How does functional stupidity reveal itself in leaders’ practice in educational organisations?
Background and context
Currently, in education, senior leaders operate under increasing pressure to perform, influenced by external accountability frameworks, inspection processes and published, public performance. These pressures influence not only organisational priorities but also the leadership practices in response. In these organisations, where performance is emphasised and rewarded, critical reflection, dissent and intellectual risk-taking may be overlooked or marginalised. Efficiency, compliance and safeguarding the reputation of the organisation are commonplace. It is within this context that the concept of functional stupidity, as introduced by Alvesson and Spicer (2012), becomes relevant.
Functional stupidity refers to the suppression of critical thinking, reflexivity and justification in organisational settings. While originally explored within corporate and managerial contexts, the concept has relevance for educational leadership practice. Leaders may find themselves presenting and/or encouraging functional stupidity in response to a range of pressures – such as meeting performance targets whilst maintaining professional values. This raises important questions about the way leadership cultures are constructed and maintained and how organisational norms shape the practice of leadership.
Although functional stupidity has been the subject of theoretical exploration (Butler, 2016), empirical studies considering how it presents itself in educational practice remains an area for further exploration. Also, the lived experience of leaders managing these tensions has not been widely documented. This research therefore addresses a gap in the literature by focusing on how functional stupidity may be revealed in the daily practice of educational leadership.
This research builds on earlier explorations of performance pressure in education, including work on compliance and professional disengagement (Paulsen, 2017) and managerial approaches to leadership development (Bush, 2008). It also considers more recent discussions around the concept of desirable stupidity (Spoelstra, 2023), which considers uncertainty and unknowing as part of meaningful intellectual discussion. While Spoelstra applies this primarily to students, this research focuses on leaders and how they might enable, resist or perpetuate organisational stupidity through their practice.
This research is grounded in the researcher’s professional experience within education, witnessing firsthand the ways in which senior leaders manage ambiguity, suppress dissent and prioritise stability, compliance and performance when under pressure. These behaviours have observable consequences: they shape decision-making, discourage questioning and influence organisational culture in relation to innovation and critical discussion. Understanding how functional stupidity reveals itself, or is resisted, in practice is key to developing more critically aware and ethically grounded leadership approaches within education.


Aims and objectives
The main aim of this research is to investigate how functional stupidity reveals itself in the day-to-day practice of leaders in educational organisations. This includes exploring how leadership behaviours, decision-making processes and responses are influenced by organisational cultures that prioritise performance, compliance and reputation over critical reflection and intellectual openness. The study aims to develop a nuanced understanding of how leaders experience, reproduce and/or challenge these dynamics in practice.
Functional stupidity, in this context, is understood not as a lack of intelligence or skill but as a socially produced and organisationally endorsed suppression of a critical approach, reflexivity and meaningful dialogue. By focusing on leadership practice, this research seeks to reveal the ways in which such behaviours are embedded within, and reinforced by, a performance-driven culture. The research will also explore the extent to which leaders are aware of these behaviours, how they rationalise or justify their actions and whether opportunities for more reflective and critical leadership practices exist.
The research is guided by the following objectives:
· To examine the organisational contexts on expectations that influence leadership practices in educational organisations.
· To explore how leaders describe and interpret their experiences of criticality, silence or compliance.
· To analyse how functional stupidity reveals itself in leadership behaviours and decisions.
· To identify strategies or examples of resistance that suggest alternative, more reflective leadership practices.
The research adopts a phenomenological approach, grounded in lived experience and informed by a critical epistemological stance.


Indicative review of literature
Introduction: framing the review
This literature review critically explores the concept of functional stupidity as it applies to educational leadership, particularly in relation to performance pressures in educational organisations. Functional stupidity, as developed by Alvesson and Spicer (2012), has been explored within corporate settings but is increasingly relevant to the ways in which educational leaders engage with policy, accountability and organisational norms. This research considers five strands:
1. Foundational theories of functional stupidity.
2. Performance and leadership in education.
3. Organisational culture, silence and compliance.
4. Critical pedagogy and leadership.
5. Gaps in empirical literature.
Each strand will contribute to shaping the questions and methodological approaches of the research.
Foundations of functional stupidity
Alvesson and Spicer (2012) define functional stupidity as an absence of reflexivity, justification and substantive reasoning which is tolerated or even rewarded by organisations seeking stability. Functional stupidity, in this sense, is not an irrational position but a functional one. It helps organisations avoid conflict, speeds up decision-making and maintains reputational control. The theory builds on broader critiques of rationalist and managerialist assumptions within organisations, drawing further from analyses of power and discipline (Foucault, 1977).
Alvesson and Spicer identify three elements of functional stupidity: lack of reflexivity (unquestioned assumptions), lack of justification (failure to explain decisions) and lack of substantive reasoning (surface-level engagement). The appeal of this framework is that it avoids taking a moral position on stupidity and instead positions it as an organisational response to complex demands.
However, critics such as Butler (2016) argue that this framework oversimplifies the roles of agency and resistance. Others, including Learmonth and Harding (2006), suggest that the appearance of stupidity may mask deeper, tacit understanding or be strategically used by “actors” resisting managerial control. In this sense, stupidity might be more performative and ambivalent than Alvesson and Spicer consider.
More recently, Spoelstra (2023) introduces the concept of “desirable stupidity”, presenting stupidity as a form of productive uncertainty. While this is aimed at student experiences, Spoelstra’s critique encourages broader consideration of how ‘not knowing’ can foster intellectual growth. This distinction considers the ambiguity of leadership practice in education, where resisting performative expectations might require being comfortable not knowing a solution, having unfinished thoughts and ideas and/or being comfortable in reflective/critical silence.
Performativity and educational leadership
Ball (2003) identifies performativity as a defining feature of modern educational systems. Leaders are positioned as being held accountable through measurable outcomes that prioritise efficiency and external validation. In this context, leadership becomes an exercise in managing reputation, performance and compliance rather than deep, reflective engagement.
Performativity re-shapes leadership practice by encouraging strategic conformity. Bush (2008) criticises the dominance of managerial approaches to leadership, noting how they obscure the moral, ethical and pedagogical aspects of educational leadership. Similarly, Gunter (2011) argues that leaders are often coerced into implementing policies rather than being encouraged to question and/or reinterpret them.
These elements combine to create an environment where functional stupidity can thrive. Leaders might be discouraged from voicing their own misgivings, avoid engaging with ethical dilemmas and/or discourage dissenting voices within their teams. Wallace and Tomlinson (2010) discuss how policy demands can lead to professional contradiction while leaders are simultaneously empowered and constrained. Their analysis provides insight into how performative cultures shape what is said, done and avoided in leadership practice.
Performativity is not only external; it can become internalised. Leaders may begin to perceive performance outcomes as the ultimate and most appropriate measure of success. This may lead to an organisationally stupid culture even in the absence of overt coercion. The alignment between individual beliefs and organisational demands may be central to understanding how functional stupidity becomes embedded in leadership practice.
Organisational culture, silence and compliance
Functional stupidity operates within and through organisational culture. Edmondson’s (1999) work on psychological safety suggests that environments capable of managing dissent and curiosity support learning, whereas fear-based cultures inhibit an enquiring mindset. In performative organisational culture, silence often means safety, while challenging can be interpreted as a risk.
Morrison and Milliken (2000) refer to “organizational silence” as a systemic phenomenon that inhibits the flow of information and the identification of problems. In education, this silence may be evident through passive compliance, surface-level engagement or the avoidance of controversial discussions. This suppression of reflective thought and discussion not only impacts on innovation but may also disengage educators.
Paulsen (2014) introduces the idea of “empty labor” to describe workplace disengagement as a result of performance pressures. Although not specific to education, the analysis can be linked to observations of leaders going through the motions and meeting superficial requirements without substantive engagement. This performative compliance can be seen as a form of functional stupidity, especially when leaders are actively choosing not to know and/or not to question.
Organisational norms, such as standardised less observations, data management systems and strategic development and evaluation plans, can become performative artefacts. When these practices are not questioned, and merely repeated to satisfy external expectations, they contribute to a culture in which critical thinking is diminished.
Critical pedagogy, leadership and stupidity
In contrast to performative pressures, critical pedagogy has a focus on dialogue and reflection. Freire (1970) considers critical consciousness and the disruption of oppressive systems through reflection and action. Applying this to leadership means creating conditions for discussion, resisting top-down approaches and encouraging professional autonomy.
Lumby (2013) implicitly calls for leadership practice that has its basis in ethical responsibility, self-awareness and inclusive dialogue. This aligns with critical traditions that position leaders not just as facilitators of organisational delivery but to make sense of what they are being required to do. However, this perspective is not commonplace in mainstream leadership discussion which often favours competency-based or outcome-driven models (Gronn, 2009).
Leadership development programmes, for example the National Professional Qualifications (NPQ), have been critiqued for promoting managerialist outcomes driven approaches that marginalise ethical reflection and critical inquiry (Ball, 2003; Davies et al., 2011). These programmes may inadvertently reinforce functional stupidity by prioritising strategic planning over reflexivity or moral complexity.
Taking a critical leadership approach challenges such norms and supports establishing organisations which operate comfortably in ambiguity, unfinished conversations and the open expression of doubt. This contradicts performative cultures but aligns with the notion of desirable stupidity (Spoelstra, 2023).
Implications for research
While functional stupidity has been widely considered in management and organisational studies, there is limited empirical exploration of how it reveals itself within educational leadership. Current research remains theoretical, leaving questions about how leaders perceive, enact or resist functional stupidity in their daily practices unanswered.
Literature on leadership in education tends to focus on effectiveness, competencies or outcomes and rarely engages with the affective, ethical or epistemological dimensions of leadership practice. This study addresses that gap by examining how leaders make sense of their actions, especially in contexts where they may feel constrained or complicit.
This research also contributes to a need for more phenomenological and interpretive methodologies in educational leadership studies. Neubauer et al. (2019) suggest that phenomenology allows researchers to access complex, emotionally charged and ethically challenging experiences in a way that is sensitive to both context and meaning.
While concepts such as organisational silence, professional compliance and performativity are well-researched, their intersection with leadership practice remains under explored. This research brings these themes together to consider how functional stupidity is not only experienced but also how educational leaders may resist it.
Policy, accountability and the framing of leadership discourse
The emphasis on accountability frameworks, especially in the UK educational system, positions leadership increasingly as a performative act align with organisational and governmental policy agendas. Ozga (2009) describes how performativity re-shapes educational discussion, encouraging leaders to become technocratically compliant and perform in relation to external audit requirements. Ball (2003) argues that performative frameworks reshape professionalism, valuing compliance with measurable outputs over values-based judgment or ethical reflection.
Within this accountability framework, external inspections, progress measures and school league tables are not useful tools to analyse school performance but become mechanisms that define what successful leadership looks like. When these measures are internalised by leaders, the scope for critical engagement and useful questioning is diminished, allowing functional stupidity to flourish. Leaders, under these regimes, often prioritise symbolic gestures (visible compliance with performance frameworks) over any form of meaningful values-based transformation (Ball, 2003; Gunter, 2011; Lumby, 2013).
Although distributed leadership is often associated with collaborative practice, in performative contexts it may devolve into delegated accountability, diluting responsibility whilst reinforcing top-down behaviour (Ball, 2003; Lumby, 2013). This suggests that inclusive leadership models may be used to deliver managerial agendas, discouraging critical engagement and reinforcing the conditions in which functional stupidity becomes embedded.
Emotional labour and the inner lives of leaders
Leadership within performative systems is not only an organisational or cognitive act; it involves significant emotional labour. Hochschild’s (1983) theory of emotional labour demonstrates how individuals may manage or suppress their emotions to meet organisational expectations. This has clear relevance to leadership under the conditions of functional stupidity, where expressions of doubt, critical reflection and/or ethical concern may be internally experienced but outwardly silenced.
In performative educational organisations, leaders may feel required to present a confident and compliant public image, even when they are trying to manage ethical dilemmas and/or misalignment with organisational expectations. This aligns with Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical model, where “frontstage” behaviour is carefully managed to preserve organisational legitimacy. In contrast, “backstage” experiences may involve conflict, doubt and disempowerment. These conditions can contribute to burnout and disengagement, particularly when critical reflection is actively discouraged.
This research will explore how leaders navigate these tensions and may offer insight into how functional stupidity may be both internalised and resisted. The phenomenological perspective is useful here as it will allow the research to access not only what leaders do, but how they feel about their actions and what they choose to leave unsaid.
Conclusion: towards a practice-centre enquiry
The literature reveals a gap in empirical, practice-based studies that examine how functional stupidity is experienced by educational leaders. Whilst there is research on the theoretical understanding, less is known about how leaders interpret, manage and potentially challenge the performative demands of their roles in daily practice.
The research contributes to this under explored field by applying a phenomenological perspective to leadership practice. It builds on Alvesson and Spicer’s foundational work but expands the conversation by incorporating insights from critical pedagogy, organisational theory, emotional labour and policy critique. In doing so, the research seeks to explore how functional stupidity is not only a product of organisational culture but also a lived and negotiated experience.
This indicative literature review supports the research’s interpretivist methodology and points to a need for innovative approaches to leadership development; ones that emphasise reflexivity, ethical awareness and the value of intellectual discomfort as part of leadership learning.
Summary
The reviewed literature reveals four gaps that this research seeks to address:
1. Empirical exploration of functional stupidity in education
Although the concept of functional stupidity has been widely examined in corporate and managerial contexts, there remains a lack of empirical research into how it manifests in educational leadership practice. Most existing literature is theoretical with few studies documenting how leaders navigate, reproduce or resist functional stupidity in day-to-day decision-making.
2. Lived experience and meaning making in leadership practice
Leadership research in education tends to focus on effectiveness, impact and strategic competence. This research will focus on how leaders interpret, experience and justify their actions in relation to organisational norms; highlighting how practice is shaped by internal tensions, silences and ethical dilemma.
3. Connections between organisational culture and intellectual engagement
Whilst the literature explores compliance and performativity, few studies link these elements explicitly to the loss of intellectual curiosity, ethical reflection and discussion in leadership practice. This research seeks to examine how organisational culture influences what leaders choose to question, suppress and/or except.
4. Bridging theory and practice for leadership development
The research also looks to generate insights that could go beyond critique by exploring how leaders might resist or challenge functional stupidity through reflective, discursive or values-led practices. This has potential implications for leadership development programmes that currently prioritise managerial competence over ethical reasoning.
In addressing these gaps through a phenomenological perspective, the research contributes to a richer understanding of leadership in performative cultures. It proposes that functional stupidity is not only an organisational phenomenon but also a lived, and often contested, element of leadership practice. The research aims to inform both theory and practice, offering educational leaders and organisations a more reflective framework to manage complex, performative environments.


Proposed methodology
This research adopts a qualitative, phenomenological case study methodology to explore how functional stupidity reveals itself in the daily practices of leaders in educational organisations. A phenomenological approach is appropriate as it prioritises lived experiences and supports a nuanced understanding of how individuals interpret and navigate complex social phenomena. Phenomenology allows researchers to access the meaning-making process of participants to explore internal dilemmas, ethical tensions and organisational influences that might otherwise remain unexplored (Neubauer et al., 2019).
The research will involve in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a sample of between 10 and 12 senior leaders such as headteachers, executive leaders or other individuals in strategic leadership positions within schools, academies and/or multi-academy-trusts in England. The sample will aim for maximum variation to include leaders from organisations with differing inspection histories, socio-economic contexts and governance structures. Participants will be selected based on their professional role, willingness to reflect on their leadership practices and their experiences managing performative pressures.
Data collection will focus on collecting rich, descriptive accounts of leadership practice, particularly where participants have experienced ambiguity, ethical complexity and/or tensions between organisational expectations and personal/professional values. Interview prompts will explore themes such as critical reflection, organisational compliance, responses to dissent or challenge and the impact of accountability frameworks. Participants will also be encouraged to reflect on moments of silence, complicity and resistance in their practice.
All interviews will be recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which is suited to understanding how individuals make sense of their lived experience (Smith et al., 2009). IPA involves a close, iterative reading of transcripts to identify patterns and themes that reflect the participants’ own interpretations and meaning-making. This approach will enable the research to explore how functional stupidity is perceived, negotiated and enacted within leadership practice. Coding will remain grounded in the participants’ language, with initial themes developed inductively. Subsequent interpretation will be led by the theoretical framework of functional stupidity, ensuring that the analysis remains participant-led and analytically rigourous.
Researcher reflexivity will be maintained throughout the study via a research journal and memo-writing during data analysis. It is important to acknowledge the researcher’s prior experience in education and potential influence/bias on the co-construction of meaning during interviews. Member checking (also referred to as participant validation) will be employed by inviting participants to comment on the initial findings to validate interpretations.
An ethics-first approach to interviewing will be used, incorporating rapport-building techniques and participant agency in shaping the interview direction. This ensures that the leaders feel respected, heard and safe when engaging with potentially sensitive reflections on complicity or organisational influence. The methodology aims to produce context sensitive, practice-informed insight into how functional stupidity reveals itself in educational leadership. It will also provide a foundation for understanding how leaders may consciously or unconsciously suppress criticality or, alternatively, create space for reflective, values-based leadership within performative organisational cultures.


Ethical considerations
The research will be conducted in accordance with organisational ethical protocols and the guiding principles of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018). Ethical approval will be obtained from the university ethics committee prior to any data collection activities. Due to the qualitative and interpretive nature of this research, ethical rigour is an essential component at every stage, from design to dissemination.
Participants will receive clear, accessible information about the research, including its purpose, scope and methods. Written, informed consent will be obtained, ensuring that participants understand their rights, including the right to withdraw at any time without reason or consequence. The voluntary nature of participation will be reinforced throughout and there will be no coercive recruitment methods. Where possible, potential participants will be invited through professional networks to minimise undue influence.
Confidentiality and anonymity are important considerations for this research. Due to the senior status of participants, and the potential recognisability of certain organisations, identifying details will be anonymised using pseudonyms and any contextual information that might inadvertently disclose identity will be carefully redacted. Audio files and transcripts will be stored securely in password-protected formats on encrypted university systems with access limited to the researcher. All data will be managed in compliance with the UK General Data Protection Regulations (UK GDPR, 2018) and organisational data management policies. Data will be retained for a fixed period and then securely destroyed.
As the research has a focus on potentially sensitive issues such as organisational silence, complicity and ethical tensions, care will be taken to create a respectful and emotionally safe interview environment. Interviews will be conducted in neutral, agreed-upon settings, either virtually or in person, depending on participant preference and accessibility. Interviews will include rapport-building strategies and open-ended questioning to support participant engagement and agency in sharing their experiences. Participants will be reminded they can skip questions, take breaks or end the interview at any stage.
As leaders will be discussing situations where they may feel constrained, disempowered or ethically conflicted, their emotional well-being will be prioritised. Participants will be advised in advance of the potential to explore difficult experiences and reminded they may pause or stop the interview with any point. A follow-up email will be sent to check on participant well-being after the interviews and contact details for appropriate support services will be provided. If necessary, referrals to well-being services or safeguarding teams will be supported in line with ethical responsibilities.
The research will also involve a high degree of researcher reflexivity. Taking the researcher’s own background in educational leadership into consideration, there is a risk of bias or over-identification with participants. A reflexive journal will be maintained to document positionality, emerging assumptions and ethical decision-making throughout the research. This reflective practice supports both ethical transparency and analytical integrity. Regular supervision will further support ethical judgment and the well-being of the researcher.
Cultural sensitivity and inclusive practice will be embedded in the research design. The study will be mindful of issues such as gender, race and socio-economic context, which may influence leadership experiences and perceptions of functional stupidity. Participants will be treated as equal partners in the research process and their insights respected as expert knowledge.
Ethical dissemination of the research findings will be ensured. Participants will have the option to review and comment on the final interpretation of data (member checking) and findings will be shared in a manner that respects participant anonymity while contributing constructively to professional and academic discourse. Findings shared through presentations or publications will be carefully reviewed to preserve confidentiality and support critical insight, professional development and organisational learning.
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