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Abstract
Concerns about the sustainability of school leadership have intensified globally, with the wellbeing of headteachers now being recognised as a critical educational research issue. International evidence indicates that headteachers face growing complexity, heightened accountability, and increased workload, all contributing to stress and attrition (Education Support, 2024; Scott, Limbert, & Sykes, 2024). In Wales, these challenges are compounded by major reforms, including the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) and the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Act, which have reshaped headship into a role encompassing curriculum design, strategic leadership, and change management within resource constrained environments (Packer, Morgan, & Sidoli, 2025; Marchant et al., 2024). While quantitative studies highlight high stress levels among Welsh headteachers, qualitative research exploring their lived experiences remains limited.
This study adopts a phenomenological approach within an interpretivist paradigm to examine how policy driven demands influence wellbeing and leadership practice. Three semi-structured interviews were conducted with primary headteachers in Wales via Microsoft Teams, interviews were carried out with participants informed consent and subsequently transcribed word-for-word. The data was then examined using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-stage approach to thematic analysis. Three overarching themes emerged: (1) escalating role complexity and systemic pressures, including compliance, safeguarding, and ALN reforms; (2) wellbeing under threat, with headteachers reporting chronic stress, sleep disruption, and work life conflict; and (3) sustainability and leadership retention, highlighting concerns about recruitment, decision making under strain, and calls for systemic support such as coaching, protected strategic time, and streamlined accountability.
The findings aim to inform policy and practice aligned with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and contribute to wider debates on leadership resilience and sustainable school leadership.
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Introduction

Headteacher wellbeing remains an ongoing concern in educational leadership, raising fundamental questions about the sustainability of school leadership roles. International research continually highlights that school leaders face growing complexity, heightened accountability and increasing workloads, all of which contribute to stress, burnout and attrition (OECD, 2023). These challenges are not unique to Wales; however, the Welsh context presents additional layers of complexity due to significant policy reforms and accountability frameworks. At a time when educational systems are striving to improve educational quality, outcomes and inclusivity the demands placed on headteachers has never been greater.   

In Wales the introduction of the Curriculum for Wales (CfW), the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Act, and changes to accountability structures have reshaped the landscape of school leadership. While these reforms aim to improve pupil outcomes and equity, they have also brought with them a new set of responsibilities and uncertainties that fundamentally alter what it means to be a primary school Headteacher in Wales. Leaders are now expected to act as strategic leaders, curriculum designers and manage complex change processes, while maintaining operational stability and meeting the expectations of policymakers, staff, pupils, governors, and parents. The convergence of these systemic demands creates a context where leadership is not only complex but increasingly precarious.
The introduction of the Curriculum for Wales has required schools to fundamentally rethink their pedagogical practices and design a bespoke curricula that reflects both their local context and the four overarching purposes of education: developing ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. Concurrently, the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) reforms have required systemic changes to provision for pupils with diverse needs, intensifying the responsibility on headteachers to ensure compliance and equity. Estyn’s thematic review (2025) highlighted the inconsistencies in the implementation of these reforms, highlighting how they have compounded the complexity of leadership roles and significantly intensified leader workloads. Importantly, these structural changes do not occur in isolation, they overlap with ongoing priorities such as safeguarding, performance management, staff and stakeholder wellbeing, and community engagement. The result is a leadership landscape that is reform saturated and resource constrained, presenting profound challenges for sustaining effective practice.
Evidence emphasises the severity of these pressures. Scott, Limbert, and Sykes (2024) report that two thirds of Welsh headteachers experience high levels of work-related stress, citing workload escalation and limited local authority support as key factors. Baldwin (2022) further illustrated how bureaucratic demands and risk management during the COVID-19 pandemic eroded professional autonomy, amplifying feelings of vulnerability and isolation among school leaders. (Maslach & Leiter, 2016) found that burnout in school leaders typically manifests as emotional and physical exhaustion, often accompanied by sleep disturbance, frequent illness, and a persistent sense of fatigue, alongside increased cynicism or detachment, such as dreading work or feeling numb in challenging conversations. It also includes a reduced sense of effectiveness, where leaders feel that nothing is ever good enough or that their efforts make little difference despite significant investment of time and energy. Despite these insights, much of the existing literature focuses on quantitative measures of stress and retention, often overlooking the nuanced, lived experiences of headteachers navigating these systemic challenges. This gap in understanding is significant because leadership sustainability depends not only on structural reforms but also on the personal and professional resilience of those leaders.
This study seeks to address that gap by exploring the lived experiences of primary school headteachers in Wales, focusing on what pressures impact on their wellbeing and professional practice. The research is guided by the overarching question: What are the main pressures that affect the wellbeing and professional practice of primary school headteachers in Wales, and how do they experience these challenges? In simple terms, the study aims to understand what makes the role of headteacher so demanding and how these pressures impact both their wellbeing and the way they lead their schools.
The research assumes that headteachers face significant pressures from multiple sources, including government policies, accountability demands, leadership responsibilities, and personal circumstances. By speaking directly to headteachers and analysing their experiences, this study will explore whether this assumption holds true and will help provide a deeper understanding of the factors involved. Through using a qualitative, phenomenological approach, the research aims to capture rich, contextualised insights into the emotional, relational, and structural dimensions of leadership. This methodology is particularly suited to uncovering the strategies headteachers use to cope with stress and maintain their resilience.
As a headteacher actively engaged in the Welsh education system, reflexivity is central to this research process. My professional role provides unique insights into the lived realities of school leadership, but it also introduces potential biases that must be acknowledged and managed. Reflexivity involves critically examining how my positionality shaped by experience, values, and professional responsibilities may influence the interpretation of the data and the framing of findings. This dual perspective as both practitioner and researcher will offer depth and authenticity yet will require deliberate strategies to maintain both transparency and rigor. Throughout the study, I will employ reflective journaling to interrogate assumptions, question interpretations, and ensure that participants’ voices are given prominence. The study uses reflexivity to strike a balance between insider understanding and objective analysis, helping to make the conclusions credible and dependable
The aims of this research are fourfold:
1. To examine the everyday challenges and pressures faced by primary school headteachers in Wales and how these affect their wellbeing and leadership practice.
2. To give headteachers a voice by enabling them to share their personal and professional experiences, including the strategies they use to cope with stress.
3. To identify the key factors that contribute to stress and reduce job satisfaction, such as government reforms, leadership responsibilities, and personal circumstances.
4. To use these insights to inform future policies and practices that better support headteachers and promote sustainable leadership.
The implications of this research are significant, by understanding the challenges headteachers face and how these affect their wellbeing, policymakers and education leaders can develop more effective strategies to reduce stress and improve working conditions. This might include changes to professional learning programmes, workload management, and support systems. Improving headteacher wellbeing does not only benefit the leaders themselves, it also directly impacts the pupils and staff as a strong and healthy leadership team is linked to higher educational outcomes and improved standards of teaching. Furthermore, this research aligns with the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which seeks to improve wellbeing across all areas of life, including education. Ultimately This study takes a closer look at the human side of headship, aiming to help build leadership that feels supported, resilient, and sustainable in Welsh primary schools.
Context
Headteachers in Welsh primary schools are leading through a period of significant change. The introduction of the Curriculum for Wales (2022) and the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Act has expanded their responsibilities beyond teaching and learning to include compliance, safeguarding, and complex change management. These reforms sit alongside established accountability measures such as Estyn inspections and local authority monitoring, creating dual pressures of innovation and performance assurance within increasingly tight budgets.
While national legislation such as the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 promotes wellbeing as a strategic priority, headteachers describe a disconnect between these aspirations and the realities of educational reforms, staffing shortages, financial constraints, and rising community needs. The COVID-19 pandemic amplified these challenges, adding emotional labour and widening the role to include family and social support. Against this backdrop, the study explores how overlapping policy demands and resource limitations shape headteachers’ experiences, wellbeing, and perceptions of sustainability in the role.
The leadership landscape is further complicated by demographic and workforce trends, many schools face recruitment difficulties for both teaching and support staff, leaving headteachers to absorb additional operational duties. This often means covering classes, taking on cleaning caretaking duties, managing complex safeguarding cases, and responding to escalating mental health needs among pupils and families. At the same time, expectations for inclusive practice and equity have grown, requiring Headteachers to navigate sensitive issues with limited specialist support. These pressures are not isolated; they intersect with heightened scrutiny from inspection regimes and performance frameworks, which can create tension between compliance and innovation.
Financial constraints compound these challenge, rising costs and static budgets force difficult decisions about staffing, interventions, and enrichment opportunities, often leaving headteachers feeling that they are “robbing Peter to pay Paul.” The cumulative effect is a role that demands resilience, adaptability, and moral purpose, yet offers limited structural support. Understanding these dynamics is critical because leadership sustainability underpins the success of national reforms. Without systemic investment in time, trust, and resources, the risk is not only diminished wellbeing for leaders but also compromised outcomes for pupils and communities.
Methods
This study takes an interpretivist approach recognising that people make sense of the world in different ways and that their experiences are shaped by the meanings they give to them. Rather than seeking universal truths, this perspective values depth and context, making it particularly suited to exploring headteachers’ wellbeing. Leadership challenges are not linear, they are shaped by personal values, professional identity, and the unique context of each school. Adopting this stance allows the research to capture individual perspectives and examine how headteachers interpret the pressures they encounter.
To address the research question, a phenomenological approach was chosen, phenomenology complements interpretivism by focusing on participants lived experiences and ensuring that participants perspectives remain the primary focus. This approach allows the patterns within the data to emerge organically, rather than relying on preset categories, helping to ensure the findings genuinely reflect the realities and complexities of headship in the Welsh context. 
Data was collected through three semi structured interviews with current primary headteachers in Wales, interviews were conducted online using Microsoft Teams via the Hwb platform to comply with General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). This format provided flexibility and convenience for participants while allowing the researcher to explore key topics such as wellbeing and leadership pressures. Each interview was recorded with informed consent and transcribed verbatim to preserve the richness of participants’ narratives.
Participants were selected using purposive sampling, considering factors such as school type, geographical location, and years of leadership experience. During the interviews, the researcher employed gentle prompts and follow up questions to encourage deeper reflection and elaboration. This approach maintained a balance between covering core topics and allowing participants to express their views openly and freely. 
For data analysis, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis was applied. This method aligns with interpretivist principles by emphasising inductive coding and iterative theme development. The process involved:
1. Familiarisation with the data
2. Generating initial codes
3. Searching for themes
4. Reviewing themes
5. Defining and naming themes
6. Producing the final report
This reflexive and iterative process enabled the researcher to interpret meaning rather than quantify responses, ensuring that the findings capture the nuanced realities of headteachers’ experiences.
Emerging Themes and Findings
This qualitative study explored how participants lived experiences of being a primary headteacher in Wales affected their wellbeing and their professional practice. To explore this topic, the following core research questions were posed:

· What are the main pressures of the role as a headteacher and how have they changed over the years?
· How do these pressures affect personal wellbeing and what strategies do they use to manage stress and maintain balance?
· In what ways does pressure influence their leadership decisions and does this impact their leadership ability?
· What support systems help them cope with the challenges and what better support systems should be put in place to support headteacher wellbeing?
· How do their personal values shape the way they respond to pressure and is there ever any 
tension between their values and external expectations?
The findings conducted within a phenomenological framework and guided by Braun and Clarkes six phase thematic analysis as explained in the methodology generated a rich account of Welsh headteachers lived experiences. Inductive coding and iterative theme development revealed three overarching themes that captured the complexity and consequences of the role: 
(1) Escalating role complexity and systemic pressures, 
(2) Wellbeing under threat, and
(3) Sustainability and the leadership pipeline.
Each theme comprises several subthemes that highlight the interplay between structural demands, personal resilience and leadership practice. (see Fig.1)

Figure 1: Thematic framework of Headship Pressures and Wellbeing. 
1. Escalating Role Complexity and Systemic Pressures
1.1. Compliance, safeguarding, and accountability creep
1.2. Budget constraints and resource scarcity
1.3. ALN and CfW reforms and policy instability
1.4. Collaboration cultures and trust
2. Wellbeing Under Threat
2.1. Emotional strain: worry, isolation, and cognitive load
2.2. Physical impacts: sleep disruption and health concerns
2.3. Work life conflict and the invisible labour of headship
2.4. Coping practices and their limits
3. Sustainability and the Leadership Pipeline
3.1. Decision making under pressure
3.2. Recruitment and retention risks
3.3. What helps: mentoring, coaching, supervision
3.4. Toward systemic solutions
Throughout, anonymised quotes (P1–P3) are used to give voice to participants and to substantiate interpretations.












Theme 1 reflects the widening scope of headship, encompassing compliance, safeguarding, accountability creep, budgetary constraints, policy instability linked to Additional Learning Needs and Curriculum for Wales reforms, and the variable quality and impact of collaboration cultures. Theme 2 focuses on the erosion of wellbeing, evidenced through emotional strain, physical health impacts, work life imbalance, and the limited efficacy of individual coping strategies. Theme 3 addresses sustainability concerns, highlighting decision making under pressure, recruitment and retention risks, and participants’ calls for systemic solutions such as mentoring, coaching, and professional supervision.
Rather than existing in isolation, these themes intersect to present headship as a role marked by escalating complexity and diminishing resources, conditions that carry significant implications for leaders’ wellbeing, decision making capacity, and the sustainability of leadership succession. The following sections present each theme in detail, supported by anonymised participant quotations and linked to the coded findings that underpin this analysis.  
Discussion
Theme 1: Escalating Role Complexity and Systemic Pressures
This theme captures the ever-changing role of the Headteacher and the significant transformation in recent years, evolving from a primarily pedagogical leadership position to one characterised by managerial complexity and systemic accountability. Participants consistently described a shift from strategic leadership toward operational firefighting, driven by compliance requirements, safeguarding responsibilities, and policy turbulence. These pressures are further exacerbated by resource scarcity and variable collaboration cultures, creating an environment where headship feels increasingly unsustainable and isolated.
1.1 Compliance, Safeguarding, and Accountability Creep
All three participants described headship as stretching well beyond pedagogical leadership into business management, health and safety and safeguarding. The expansion of their duties reflects a broader trend identified in leadership research where compliance and accountability demands have intensified over time. (Earley et al., Day & Sammons, 2016). These pressures often displace strategic leadership tasks, forcing headteachers to prioritise operational concerns during the school day.
One participant (P1) highlighted: the breadth of these responsibilities noting:
 “Headship now includes business management, safeguarding and health and safety, with constant email volume as well as the bilingual requirements adding to our workload.” (P1)
Another participant (P3) emphasised the shift from strategic to reactive, describing headship as feeling like “two jobs” due to smaller staffing structures and heightened expectations. P1 reinforced this point explaining “Strategic work happens at home because the day is full of firefighting.” (P1)
Similarly, P2 illustrated the daily intensity of safeguarding and compliance tasks stating:
“We’re managing disclosures daily while juggling compliance and funding gaps.” (P2)
These accounts align with findings from NAHT Cymru (2023,) which report safeguarding and accountability as leading contributors to workload stress among Welsh headteachers. The cumulative effect of these demands creates an environment where headship feels increasingly unsustainable and operationally driven, rather than strategically focussed. 
1.2 Budget Constraints and Resource Scarcity
All participants identified financial pressures as a critical challenge shaping the sustainability of headship. Budgetary cutbacks was described as a universal concern, with significant implications for staffing, provision and the ability to maintain standards. These experiences reflect wider evidence that funding reductions have intensified leadership stress across the UK (Greany & Higham, 2018; OECD, 2019) particularly in contexts of high deprivation where formula funding models fail to account for post pandemic realities.
One participant (P3) contrasted funding levels between England and Wales noting:
“The amount of money you get per child in England is significantly different to here in Wales, so the things I was able to implement for pupils in England I could never do in Wales. Over time budgets have got increasingly worse and we are now at crisis point in terms of budgets and standards in Wales”. (P3)
Another participant (P2) critiqued the rigidity of formula funding, describing the “30:1” as unrealistic in schools serving challenging and complex communities:
“Budgets are shrinking, yet expectations on us to do more with less keeps growing, headship feels like two jobs.”
P1 linked financial constraints to time displacement, explaining that strategic tasks often migrate into personal hours due to operational demands during the school day:
‘Quite often collating your information and doing your reports, that’s done at home because you are too busy dealing with the day-to-day operations during the day and that’s hard’ 
These accounts align with Estyn (2021) which highlights the scarcity of resources as a major barrier to school improvements in Wales. This shortage forces school leaders to make difficult trade-offs between meeting compliance requirements and delivering high quality provision for pupils. 
1.3 ALN Reforms and Policy Instability
Participants consistently identified ALN processes as overly bureaucratic and slow to respond to the ever-increasing needs of pupils with ALN in mainstream schools. This concern reflects wider findings from Headrest (2025,) which found that headteachers in England face similar challenges to those in Wales in managing Special Educational Needs and Difficulties (SEND) provision, due to insufficient funding, staff shortages linked to recruitment and retention difficulties and escalating demand that exceeds schools’ capacity to respond effectively.

One participant (P1) described the post reform landscape as creating a “two-tier system” where increased monitoring requirements below IDP (Individual Development Plan) thresholds and additional professional learning have added complexity rather than reducing it. P1 commented “I think ALN reforms have not simplified things for schools, it’s made things a lot harder for schools to maintain, implement and monitor”. (P1)
Another participant (P2) was more emphatic, stating that the current system is “not working,” P2 shared examples of pupils with significant needs entering mainstream without timely or appropriate support, which simultaneously raises safeguarding concerns but also diverts adult support away from other pupils. As P2 explained:
 “We will have to jump through hoops for children that far beyond mainstream thresholds.” (P2)                          
1.4 Collaboration Cultures and Trust
Collaboration was intended to serve as a mechanism for support and shared improvement, yet participants reported mixed experiences that reveal significant variability in trust and effectiveness. While policy frameworks often promote cluster working and distributed leadership as strategies to reduce isolation and enhance capacity (Hargreaves & Fullen, 2012), empirical evidence suggests that collaboration can be undermined by competitive dynamics and inconsistent challenge (Chapman & Muijs, 2014).
One participant (P1) highlighted worries about guarded interactions in cluster settings, noting:
“Competition and guardedness undermine the trust; I think smaller more purposeful partnerships would work better for everyone.” 
Similarly, P2 acknowledged the potential value of clusters but warned against negative cultures and ineffective challenge improvement partners who lack practical leadership experience “They haven’t walked in a heads shoes” and to “take what’s useful from the cluster and ignore the negativity’. (P2)

P3 emphasised the importance of selective engagement, advocating for alignment with the schools’ strategic priorities:
“I think you’ve got to make tough decisions, and you have to think about what is relevant for your school, don’t take on every initiative that gets thrown at you, stay strong in your focus and only join cluster work when it’s aligned to your strategic direction”. 

These perspectives reflect wider research indicating that while collaborative structures can develop professional learning and resilience, their success depends on trust, reciprocity, and relevance (Harris, 2013). In the absence of these conditions, collaboration risks becoming and additional burden rather than a source of support. 

Theme 2: Wellbeing Under Threat
The second overarching theme captures the profound impact of headship on leaders’ psychological and physical health, as well as their personal lives. Across all interviews, participants described a persistent sense of stress that extended well beyond the professional domain, manifesting as emotional exhaustion, physical symptoms, and work life imbalance. These findings support educational research which stated that school leadership is associated with elevated risks of burnout out, anxiety and health deterioration (Riley, 2018; Education Support, 2022; NAHT Cymru, 2023).
All participants consistently reported that coping strategies such as time management, delegation and informal peer support were insufficient to counterbalance the systemic pressures that they faced. This aligns with Headrest (2025), which found that even when headteachers adopt various coping mechanisms, they frequently experience chronic stress and sleep disruption due to the cumulative wight of their leadership responsibilities and resource scarcity compound these pressures, creating conditions where wellbeing is persistently under threat (Riley, 2018; Greany & Higham, 2018)
2.1 Emotional Strain: Worry, Isolation, and Cognitive Load
Participants described a persistent mental and emotional burden associated with headship, characterised by rumination, overthinking, and feelings of isolation. These experiences support research highlighting the psychological toll of school leadership, where chronic stress and cognitive overload are common (Riley, 2018; NAHT Cymru, 2023). The Teacher Wellbeing Index 2023 further reinforced this pattern, reporting that 95% of headteachers surveyed experienced stress, with 24% identifying as acutely stressed (Education Support, 2023).  The demands of safeguarding, staffing, and accountability were reported as extending beyond the professional domain, impacting negatively on their personal relationships and wellbeing.
One participant (P1) illustrated the pervasive nature of this strain:
“I could still take a worry monster to bed with me, it’s the constant mental pressure, whether you are in school or out of school on the weekend with your family. These thoughts are with you, the list is still with you, and it affects relationships at home and relationships with your friends, so you get quite isolated. This means you withdraw more and then this becomes a vicious circle.”
Another participant (P2) emphasised the emotional toll of “unsolvable problems,” citing issues such as staffing shortages, high-need admissions, and overstretched external services:
“These problems aren’t solvable. I wake at 3am thinking about exclusions.”
These accounts reflect findings from Headrest (2025), which report that headteachers frequently experience sleep disruption and emotional exhaustion due to the cumulative weight of leadership responsibilities. The literature suggests that such pressures contribute to heightened vulnerability to burnout and mental health decline, particularly when coping strategies are insufficient to counterbalance systemic demands (Riley, 2018; Education Support, 2022).
2.2 Physical Impacts: Sleep Disruption and Health Concerns
The emotional strain associated with headship was reported to manifest in significant physical health consequences. Participants described symptoms ranging from sleep disturbance and weight gain to serious stress-related illnesses, reflecting the cumulative toll of sustained occupational pressure. These findings align with research indicating that chronic stress among school leaders is strongly linked to physical health deterioration, including cardiovascular risk and psychosomatic complaints (Education Support, 2022; Marchant et al., 2024).
One participant (P1) recounted experiencing multiple health issues, including insomnia, weight gain, and a suspected cardiac event:
“So I have put on weight in the last couple of years and have also been to hospital because I just had a suspected heart attack. I have trouble sleeping and I have kind of got into this area where I am probably in poor physical and mental health and I know I am not the only headteacher like this. I know a few headteachers who are off with stress-induced illnesses such as heart attacks, stroke and cancer, it’s a worry.”
Similarly, P2 described chronic insomnia severe enough to require medical intervention:
“I don’t sleep properly, the stress is constant and this has definitely affected my health. I didn’t realise how bad it was until my proper sleep returned when I was on holiday, work stress is definitely the trigger.”
These accounts are consistent with Marchant et al. (2024), who found that exhaustion levels among headteachers were extremely high, with 81% of senior leaders in Wales reporting high or very high levels of fatigue. Physical complaints such as muscle pain and headaches were also prevalent, indicating burnout and psychosomatic stress. Such evidence reinforces the argument that headship places leaders at heightened risk of both mental and physical health decline, particularly when systemic pressures remain unaddressed.
2.3 Worklife Imbalance and the Invisible Labour of Headship
Participants described how the demands of headship frequently collided with family life, creating moral tension and feelings of absence. This supports research on the “spillover effect,” where professional responsibilities intrude into personal domains, eroding boundaries and contributing to stress (Riley, 2018; Education Support, 2022). The invisible labour of leadership, such as responding to urgent communications outside contracted hours was reported as a persistent feature of the role.
One participant (P3) shared a poignant moment with her child, who asked:
“Can’t we just move to a smaller house, so you won’t have to be a head?”
This comment encapsulated the moral conflict of serving the school community while feeling absent at home. P3 further reflected on the difficulty of balancing work and family responsibilities:
“I think I struggle to find a balance, and you end up being torn between your work and your family, and more often than not you end up prioritising your work over your own children at times and that can be difficult.”
Similarly, P1 acknowledged skipping meals and working late into the evenings, describing the constant connectivity and fear of disengagement:
“There is never enough time. I work long hours and this continues in the evenings and on weekends, it never stops. You are afraid to turn off your phone in case something happens. I have already had three or four messages asking for meetings with parents and they would like to meet today, it’s now 3 o’clock. It never ends.”
These accounts are supported by Marchant et al. (2024), who found that workload demands on headteachers are particularly severe, with senior leaders in Wales working an average of 54–55 hours per week and 79% reporting at least 50 hours weekly. Such evidence underscores the systemic nature of work–life imbalance in school leadership and its implications for wellbeing.
2.4 Coping Practices and Their Limits
Participants reported using a wide range of approaches to cope with the pressures of headship, with delegation and the distribution of leadership roles being key examples (P3), compartmentalisation (P2), and counselling (P1). However, these approaches were consistently perceived as temporary buffers rather than sustainable solutions, largely due to the absence of formalised support structures. (Riley, 2018; Education Support, 2022) found that while individual coping mechanisms can provide short-term relief, they rarely address the systemic nature of leadership stress
P2 described the challenge of maintaining boundaries between work and home life, noting:
“I have learned to put boundaries in between home and school and separate them; however, this has taken years of practice, and I don’t always get it right as the lines continually get blurred and that’s hard for everyone around you.”
Although compartmentalisation offered some protection, it did not resolve chronic insomnia, highlighting the limitations of personal strategies in mitigating health impacts.
Similarly, P1 recounted difficulties accessing sustained professional support, explaining that local authority counselling ceased prematurely:
“I did get counselling from the Local Authority, but it basically broke down after two scheduled visits and they didn’t get in contact anymore, so I have had to pay privately for counselling and therapy and that’s time-consuming and expensive.”
While counselling was helpful, P1 acknowledged ongoing vulnerability:
“I am aware I am a ticking time bomb and I worry for my health, especially as a single mother.”
P3 reported that selective delegation and upskilling the leadership team provided some relief but did not eliminate the persistent cognitive tether to school:
“Now I have got a family I have worked incredibly hard to delegate more by upskilling my leadership team, and as a result I now have a very capable leadership team. However, the school and its standards are still accountable to me. I often wake up in the middle of the night and think ‘Oh my God’ and write notes in my phone to check with the team in the morning.”
These accounts support the findings of Marchant et al. (2024), who found that despite efforts to manage workload, senior leaders in Wales continue to report high levels of exhaustion and stress, underscoring the inadequacy of individual coping strategies in addressing systemic pressures.
Theme 3: Sustainability and the Leadership Pipeline
The third overarching theme addresses concerns about the long-term viability of headship under current conditions. Participants consistently linked diminished wellbeing to impaired decision making, recruitment and retention challenges, and the urgent need for systemic interventions to sustain leadership capacity. These findings echo research warning that leadership sustainability is threatened by workload intensification, accountability pressures, and insufficient support structures (Earley et al., 2012; Riley, 2018; Marchant et al., 2024).

3.1 Decision Making Under Pressure
All participants described a clear relationship between wellbeing and the quality of their decision making. P1 reflected on the tendency to second guess and delay decisions when overwhelmed:
“I find myself questioning decisions I would normally make confidently.”
Similarly, P3 noted that exhaustion diminished creativity and strategic clarity:
“When you’re tired, you’re not thinking strategically, you’re just firefighting.”
P2 illustrated how compounding constraints narrowed decision repertoires, resorting to increased exclusions to send “clear messages” despite reservations:
“Sometimes exclusion feels like the only lever left, even when I know it’s not ideal.”
These accounts align with research suggesting that cognitive overload and stress impair leaders’ ability to make balanced, strategic decisions, increasing reliance on reactive measures (Riley, 2018; Education Support, 2022).
3.2 Recruitment and Retention Risks
Participants expressed deep concern about the sustainability of headship and its implications for recruitment and retention. P1 stated unequivocally:
“This role isn’t sustainable long term without systemic changes.”
P2 feared a collapse in recruitment, questioning the relevance of NPQH for contemporary realities and noting candidates’ reluctance to assume roles burdened by accountability without adequate levers for action:
“People see the pressure and think, why would I put myself through that?”
P3 highlighted initiative overload and paperwork as deterrents for aspiring leaders:
“Good teachers look at the workload and say, no thanks.”
These concerns are supported by Marchant et al. (2024), who found that senior leaders in Wales work an average of 54–55 hours per week, with 79% exceeding 50 hours, contributing to attrition and deterring future applicants.
3.3 What Helps: Mentoring, Coaching, Supervision
Despite these challenges, participants identified structured, credible mentoring and coaching as critical to sustaining leadership capacity. P1 proposed professional supervision and time-bounded sabbaticals:
“Supervision should be part of the role, and after seven years, a sabbatical to recharge. This role isn’t sustainable long term without systemic changes like sabbaticals.”
P3 advocated for embedded coaching and distributed leadership to protect headspace:
“We need coaching and mentoring embedded, not as an optional extra.”
P2 valued peer and cluster support networks but stressed the need for rigorous mentor credibility:
“Mentors need to have walked in a head’s shoes; tick-box visits don’t help.”
These recommendations align with research emphasizing the role of mentoring and coaching in leadership resilience and retention (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Harris, 2013), as well as calls for systemic interventions such as sabbaticals and workload reform (Education Support, 2022).
3.4 Toward Systemic Solutions
All Participants expressed a range of proposals for systemic reform aimed at addressing the sustainability of headship. These recommendations focused on structural changes rather than individual coping strategies, reflecting a shared belief that leadership viability depends on credible levers and formalised structured support mechanisms. This aligns with research emphasising the need for systemic interventions to reduce workload, improve wellbeing, and strengthen leadership pipelines (Education Support, 2022; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Marchant et al., 2024).
Key proposals from participants included:
· Revisiting funding formulas and post-COVID need profiles (P2, P3):
“Without changes to funding and ALN processes, we’re just papering over cracks.” (P2)
· Streamlining ALN pathways and ensuring earlier access to specialist provision (P1, P2).
· Formal headteacher wellbeing policy with protected time and supervision/coaching (P1, P3):
“Protected strategic time and supervision should be non-negotiable.” (P1)
“I genuinely think there should be more investment in models like coaching and mentoring by Welsh Government and Local Authority that really focus on educational leadership and developing us as professionals. Industry does this and they have a clear regard for employee wellbeing.” (P3)
· Trust building and clarity across tiers to reduce mixed messages and administrative duplication (P1, P3):
“Leading a school is a very personal thing; however, there should be a cluster or Local Authority induction policy for all heads, actually this is the list of behaviours and expectations we should all have. This would give everyone more clarity and could be reviewed every two years or so.” (P1)
· Selective, priority driven engagement with initiatives to avoid scattergun workload (P3):
“As a leader, know the trajectory of your school, know where you are going and what your goals are and stick to it. Do not be swayed by lots of different things coming in. Do what’s right for your school and that can be hard to say no to external voices and initiatives.” (P3)
Despite varied contexts and leadership histories, all participants agreed on three core principles:
1. Mismatch between expectations and resources: All participants experienced a widening gap between policy/accountability demands and available time, staffing, and funding.
2. Wellbeing as a leadership resource: Emotional and physical strain is not incidental; it directly influences decision making, school climate, and improvement capacity.
3. Systemic, not just individual, remedies: Participants did not reject accountability but called for credible levers such as reformed funding and ALN processes and structured supports, including coaching, supervision, and protected strategic time, to make accountability workable.
These proposals resonate with calls in the literature for integrated wellbeing policies, workload reform, and leadership development frameworks to sustain headship and prevent attrition (Education Support, 2022; Harris, 2013; Marchant et al., 2024).
Conclusion
This study reveals that the role of headteachers in Wales has become increasingly complex, shaped by systemic pressures and significant challenges to wellbeing. Participants described a shift away from strategic leadership towards constant operational problem-solving, driven by compliance demands, safeguarding responsibilities, and frequent policy changes. These pressures are compounded by limited resources and inconsistent collaboration, with clear consequences for health emotional exhaustion, disrupted sleep, and difficulty maintaining work–life balance. While coping strategies such as delegation, compartmentalisation, and counselling were employed, they were viewed as temporary buffers rather than sustainable solutions. Headteachers experience some of the highest levels of occupational stress in education, and sustained stress is driving burnout and attrition in leadership roles. These pressures are not signs of individual weakness but predictable responses to chronic workload, emotional demands, and high-stakes accountability. Wellbeing is not an “individual resilience” issue but a work design and system capacity challenge. Without structural resources such as coaching and supervision, adequate staffing, clear ALN pathways, and reduced bureaucratic demands even highly resilient leaders report persistent sleep loss and moral strain. Collectively, these findings signal an urgent need for systemic change: redefining expectations, strengthening support networks, and embedding wellbeing as a core leadership resource to ensure that every child and community benefits from sustained, thoughtful, and humane educational leadership.
Recommendations
Building on these findings, the next section outlines practical and systemic recommendations aimed at recalibrating expectations, strengthening support structures, and embedding wellbeing as a core leadership resource.
1. Reform Funding and Resource Allocation
· Revise funding formulas to reflect post-COVID need profiles and the complexity of ALN provision.
· Ensure equitable distribution of resources to reduce the mismatch between accountability demands and available capacity.
2. Streamline ALN Processes
· Simplify bureaucratic pathways and accelerate access or create more specialist provision for pupils with complex needs.
· Provide additional administrative and specialist support to reduce workload burdens on headteachers.
3. Embed Wellbeing into Leadership Policy
· Introduce formal headteacher wellbeing policies that include protected strategic time, professional supervision, and access to counselling.
· Consider time bounded sabbaticals for long serving headteachers to prevent burnout and sustain leadership capacity.
4. Strengthen Leadership Development and Support
· Invest in structured mentoring and coaching programmes, ensuring mentors have credible headship experience and robust quality assurance.
· Embed coaching as a core component of leadership development rather than an optional extra.
5. Enhance Systemic Clarity and Trust
· Develop clear induction frameworks and shared expectations across clusters and local authorities to reduce administrative duplication and mixed messages.
· Create collaborative cultures that prioritise trust and purposeful partnerships over competition.
6. Prioritise Strategic Focus
· Encourage selective engagement with initiatives to avoid scattergun workload and maintain alignment with school improvement plans.
· Provide advance notice norms for external demands to protect leaders’ capacity for strategic thinking.
· Monitor for unintended paperwork inflation and provide clear guidance on what constitutes sufficient evidence.
Limitations 
This study is based on three in-depth interviews, offering rich insights but limiting breadth. As such, the findings are most transferable to similar Welsh primary school contexts. The research reflects a particular point in time, during the early implementation of the 2024 Estyn framework and ongoing ALN and Curriculum for Wales reforms; perspectives may shift as these policies become embedded and schools adapt. Finally, as a practitioner researcher, I was mindful of my own position and potential sensitivity to workload and wellbeing issues. To address this, I followed a transparent analytic process, moving systematically from coding to theme development and cross case synthesis, guided by reflexive thematic analysis principles.
These limitations highlight opportunities for further research, which could include:
· Broadening the sample across phases and regions to test the resonance of these themes and identify contextual nuances.
· Evaluating the implementation of supervision/coaching and protected strategic time linking leader wellbeing to decision quality, school climate, and improvement trajectories.
· Studying cluster culture and peer support models to identify the conditions (norms, facilitation, resourcing) under which collaboration reduces competition and lifts capacity.
· Examining ALN operational pathways longitudinally to understand where timelines, thresholds, and inter-agency interfaces can be redesigned for timely, proportionate support.
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