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A B S T R A C T

This study examines the implementation of the EmS project, an empathy-based whole-school social and 
emotional learning (SEL) initiative conducted in three elementary schools in Berlin, Germany. The program 
involved educators, school staff, and school leaders and aimed to strengthen empathy, compassion, and rela
tional competence in everyday school practice. Using qualitative interview data from educators and school 
leaders, the study explores perceived facilitating and hindering factors in the implementation of the whole-school 
approach. Implementation was supported by alignment between the program and schools’ enacted values, the 
perceived relevance and flexible use of program practices, an empathic and emotionally safe training climate, 
and structured relational dialogue among colleagues. Hindering factors included high workload, competing 
professional demands, COVID-19-related disruptions, systemic constraints such as rigid schedules and limited 
collaboration time, and differences in staff engagement. The findings highlight the importance of relationally 
focused professional development together with supportive organizational and systemic conditions for sustaining 
whole-school SEL initiatives.
Impact statement: Our research highlights the importance of considering helping and hindering factors for 
implementing a whole school approach SEL program focusing on relational competence for the school staff in 
elementary school. In our paper, we provide an overview of the background and framework of the empathy- 
based SEL program known as EmS – "Empathie macht Schule" ("Empathy in Schools"). Considering the entire 
school context, we offer insights gained from qualitative interviews into the implementation of the project and 
delving into factors that either facilitated or hindered the process based on the experiences of those involved.

Introduction

Social and emotional learning in schools

A considerable body of international research highlights the impor
tance of social and emotional learning (SEL) for human development 
and educational success. Numerous studies have demonstrated that SEL 
programs can effectively support students’ stress management, 
emotional and social regulation, psychological well-being, mental 
health, and academic performance (Cipriano et al., 2023; Durlak et al., 

2011, 2022; Taylor et al., 2017; Wigelsworth et al., 2022). These find
ings have contributed to increasing interest in implementing SEL pro
grams in schools worldwide.

However, despite this growing evidence base, important questions 
remain regarding how SEL initiatives can be effectively implemented 
and sustained in real-world school contexts. While many studies focus 
on student outcomes, comparatively less attention has been paid to the 
relational processes within schools and to the factors that facilitate or 
hinder the implementation of SEL initiatives, particularly when they are 
designed as whole-school approaches.
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Whole-school SEL and relational competence of educators

The effectiveness of SEL initiatives is closely connected to the rela
tional environments in which teaching and learning take place. In school 
settings, these environments are strongly shaped by educators, who act 
as role models and play a central role in establishing supportive rela
tional climates (Mainhard et al., 2018). Teachers’ own social and 
emotional skills are therefore crucial for fostering positive classroom 
interactions and for supporting students’ socio-emotional development.

Nevertheless, the development of educators’ competencies in this 
domain has historically received comparatively limited attention in 
research and professional development initiatives (Hoffmann et al., 
2020; Oliveira et al., 2021; Sandilos et al., 2023; see also Speidel et al., 
2023). Strengthening educators’ relational abilities has increasingly 
been recognized as a key element of effective SEL implementation.

Building and maintaining positive social relationships within schools 
contributes to constructive learning processes and supports the well- 
being of both students and educators (Alamos et al., 2022; Butler, 
2012; Li et al., 2022; Robinson, 2022; Roorda et al., 2011; Walker & 
Graham, 2021; Wang et al., 2020). Accordingly, teachers are increas
ingly expected to demonstrate relational competence in everyday 
classroom interactions (Gimbert et al., 2023).

Drawing on developmental and relational psychology, Juul and 
Jensen (2017) define relational competence as: 

“the professional’s ability to see the individual child on its own terms 
and attune her behavior accordingly without giving up leadership, as 
well as the ability to be authentic in her contact with the child. 
Furthermore, it is the professional’s ability and will to take full re
sponsibility for the quality of the relationship” (p. 149).

Traditionally, conceptualizations of relational competence in 
educational contexts have primarily focused on teachers’ ability to 
observe and understand children. This perspective has often overlooked 
the teacher’s influential role in shaping the quality of the relationship 
within the inherently asymmetrical teacher–student interaction. The 
concept of professional personality emphasizes that not only profes
sional knowledge but also teachers’ personal characteristics and rela
tional attitudes play a crucial role in fostering constructive relationships 
and creating supportive learning environments (Juul & Jensen, 2017).

Implementation challenges in whole-school SEL approaches

In addition to educator competencies, research increasingly em
phasizes the importance of implementation processes in determining the 
effectiveness of SEL programs. Evidence suggests that SEL interventions 
are more likely to improve students’ well-being and academic outcomes 
when they are implemented with high quality (Abry et al., 2017; Cook 
et al., 2018; Durlak, 2015, 2016; Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Humphrey 
et al., 2018; Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman, 2015).

Implementation refers to the way an intervention is carried out in 
practice. Its quality may vary considerably and is influenced by multiple 
factors, including organizational context, work environment, and 
educator attitudes (Domitrovich et al., 2019; Durlak & DuPre, 2008; 
Durlak, 2015; Dusenbury et al., 2003; Granger et al., 2020; Sutherland 
et al., 2022). Frequently discussed dimensions of implementation 
quality include fidelity to the program design, intensity and dosage of 
delivery, quality and consistency of program execution, participant 
engagement, and the degree to which interventions are adapted to local 
needs (Berkel et al., 2011; Dane & Schneider, 1998; Durlak, 2016). 
Within the SEL literature, particular attention has been given to fidelity 
and dosage as indicators of implementation quality (Durlak, 2016).

At the same time, implementation research increasingly highlights 
the importance of contextual factors operating across multiple levels of 
the school system. These include macro-level influences such as policy 
frameworks, meso-level factors such as school leadership and organi
zational structures, and micro-level elements including classroom 

practices and individual educator attitudes (Durlak & DuPre, 2008).
To address these complex dynamics, researchers and practitioners 

have increasingly advocated for whole-school approaches (WSA) to SEL 
implementation (Osher et al., 2016). Rather than focusing solely on 
classroom-based interventions, WSAs aim to integrate SEL into the 
broader school ecosystem, including institutional culture, shared values, 
structural supports, and daily practices (Goldberg et al., 2018; Mahoney 
et al., 2020; Oberle et al., 2016). However, addressing factors across 
multiple system levels can be resource-intensive and challenging in 
practice. Limited resources and competing demands may hinder 
comprehensive implementation, potentially contributing to discrep
ancies between the qualitative benefits reported in some programs and 
the more inconsistent quantitative effects observed in others, such as 
mindfulness-based SEL interventions (Mischenko et al., 2022).

Helping and hindering factors in whole-school SEL implementation

Within whole-school approaches, teacher professional development 
represents a particularly important component. However, implementa
tion efforts in this area may be challenged by limited buy-in, perceived 
lack of relevance, or competing professional demands (Goldberg et al., 
2018). As a result, it remains insufficiently understood which factors 
most strongly support or impede successful implementation of 
teacher-focused SEL initiatives within whole-school frameworks.

Recent research has begun to address this question. For example, a 
review by Cavanagh et al. (2024) identified several barriers to the 
implementation of whole-school approaches, including insufficient 
teacher training, limited financial resources, and low levels of accep
tance among students and staff. At the same time, several enabling 
factors were identified, such as strong support from school leadership 
and parents, the presence of dedicated program coordinators, and pos
itive relationships between students and staff. Previous research has 
similarly emphasized the importance of professional development for 
educators and supportive teacher–student relationships in facilitating 
successful implementation (Down, 2002; Poon-- McBrayer & Wong, 
2013).

The present study

To further explore how relational improvements can be fostered 
within whole-school SEL initiatives, a German–Danish research collab
oration launched a longitudinal project titled "Empathie macht Schule" 
("Empathy in School"; EmS; 2020–2025). The project was implemented 
in three elementary schools located in different districts in Berlin, Ger
many and aimed to strengthen empathy and relational competence 
among educators, including school leaders.

The broader project follows a mixed-method, non-randomized 
controlled trial design investigating the development of socio-emotional 
competencies and well-being among both educators and students. 
Within this larger research framework, the present paper focuses spe
cifically on the implementation process of the whole-school approach.

To gain deeper insights into implementation dynamics, repeated 
qualitative interviews with participating educators and school leaders 
were conducted throughout the implementation period. These in
terviews were designed to capture experiences with the program, as well 
as perceived facilitators and barriers encountered during 
implementation.

The central research question guiding this study is therefore:
What are helping and hindering factors in the implementation of the 

EmS whole-school approach?

Materials and methods

Participants and school setting

Three elementary schools in diverse urban districts—serving 
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approximately 1250 students and 130 faculty members—participated in 
the study.

The schools were recruited through outreach to headmasters of 107 
state-run half-day elementary schools in Berlin, Germany and a pre
sentation at a school leader assembly. From the interested schools, three 
were selected to reflect socioeconomic diversity, including one high-risk 
school receiving district funding. School participation in the study 
required majority approval from the faculty.

This study is based on interviews with N = 14 participants holding 
diverse professional roles and hierarchical positions within the three 
schools. The participants were recruited via e-mail based on the crite
rion of profession (Patton, 1999), including from each school:

a) the leadership team, consisting of principals, co-principals and 
after-school leaders

b) one to two teachers, and
c) members from other pedagogical professions such as childcare 

workers or special educators.
The seven educators (six female, one male), with a mean age of 49.25 

years (range: from 44 to 57 years), had an average of 14.9 years of 
experience in their profession (range: 6 – 26 years) and participated in 
the first EmS cohort. In terms of training dosage, five educators 
completed all six training modules of the EmS program (100%), one 
completed five modules (83%), and another completed four modules 
(67%). The organization of the school leader training ensured a 100% 
completion rate. For data protection, no further details about the school 
leaders will be disclosed.

Program description

The EmS program aims at enhancing teachers' and professionals' 
relational competence, empathy, and mindfulness through experiential, 
dialogical learning. Drawing from existential, developmental, and sys
temic psychology and the relational competence framework (Bertelsen, 
2010; Juul & Jensen, 2017) as well as implementation research (Durlak, 
2016), the program is structured around four core principles:

Principle 1: Whole-School Engagement and Leadership 

Involvement. EmS is a comprehensive, whole-school initiative involving 
all staff—from teachers to administrative and technical personnel—and 
includes collaboration with parents and students. School leadership 
teams participate in dedicated parallel training and reflection processes, 
which strengthen their capacity to model and support relational 
practices.

Principle 2: Long-Term, Structured Development. Spanning multi
ple years, EmS supports the gradual and lasting development of rela
tional competencies in everyday school practice. Early engagement 
begins with preparatory meetings that establish a shared understanding 
of the program’s values, structure, and expectations, helping to foster 
ownership and minimize resistance. Sustained professional develop
ment is provided through six core training modules delivered over 1.5 
years per cohort (See Fig. 1). This is followed by a structured year of peer 
reflection groups designed to deepen integration and reinforce long- 
term application.

Principle 3. Experiential and Practice-Based Learning. All modules 
emphasize active participation and real-life school scenarios, encour
aging participants to bring examples from their own professional 
experience. In dialogue exercises, participants share challenges from 
daily school life and support each other in exploring key elements of 
relational competence development. Through experiential meditative 
and somatic practices, participants learn to self-regulate their feelings 
and emotions, as well as manage attention and arousal within the 
classroom. Throughout the program, a safe and trusting environment is 
intentionally cultivated, nurturing participants’ presence, compassion, 
and relational awareness.

Principle 4. Peer Reflection and Cross-School Collaboration. Inter- 
school training groups foster exchange, peer learning, and reflection 
on institutional culture. After completing the core modules, schools 
implement collegial reflection groups—initially guided by EmS trainers, 
then led by trained staff. These ongoing structures build internal ca
pacity and help embed the program’s principles into daily professional 
routines and school culture.

Fig. 1. Modules of EmS.
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Study design
The research in the EmS program was conducted by the University of 

Mannheim, Germany (in the beginning University of Heidelberg, Ger
many) and VIA University College Aarhus from 2019 till 2025. 
Employing a converging explanatory mixed methods design, the overall 
project includes quantitative assessments at multiple timepoints before, 
during, and after the program to evaluate its effects on students and 
educators (this is not focus of this paper but emphasized to create 
transparency of the context of the data-collection). The concurrent 
qualitative data-collection aimed to explore the school professionals’ 
nuanced reflections and lived experiences of the implementation pro
cess. Longitudinal data from school leaders and post-hoc data from ed
ucators, collected immediately after completing the program, 
contributed to a comprehensive understanding of the development 
processes over time (Fig. 2).

Qualitative interviews were conducted with diverse professionals 
from the three schools, focusing on their reflections during the EmS 
project (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018) and aiming to extract reflections and 
underlying meaning constructions related to school relationships, 
climate, and the EmS implementation process. Data collection, sam
pling, and data analysis were informed by the study’s constructivist 
epistemology which precludes the idea of data saturation. As high
lighted by Braun and Clarke (2021), meaning is seen as actively con
structed by the researcher, not simply discovered in the data. Therefore, 
the goal was to capture rich, complex insights rather than achieve data 
saturation.

School leaders were interviewed at three points: before beginning 
EmS training, after the first COVID-19 lockdown, and after the first 
cohort completed its training modules (see Fig. 2). The third interview 
involved a member checking process to ensure intersubjective and 
communicative validity (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Educators were 
interviewed post-hoc after completing their training modules. In addi
tion to project implementation, these interviews explored perceived 
moments of change in interactions with students and parents.

Data analysis
A reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) was carried 

out by two researchers and with iterative cycles of data-analysis, 
following these six steps:

Data familiarization: Transcripts were reviewed for errors by 
listening to audio files, which also reactivated the interviewer’s memory 
of gestures, tone, and relational dynamics—documented through notes. 
Transcripts were printed, read multiple times, and annotated with 

salient phrases.
Systematic coding: Using MAXQDA, both semantic and latent codes 

were applied across the entire dataset. Codes were refined, merged, or 
discarded as patterns emerged.

Generating initial themes: Codes were grouped into initial themes 
based on their relevance to the implementation process as hindering and 
helping factors. Themes were constructed across all three schools and 
the various professions, identifying the contrasts and points of conver
gence among these perspectives (Patton, 1999). In this process, the sit
uated nature of the actors’ perspectives as part of one school was 
considered when it appeared to be relevant. For instance, to construct 
the first helping factor, “Program matching enacted values,” the raters 
compared how school leaders and educators from each school portrayed 
the program uptake both personally and at their school.

Reviewing themes: Themes were collaboratively discussed among 
the co-raters to ensure distinctiveness and coherence. This sometimes 
required revisiting and reassigning codes. Each theme has a title con
sisting of a concise statement representing the core content of the theme 
and a quote from an interview illustrating this content and underlining 
the participant voice.

Writing the results: The process was iterative rather than strictly 
linear; discussions often led to revising earlier codes or themes.

In line with a constructivist epistemology, we recognize that our 
roles – particularly one team member’s dual role as EMS facilitator and 
researcher – shaped the research process. Our shared commitment to 
relational values may have influenced how we interpreted participant 
accounts and what we prioritized in the data. While this proximity posed 
potential bias, it also provided contextual insight and fostered partici
pant trust, supporting richer interviews. To enhance credibility, we 
engaged in reflexive team dialogue and actively considered dis
confirming evidence throughout the analysis.

Results

This section will shed light on the implementation dynamics of the 
EmS project. In our analysis, we identified both facilitating and 
obstructing factors influencing the implementation of the EmS project. 
However, the relationship between these factors and the implementa
tion process is more nuanced than the simple labels of ‘helping’ or 
‘hindering’ suggest. For an overview, see Table 1.

Fig. 2. Trajectory of qualitative data assessment along the intervention implementation.
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Alignment with school’s enacted values: “empathy is the basis.”

This theme was constructed to account for differences between the 
schools related to the professionals’ reflections on their school’s enacted 
values and the EmS program. More specifically, the reflections suggest 
that schools with a track record of enacting measures in accordance with 
the program values already prior to the program showed more buy-in in 
terms of positive and committed faculty attitudes. Hence, a match be
tween the enacted values at the schools (including school leaders and 
faculty) and the program supported the implementation.

When leaders expressed a strong motivation, for example, speaking 
about “a deep conviction that […] empathy […] is the basis for learning”, 
also the faculty espoused a greater motivation, stating, for instance, 
“Well, everyone who has been there so far thinks it’s great.” The opposite 
was also found. At a school, a leader espoused that “In the free market 
economy, one would not simply accept such an offer like EmS. We really 
don’t know what’s in store for us”. The interviewed educators at this 
school described their faculty’s attitude towards EmS as rather mixed, 
and emphasized critical voices, as a teacher stated, “a large percentage [in 
the faculty] who does not really know or grasp what it is about.”

However, further elaborating on this issue, this school’s principal 
highlighted the role of the school’s context, describing it as “a somewhat 
harsh location.” Hence, the differences between the schools might also 
reflect how easy it is to enact these values, foremost of empathy, in a 
specific context.

Relevance and flexibility: “I need this now.”

This theme was constructed to account for the perceived relevance 
and adaptability of the program content which appears to support pro
gram integration and sustained engagement. Participants reported being 
able to translate the program contents to their daily work requirements, 
likening them to elements of a “toolbox” they could draw from 
depending on the situation, their own stress levels, or classroom 

dynamics. For instance, an educator elucidated, “I love the elevator ex
ercise, or just a short body scan. If I notice […] I need this now. […] It was 
often the situation that I think in the morning: I'm really stressed out, I need an 
exercise like this.”

In describing this translation into the classroom context, educators 
emphasized a flexible, non-dogmatic and bottom-up approach. By using 
the tools and practices in response to their own and the students’ needs – 
in fidelity with the program goals - the educators experienced them as 
relevant to their daily work which appears to be supportive for sustained 
engagement. Moreover, the participants felt encouraged to adapt the 
practices flexibly and find ways of fostering well-being and empathy that 
work for them. For instance, a teacher elucidated, “I've been practicing 
Feldenkrais for many years and EmS reminded me of it. […] Now I also 
incorporate it into everyday life.”

Summing up, the adaptability and perceived relevance of the pro
gram supported the implementation.

Consistent facilitation of an empathic climate: “I am really involved.”

One of the factors that supported the implementation of the EmS 
program was the way in which the facilitators modeled empathy and 
created a safe relational space during training. While participants 
described this as personally meaningful, it was also described as helpful 
in building trust and emotional safety — foundational conditions for 
engagement with the program content.

Educators emphasized that the consistency between the program’s 
goals and the relational behavior of its facilitators encouraged authentic 
participation. They described feeling emotionally held, listened to, and 
attuned to within the training sessions. As one participant explained, 
“There I feel really held and well. I am being listened to and I listen to others 
and I am really involved in it.”

Although this facilitator stance was primarily experienced as sup
portive and encouraging, some participants also suggested that it might 
have helped reduce initial skepticism among colleagues who were less 
familiar or comfortable with the program’s relational and emotional 
dimensions. In this way, facilitator modeling functioned as a relational 
enabler of implementation, supporting deeper, more sustained partici
pant engagement and responsiveness.

Relational dialogue as an enabler of program engagement: “we must 
change our conversational culture.”

A key factor supporting EmS implementation was the use of struc
tured peer dialogues that fostered empathic communication among 
faculty. These practices were not only helpful in navigating challenges 
but also functioned as enablers of engagement. Feeling listened to, taken 
seriously, and reflected with created a sense of relational trust that 
appeared to reinforce the implementation process, strengthening both 
individual buy-in and collective motivation.

Educators described entering the program in a context of profes
sional isolation, limited collaboration, and repetitive, unproductive 
conversations – one participant calling teachers “lonely warriors.” EmS 
introduced new dialogical formats that shifted this dynamic. Partici
pants emphasized how the opportunity to discuss relational challenges 
with colleagues brought clarity and relief: 

“This possibility to speak about relationships to children […] which are 
stuck. That has really helped me along.”

Such exchanges encouraged more mindful listening and greater 
mutual attunement. In some cases, faculty even adopted new conver
sational norms beyond the modules: 

“We totally noticed how important it is to listen and let the other finish 
talking. […] We said: ‘We must change our conversational culture.’ And 
it brings relief.”

These experiences not only supported relational trust but also helped 

Table 1 
Factors influencing EmS program implementation.

Theme Summary Description Influence

Alignment with School 
Values 
“Empathy is the basis.”

Schools already oriented toward 
empathy and reflective practice 
showed greater buy-in. Faculty 
motivation aligned with leadership 
values.

Supportive

Relevance and 
Flexibility 
“I need this now.”

Educators adapted EmS practices to 
fit daily work demands, enhancing 
perceived usefulness and fostering 
continued use.

Supportive

Facilitation of Empathic 
Climate 
“I am really involved.”

Consistent modeling of empathy by 
trainers created emotional safety and 
trust, encouraging engagement and 
openness.

Supportive

Relational Dialogue 
“We must change our 
conversational culture.”

Structured peer dialogue enabled 
connection, reflection, and mutual 
understanding, reinforcing program 
values and faculty motivation.

Supportive

Workload and 
Competing Demands 
“One more task on top.”

High workload limited capacity to 
integrate EmS practices. The effort 
required for uptake was experienced 
as an added burden.

Hindering

COVID-19 Disruption 
“Black hole.”

Pandemic-related school closures and 
stress interrupted momentum and 
made continuity of practice difficult.

Hindering

Systemic Constraints 
“Hamster wheel.”

Structural features of the education 
system (e.g., rigid schedules, limited 
collaboration time) hindered EmS 
implementation.

Hindering

Differentiated 
Engagement 
“What is holding you 
back?”

Differences in staff attitudes (e.g., 
toward mindfulness/empathy) 
challenged collective uptake and 
highlighted pre-existing divides.

Hindering/ 
Mixed
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translate program values – such as empathy, reflection, and presence – 
into the daily fabric of faculty life. In this way, the peer dialogues 
became not just outcomes but active components of implementation: 
they supported the internalization and enactment of EmS principles 
within real work contexts.

Several educators reported continuing these practices informally, 
outside of the training structure – during breaks, in spontaneous peer 
check-ins, or as part of their reflective routines. This informal uptake 
illustrates how relational mechanisms, once introduced, can help sustain 
program engagement and facilitate behavioral continuity beyond the 
training setting.

However, besides these helping factors, several obstacles to the 
implementation were also identified, here also condensed under four 
headlines.

Workload and competing demands: “one more task on top.”

First, the workload and competing demands were obstacles. Educa
tors depicted their workload as preventing them from implementing 
EmS in their daily work, and, reversely, the organizational workload 
tied to the EmS project itself was also depicted as a challenge on top of 
the stressful work. An educator elucidated: 

“But it's very, very difficult for me to take that with me into everyday life 
[…] It is a task that I give myself even MORE, on top of everything else 
that I already have to do […]. It is a task that of course makes everyday 
life easier for me. But in order for it to work in such a way, I have to 
integrate it first. And that, I think, is the really, really big challenge with 
EmS.”

Although improvements were clearly noted, implementation 
remained challenging.

COVID-19 pandemic impedes capacity for change: “black hole”

Secondly, the COVID-19 pandemic hampered system adaptability, 
disrupting EmS integration (Herrmann et al., 2021). School pro
fessionals struggled to absorb EmS input amid pandemic challenges. 
Several interviewees emphasized how the lockdown disrupted the mo
mentum EMS had generated, with one stating, “We got an incredible boost 
from EMS […] and then it was superimposed for at least a full year.” Leaders 
expressed a sense of discontinuity and cognitive overload, using meta
phors like a “black hole” or “coma” to describe the break in learning and 
practice. Another noted: “We actually wanted to practice this. […] And 
then COVID intervened.” Despite obstacles, some educators and leaders 
found EmS valuable for addressing emotional and relational aspects of 
the crisis, supporting self-care, stress regulation, and perspective-taking. 
One leader highlighted gaining the ability to step back and gain a 
broader perspective as a valuable skill acquired from EmS during the 
pandemic.

Systemic constraints as a barrier: “hamster wheel”

Educators described a strong mismatch between the EmS program’s 
relational aims and the rigid structures of the school system. Time 
pressures, standardized schedules, and fragmented collaboration rou
tines were seen as major barriers to implementing EmS practices. One 
teacher described this as being trapped in a “hamster wheel,” unable to 
slow down enough to apply what they had learned.

Participants highlighted specific obstacles: 45-minute lessons with 
fixed breaks, lack of time for meaningful conversations, and top-down 
curricula that left little space for student-centered or reflective work. 
These constraints often made applying EmS in daily routines “very, very 
difficult,” as one educator noted.

Despite this, many educators viewed EmS as aligned with their val
ues—and as a rare experience of what education could be. The training 
offered a break from routine and a glimpse of alternative possibilities, 

described by one leader as “the only tiny straw to realistically make it 
better.” For some, this contrast deepened their motivation to engage 
with EmS and even to push for broader change.

In sum, while systemic conditions were perceived as hindering 
implementation, they also sharpened educators’ awareness of what was 
lacking –and reinforced their commitment to the program’s vision.

The challenge of differentiated engagement: “what is holding you back?”

A final factor highlighted a distinction between non- and late- 
adopters during the EmS program introduction to faculty, shaping 
implementation dynamics. Educators’ attitude towards EmS ranged 
according to their pre-existing differences, notably in attitudes towards 
mindfulness and empathy. The EmS program unintentionally exacer
bated these disparities, eliciting disappointment in early adopters and 
school leaders at the lack of change in some of their colleagues. As a 
leader expressed, 

“Where is the appreciation? You have seen it. You have experienced it. 
What is holding you back?”

Others began to reflect on the realism of expecting full staff align
ment, stating, “One has to stay realistic. Some people are beyond hope.” 
Yet, these same tensions also provided an opportunity to apply the 
program’s relational ethos internally—by practicing empathy toward 
colleagues as part of the implementation journey itself.

In sum, EmS implementation surfaced intra-staff differences that 
challenged assumptions of unified uptake.

Discussion

Assessing implementation processes is critically important in the 
context of whole-school social and emotional learning (SEL) initiatives, 
as such programs aim to influence multiple levels of the school envi
ronment. For researchers, program developers, and practitioners, un
derstanding how interventions are implemented in practice is essential 
for interpreting outcomes and improving future implementation efforts. 
To meaningfully interpret the outcomes of a SEL program, it is necessary 
that interventions are implemented in ways that reflect their intended 
design (Dowling & Barry, 2020; Durlak et al., 2011). The interpretability 
of program effects therefore depends on understanding which compo
nents were implemented and how they were executed. Despite this 
importance, fewer than 50% of studies in this field report information on 
implementation processes or fidelity (e.g., Swanson et al., 2013). 
Against this background, the present study contributes to the literature 
by examining supportive and hindering factors in the implementation of 
the empathy-based SEL program EmS within a whole-school approach in 
elementary schools.

Our study did not primarily focus on standard implementation in
dicators such as program adherence, completion rates, or time alloca
tion. Instead, we adopted a process-oriented perspective, exploring the 
subjective experiences of school staff—including school leaders—who 
participated in the EmS program. The analysis focused on how these 
stakeholders perceived the implementation process and which factors 
they identified as facilitating or obstructing the integration of the pro
gram into everyday school practice.

Supportive implementation factors

Our findings revealed several factors that supported the imple
mentation of the EmS program within participating schools.

First, alignment with school values emerged as a central facilitating 
factor. Participants perceived the empathy training as consistent with 
the schools’ pedagogical principles and educational mission. This 
congruence strengthened acceptance and encouraged engagement with 
the program.

Second, perceived relevance and flexible application contributed 
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positively to implementation. Educators reported strong conviction 
regarding the value of the program and described applying its content 
flexibly within their professional practice. This observation aligns with 
previous research highlighting the importance of perceived program 
relevance and practitioner ownership in implementation processes 
(Jones & Cater, 2020).

Third, participants emphasized the importance of an authentic 
training context, noting that the way the training was delivered reflected 
the relational principles it aimed to promote. Educators experienced a 
meaningful connection between the program content and the training 
format, which enhanced credibility and engagement.

Fourth, mutual understanding through dialogue within the school 
environment supported implementation. Empathic conversations 
among staff members created opportunities for reflection and 
strengthened shared understanding. These dialogues contributed to a 
supportive relational climate within the school community.

Overall, these factors fostered motivated engagement and enabled 
flexible and sustainable program use. Although engagement levels var
ied among staff members, even partial engagement contributed posi
tively to implementation in different ways.

Our findings are consistent with Durlak and DuPre’s (2008) multi
level framework of implementation factors. In particular, the impor
tance of alignment with institutional values, flexible utilization of 
program components, and a constructive implementation climate 
became evident. Additionally, our results highlight the importance of 
strong relationships between implementers and program facilitators. 
Systematic reviews have identified relational quality between imple
menters and coaches as one of the most significant contextual predictors 
of successful program implementation (Ulla & Poom-Valickis, 2023).

Van Kuijk et al. (2021), in their review of implementation fidelity in 
the whole-school reform program Success for All, noted that relatively 
few studies provide detailed insights into implementation processes. 
When implementation processes are reported, barriers are often 
emphasized more strongly than enabling factors. Nevertheless, these 
authors highlighted leadership, professional development, and sup
portive organizational conditions as key contributors to successful 
implementation—elements that are also reflected in our findings.

Hudson et al. (2020) likewise identified leadership, communication, 
program execution, and perceptions of the intervention as decisive 
implementation factors in their qualitative study of a whole-school 
mindfulness program. Although leadership did not emerge as an 
explicit coding category in our analysis, leadership engagement was 
integrated into the program design. Direct support was provided to 
school leaders, reflecting existing research emphasizing leadership 
buy-in as a crucial condition for successful implementation (Mahfouz 
et al., 2019). In line with this, our findings suggest that implementation 
was particularly successful when school leaders’ values aligned with the 
relational principles of the EmS program.

Teacher-level factors also appeared relevant. Nguyen et al. (2022)
identified teacher self-efficacy, motivation, and willingness to assume 
responsibility as key predictors of successful implementation of 
mindfulness-based school programs. Similar aspects were evident in our 
data. At the leadership level, sustained institutional support further 
facilitated the implementation process.

Our study also highlighted the potential of the EmS program to foster 
personal and professional development among educators. Participants 
described changes in attitudes and interpersonal interactions with stu
dents, parents, and colleagues. For example, Design Principle 6—which 
emphasizes high participant activity and grounding the training in 
everyday school life—was reflected in reports of changes in classroom 
practices.

These findings are consistent with previous research demonstrating 
that relational competencies among educators contribute to positive 
learning environments (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). From a systems 
perspective, strengthening educators’ relational capacities may initiate 
self-reinforcing dynamics in which staff feel increasingly capable of 

shaping classroom and school climate. In addition, such competencies 
may buffer against stress and burnout among educators (Aloe et al., 
2014; Johnson et al., 2005; Varol et al., 2021), although further 
empirical analysis of EmS outcomes will be required to examine this 
possibility.

Another enabling element was Design Principle 7, which created a 
safe environment in which staff could experience empathy through 
supportive and attuned dialogues. Participants emphasized the impor
tance of the training atmosphere and valued the opportunity to engage 
in meaningful empathic conversations. This relational foundation 
functioned as an important resource for school climate development and 
supported the emergence of self-sustaining improvements—a charac
teristic feature of holistic whole-school approaches (principle 2; Cefai & 
Cavioni, 2014).

Hindering implementation factors

Alongside facilitating conditions, several factors were identified as 
hindering the implementation process.

First, increased workload emerged as a significant challenge. Par
ticipants reported that the program was perceived as an additional de
mand within already full professional schedules. Competing 
responsibilities limited the time and attention available for program 
participation.

Second, COVID-19-related disruptions interfered with implementa
tion. Pandemic-related constraints affected training schedules and 
limited opportunities for consistent program engagement.

Third, structural limitations within the school system created addi
tional barriers. Rigid scheduling structures and institutional constraints 
reduced flexibility and complicated the integration of program activities 
into everyday school routines.

These findings highlight the importance of temporal and structural 
resources in enabling effective program implementation. As Durlak 
(2016) notes, successful SEL implementation depends not only on pro
gram quality but also on adequate structural conditions that allow 
participants to engage meaningfully with the intervention.

Implications for the field

Beyond the specific context of the EmS program, our findings offer 
several broader insights for the implementation of whole-school SEL 
initiatives.

First, the results highlight the importance of relational competencies 
among educators and school leaders as a foundation for SEL imple
mentation. Strengthening relational capacities may contribute not only 
to classroom climate but also to the broader organizational culture of 
schools.

Second, organizational support and alignment with school values 
appear to be critical conditions for successful implementation. Programs 
that resonate with existing institutional missions and pedagogical 
principles are more likely to gain acceptance and sustain engagement.

Third, the findings suggest the importance of gradual and context- 
sensitive implementation strategies. Flexible application of program 
components allowed educators to integrate the program into their pro
fessional practice in ways that were meaningful within their specific 
contexts.

Finally, the results underscore the value of ongoing reflection and 
dialogue within school communities. Opportunities for empathic con
versation and collaborative reflection can strengthen shared under
standing and foster collective ownership of SEL initiatives.

At the same time, the findings indicate that whole-school approaches 
require substantial structural support. Sustainable implementation de
pends not only on individual engagement but also on institutional 
frameworks that enable schools to integrate relational competencies 
into their everyday practices (Oberle et al., 2020).
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Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations. First, the study was based on a 
relatively small subsample of educators and aimed primarily to generate 
preliminary insights into factors influencing the implementation of the 
EmS intervention. Consequently, the findings cannot be generalized and 
should be interpreted cautiously.

Second, potential researcher bias cannot be entirely excluded. The 
factors identified in this study represent only a limited subset of the 
implementation variables discussed in the broader literature (e.g., 
Durlak, 2016). Future research should therefore examine how different 
aspects of implementation—such as training scope, quality of delivery, 
and long-term support—interact to shape program outcomes.

Third, the perspectives of other relevant stakeholders were not 
included. Although both school leaders and staff were interviewed, the 
perspectives of students, parents, and other members of the school 
community remain unexplored.

Another challenge concerns the differentiation between content, 
structure, and process in implementation research. In practice, these 
elements are often interrelated and may function both as causes and as 
consequences of successful implementation.

Future research should therefore investigate whether the hypotheses 
derived from the present findings are empirically supported. In partic
ular, it remains to be examined whether micro-level changes depend less 
on the acquisition of specific techniques and more on personal growth 
and the development of professional attitudes associated with relational 
competence.

More broadly, an unresolved question in relational education con
cerns how implementation should be conceptualized when interventions 
focus on relationship-oriented change rather than standardized program 
components. Such interventions are inherently dynamic and require 
adaptation to specific contexts and individuals. This characteristic 
challenges traditional concepts of implementation fidelity and high
lights the need for more nuanced approaches to evaluating imple
mentation processes in complex educational environments.

Finally, the process-oriented development observed in the EmS 
project currently lacks sufficient structural support at the meso- and 
macro-levels. Structural constraints remain significant obstacles to the 
practical integration of relational approaches into everyday school life. 
Future efforts should therefore move toward a systemic perspective, 
focusing not only on individual schools but also on educational struc
tures capable of fostering a broader culture of empathy, kindness, and 
compassion across the educational system.

Conclusion

This study identified key factors influencing the implementation of 
the EmS empathy-based SEL program within elementary schools. Sup
portive conditions included alignment with school values, authentic 
training delivery, and opportunities for relational dialogue, whereas 
structural barriers such as time constraints and systemic rigidity hin
dered implementation.

The findings highlight the importance of relational processes and 
educator engagement in whole-school SEL initiatives. At the same time, 
they underscore the limitations of conventional implementation metrics 
when applied to flexible, relationship-centered interventions. Future 
research should therefore develop evaluation approaches that better 
capture the dynamic relationship between implementation processes 
and outcomes in complex educational environments. Ultimately, sus
tainable impact will depend on systemic support that enables schools to 
embed relational competencies within broader institutional structures 
and cultures.

[1] The conceptualization of such positive relationships and rela
tional climate has shifted towards a generative social field conceptual
ization (for elaborations see Herrmann, 2023; Pomeroy & Herrmann, 
2023).

[2] These themes are elaborated in greater detail elsewhere 
(QUELLE).
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