significant germane cognitive processing.
When extraneous load — generated by the relentless ping of notifications, the anxiety of
unread messages, and the fragmentation of attention across multiple platforms —
consumes the majority of available working memory, the quality of germane processing
inevitably suffers. The result is communication that is hasty, imprecise, or emotionally flat.

4.3 The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model

The JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, pp. 309-328; Demerouti et al., 2001,
pp-499-512) provides a broader organizational framework for understanding burnout as
the outcome of an imbalance between job demands and job resources. The JD-R model
addresses how sustained cognitive demands generate occupational strain. Strain
responses emerge when job demands — such as information density, decision pressure,
and attentional fragmentation — exceed available resources — such as autonomy,
recovery opportunities, and psychological safety (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, pp. 309-
328). Sustained imbalance is associated with exhaustion and disengagement over time.

Drawing on COR theory and the JD-R framework, recent research investigates how
digital fatigue influences work engagement, showing that digital fatigue significantly

www.periodicoscapes.gov.br 9 Revista Processus PPEG]F- 2026;17:e541799


https://www-periodicos-capes-gov-br.ezl.periodicos.capes.gov.br/index.php?
https://periodicos.processus.com.br/index.php/egjf/index

Revista Processus de Estudos de Gestdo, Juridicos e Financeiros, Ano 17, Vol. XVII, n.54, jul.-dez., 2026

reduces work engagement; transformational leadership weakens this negative
relationship, while transactional leadership strengthens it (Zhang & Deng, 2025).

For educational leaders, the demands side of the equation includes not only the
inherent complexity of school management but also the superimposed demands of
continuous digital connectivity: the expectation of immediate response, the volume of
incoming information, and the cognitive cost of platform management. Resources that
might buffer these demands — such as organizational policies limiting after-hours
communication, technical support, or protected non-digital work time — are often
insufficient or entirely absent. The resulting imbalance drives both burnout and
communicative decline.

4.4 Boundary Theory

Boundary theory (Ashforth et al., 2000, pp. 472-491; Clark, 2000, pp. 747-770)
examines how individuals create, maintain, and negotiate the boundaries between
different life domains — particularly work and personal life. Digital technology, by its
nature, dissolves these boundaries. Educational leaders who cannot establish clear
boundaries between their digital work life and their personal recovery time are at
particularly high risk for digital burnout — and for the communicative impairments that
follow.

Directors are particularly at risk of being online 24 /7, with many tasks outside their
formal job description demanding continuous attention. Research grounded in the JD-R
and COR frameworks conceptualizes digital fatigue as a job demand that depletes
cognitive and emotional resources, reducing engagement if not counterbalanced by
supportive organizational mechanisms.

5. ANALYTICAL DISCUSSION: MECHANISMS LINKING DIGITAL BURNOUT TO
COMMUNICATION DEGRADATION

Having established the theoretical architecture, this section traces the specific
mechanisms through which digital burnout impairs each dimension of internal
communication effectiveness.

5.1 Mechanism 1: Cognitive Depletion and Message Quality Erosion
The most direct pathway from digital burnout to communication degradation runs
through cognitive depletion. As COR theory and CLT both predict, chronic digital
engagement depletes the cognitive resources — attention, concentration, working
memory capacity — necessary for high-quality communication. Prolonged fatigue not
only impairs cognitive processing efficiency but also negatively affects key cognitive
functions such as attention, memory, and decision-making (Van Gaeveren et al., 2024).
An educational leader suffering from digital burnout is more likely to:
- Issue directives that are vague, incomplete, or internally contradictory
- Fail to provide sufficient context for decisions, leaving staff to fill in gaps with
speculation
- Use a curt or impersonal tone that conveys irritability rather than clarity
- Overlook important details in incoming communications, leading to response
errors

www.periodicoscapes.gov.br 1 0 Revista Processus PPEG]F- 2026;17:e541799


https://www-periodicos-capes-gov-br.ezl.periodicos.capes.gov.br/index.php?
https://periodicos.processus.com.br/index.php/egjf/index

Revista Processus de Estudos de Gestdo, Juridicos e Financeiros, Ano 17, Vol. XVII, n.54, jul.-dez., 2026

These are not character failings; they are predictable cognitive consequences of
resource depletion. Just as a surgeon who has worked excessive hours makes more
procedural errors, an educational leader who has been subjected to relentless digital
demands produces more communicative errors. The difference is that surgical errors are
immediately visible, while communicative errors accumulate silently, gradually eroding
institutional coherence and trust.

5.2 Mechanism 2: Digital Withdrawal and Response Delays

A second mechanism operates through what might be called "defensive digital
withdrawal." When the volume and intensity of digital communications become
overwhelming, educational leaders may respond not by engaging more efficiently but by
disengaging entirely — ignoring messages, delaying responses, or retreating from digital
platforms altogether. A key consequence of prolonged instrumental use is digital fatigue
— a state of psychological and physical depletion induced by sustained digital
engagement, characterized by attentional decline and emotional strain.

This withdrawal is paradoxical: it is triggered by too much communication but
results in too little communication. Staff members who receive no timely response from
their principal may interpret the silence as disregard, leading to frustration,
disengagement, or the circulation of misinformation through informal channels. The
communicative vacuum created by leader withdrawal is invariably filled with rumor,
speculation, and organizational anxiety.

Recovery Theory emphasizes that depleted resources must be systematically
restored. Psychological detachment, relaxation, and reduced demand are key recovery
experiences for restoring cognitive capacity (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007, pp. 204-221).
Where recovery opportunities are structurally limited, cumulative cognitive fatigue is
likely to persist.

5.3 Mechanism 3: Loss of Communicative Warmth and Relational Erosion

The third mechanism involves the erosion of the relational dimension of
communication. Effective leadership communication is not merely informational; it is also
emotional and relational. Leaders who communicate well do not merely transmit data —
they convey empathy, build trust, demonstrate concern, and create a sense of shared
purpose (Mayfield & Mayfield, 2017; Men, 2014, pp. 264-284).

Digital burnout undermines these relational communicative capacities in two ways.
First, emotional exhaustion — a core component of burnout — reduces the leader's
capacity for empathic engagement. A burnt-outleader is less likely to notice, acknowledge,
or respond to the emotional undertones of staff communications. Second, the reliance on
text-based digital channels that typically accompanies heavy digital workloads strips
communication of the nonverbal cues — facial expression, vocal tone, physical presence
— that are essential for conveying warmth and sincerity.

The result is a communication environment that feels cold, transactional, and
impersonal — a climate in which staff members are less likely to share concerns, seek
guidance, or invest emotionally in institutional goals.
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5.4 Mechanism 4: Misinterpretation Cascades and Organizational Tension

The fourth mechanism involves the heightened susceptibility to misinterpretation
that characterizes digitally exhausted leaders. When cognitive resources are depleted and
emotional regulation is compromised, individuals are more prone to interpret ambiguous
messages negatively — a phenomenon known as negative attribution bias (Weiner, 1985,
pp- 548-573). A routine question from a teacher may be read as a challenge; a request for
clarification may be interpreted as insubordination.

These misinterpretations generate unnecessary interpersonal friction, which in turn
increases the volume and emotional intensity of subsequent communications — creating
a positive feedback loop that further depletes cognitive resources and deepens burnout.
Over time, this cycle can transform a collegial institutional climate into one marked by
defensiveness, suspicion, and communicative avoidance.

5.5 Mechanism 5: Channel Homogenization and Communication Flattening

A fifth mechanism, less frequently discussed in the literature but equally
consequential, involves what might be called "channel homogenization." When
educational leaders are digitally overwhelmed, they tend to default to the most convenient
digital channels for all communications — regardless of whether those channels are
appropriate for the message at hand. Complex, sensitive, or emotionally charged issues
that would be better addressed in face-to-face conversations are instead handled through
brief text messages or emails.

This flattening of the communicative repertoire reduces message fidelity, increases
the likelihood of misunderstanding, and further erodes the relational warmth that
sustains healthy organizational climates. Effective internal communication in higher
education results in notable improvements in the teaching-learning process, a stronger
culture, and higher levels of employee engagement (Meirinhos et al, 2022). When
communication channels are reduced to their most expedient digital forms, these benefits
are inevitably compromised.

6. PROPOSED CONCEPTUAL MODEL

Based on the preceding analysis, the following conceptual model is proposed to
represent the relationship between digital burnout and internal communication
effectiveness in educational institutions:
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Figure 1 - Conceptual Model: Digital Burnout and Internal Communication Effectiveness
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Moderating Variables:
- Digital governance policies (buffering effect)
- Leadership digital self-efficacy (buffering effect)
- Organizational support and technical infrastructure (buffering effect)
- Right to disconnect policies (buffering effect)

This model proposes that the four dimensions of digital burnout operate through
five mediating mechanisms to impair four indicators of internal communication
effectiveness while increasing the fifth (misinterpretation and tension). Importantly, the
model also identifies potential moderating variables — organizational policies and
individual competencies — that can buffer the deleterious effects.

7. THE RIGHT TO DISCONNECT: AN EMERGING PROTECTIVE FRAMEWORK

One of the most promising institutional responses to the problem of digital burnout
is the emerging legal and policy framework known as the "right to disconnect." This
framework acknowledges that employees — including educational leaders and staff —
have a legitimate right to refrain from engaging with work-related digital communications
outside of their designated working hours, without fear of professional reprisal.

From August 2024, staff who work for organisations with more than 15 employees
in Australia are entitled to switch off and ignore unreasonable after-hours emails and calls.
Internationally, the concept is more mature: France has had a national right to disconnect
law since 2017, and several other countries around the world have adopted similar laws
with varying degrees of protection.

The relevance of these developments to educational institutions is particularly
acute. As one professional body noted, the current teacher recruitment and retention
crisis is directly linked to unsustainable workloads and career burnout. A legislated right
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to disconnect from work is a valuable tool for staff seeking to address ever-creeping work
intrusions into home and family time.

[taly established the right to disconnect for education workers in its last national
collective agreement and increased awareness about the significant adverse effects of
work-related stress in the education sector. These legislative innovations reflect a growing
recognition that the always-on culture of digital workplaces is not merely inconvenient —
it is pathogenic, producing measurable harms to psychological health and organizational
functioning.

For educational leaders specifically, the right to disconnect offers a structurally
embedded form of boundary management — one that does not depend solely on
individual willpower but is supported by institutional norms and legal protections. When
leaders are freed from the expectation of perpetual digital availability, they gain the
recovery time necessary to restore cognitive resources, regulate emotional responses, and
approach their communicative responsibilities with renewed clarity and warmth.

8. IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The theoretical analysis presented in this study yields several practical implications
for educational policy and institutional management.

8.1 Digital Governance Policies

Educational institutions should develop explicit digital governance frameworks that
specify acceptable communication channels, designate appropriate response timeframes,
and establish protocols for managing information flow. These policies should be co-
created with educational leaders and staff to ensure their practicality and acceptability. At
the institutional level, organizations should set clear "digital disconnect" periods — for
example, requiring staff to refrain from non-urgent group messaging during fixed daily
time slots — breaking seamless connectivity and creating uninterrupted deep work
periods, thereby reducing cognitive load caused by continuous information inflow.

8.2 Institutionalizing the Right to Disconnect

Building on the legislative developments discussed above, educational authorities
should formalize the right to disconnect within institutional employment agreements.
Schools should implement strict protocols around appropriate communication channels
and response time expectations to protect teachers' personal time. This should include
clear guidelines on after-hours communication limits, designated non-communication
periods, and explicit protections for leaders and staff who choose not to respond to non-
urgent communications outside working hours.

8.3 Channel Unification and Rationalization

The proliferation of communication channels — email, WhatsApp, SMS, institutional
platforms, social media — creates unnecessary cognitive load and fragments attention.
Institutions should rationalize their communication infrastructure by designating a single
primary platform for formal communications and reducing the use of informal,
unregulated channels for professional purposes.
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8.4 Training in Information Flow Management

Educational leaders should receive targeted training in information management
skills, including message prioritization techniques, notification management strategies,
digital time-blocking methods, and delegation of digital communication tasks. Effective
management of technostress requires comprehensive strategies at both the individual and
organizational levels (Tarafdar et al., 2015, pp. 103-132).

8.5 Preserving Face-to-Face Communication

Institutions should actively protect and promote face-to-face communication for
complex, sensitive, and relationally significant interactions. While digital tools are efficient
for routine information transmission, they are inadequate for the relational, empathic, and
nuanced communication that sustains institutional culture and trust. A deliberate policy
of maintaining regular in-person meetings, walking conversations, and open-door
practices can counterbalance the dehumanizing tendencies of digital communication
overload.

8.6 Leadership Wellbeing Programs

Finally, educational systems should recognize digital burnout as an occupational
health issue and provide leaders with access to wellbeing programs that include
psychological support, stress management training, and structured opportunities for
digital detoxification. Lack of regulation and adaptive training exacerbates technostress,
affecting psychological adjustment and quality of life. Concrete recommendations include
organizational redesign, psychometric assessment, and digital wellbeing policies.

9. DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
This theoretical analysis, while comprehensive, is inherently limited by its non-
empirical nature. Several avenues for future empirical research are warranted:

1. Quantitative validation: The proposed conceptual model should be
empirically tested using structural equation modeling with data collected from
educational leaders across diverse cultural and institutional contexts.

2. Longitudinal studies: Research tracking digital burnout and communication
quality over time would allow for causal inferences about the direction and
strength of the proposed relationships.

3. Cross-cultural comparisons: The experience of digital burnout and its impact
on communication may vary significantly across educational cultures.
Comparative studies would enrich understanding of contextual moderators.

4. Intervention studies: Controlled experiments testing the effectiveness of
specific interventions — such as right to disconnect policies, channel
rationalization, or digital detox programs — would provide evidence-based
guidance for institutional practice.

5. Mixed-methods approaches: Qualitative studies exploring the lived
experiences of digitally burnt-out educational leaders would complement
quantitative analyses by revealing the subjective dimensions of the
phenomenon.

6. Al-mediated communication research: As artificial intelligence tools
become more prevalent in educational administration — through automated
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email sorting, Al-generated reports, and chatbot-mediated communication —
new questions arise about whether these tools ameliorate or exacerbate digital
burnout and its communicative consequences (Duan & Zhao, 2024, pp. 4523-
4545).

10. CONCLUSION

The digital transformation of educational management has brought undeniable
benefits: faster information exchange, more efficient coordination, broader access, and
enhanced data availability. But these benefits have come at a cost that is only now
beginning to be fully appreciated. Across the literature, technostress consistently appears
as a central antecedent of digital burnout. Excessive information flow, digital
interruptions, and techno-complexity have been repeatedly identified as mechanisms that
erode autonomy, fragment attention, and increase emotional strain (Khedhaouria &
Cucchi, 2019, pp. 349-361; Pflligner et al., 2024, pp. 629-660; Srivastava et al., 2015, pp.
355-401).

This study has argued that digital burnout among educational leaders is not merely
a personal health concern — it is an organizational communication crisis. When leaders'
cognitive and emotional resources are depleted by the unrelenting demands of digital
engagement, the quality, timeliness, warmth, and accuracy of their institutional
communications suffer in systematic and predictable ways. The cascading consequences
— message ambiguity, response delays, relational erosion, misinterpretation, and
organizational tension — collectively degrade the communicative infrastructure upon
which educational institutions depend.

The solution does not lie in rejecting digital technology, which is neither possible nor
desirable. Rather; it lies in governing its use with the same seriousness that we apply to
other dimensions of institutional management. Digital burnout reflects misalignments
between organizational expectations, leadership styles, and employees' psychological
resources (Kamel, 2025, pp. 45-64). Variables such as self-efficacy, digital competence,
and emotional intelligence offer partial protection against digital overload, yet these
individual capacities often fall short when organizations normalize unsustainable digital
demands.

Digital governance policies, the right to disconnect, channel rationalization,
information management training, preserved face-to-face interactions, and leadership
wellbeing programs constitute a comprehensive suite of interventions that, taken
together, can protect educational leaders from digital burnout while preserving and
enhancing the communicative vitality of their institutions. The health of the
communicator and the health of the communication system are, in the end, inseparable.
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