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[bookmark: _Toc188194430]1. Introduction and rationale    

This literature review focuses on recruitment and retention issues for primary headteachers in Wales; one of the nations that form the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. 

For clarity, it is important to define what we mean by ‘primary headteachers’ from the outset. ‘Headteacher’ is used to describe someone in Wales who holds the National Professional Qualification of Headship (NPQH) and leads and manages a school (Careers Wales, 2025). In other countries, such as Australia and America, headteachers are usually referred to as ‘principals’ (Jobs and Skills Australia, 2025; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2025), however the roles and responsibilities are very similar to Wales. For example, all three countries state that headteachers oversee the day to day running of the school, manage budgets and monitor school performance (Educators Wales, 2025; Jobs and Skills Australia, 2025; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024). 

There are other uses of the term, ‘headteacher’ in Wales. For example, ‘acting headteacher’ describes someone who has not officially been appointed as a headteacher but is undertaking the role due to a staffing need (Educators Wales, 2025). ‘Executive headteacher’ is also used to describe a headteacher who has responsibility for more than one school (StatsWales, 2025a), however, this does not appear to be a term that is formally defined in Welsh legislation. Finally, the term, ‘headteacher’ is used in the positions of ‘deputy headteacher’ and ‘assistant headteacher’ although these are supportive roles for a substantive headteacher rather than individuals undertaking the role themselves (Educators Wales, 2025; The staffing of maintained schools (Wales) Regulations, 2006). 

The Welsh Government website, StatsWales (2025b) denotes, ‘primary’ as a school within Wales where the children who attend are aged between 3 and 10 years old. This is not wholly accurate as children may turn 11 before they leave a primary school setting in Wales, and also some ‘primary’ settings may offer a reduced age range within that age bracket. Similarly, it should also be recognised that this age range is not solely represented in primary schools across Wales as there are also other settings, such as nursery schools (3 to 4 years), middle or all through schools (3 to 18 years), special schools (for children with additional needs) and Pupil Referral Units (for children with emotional and behavioural challenges) which could all have children within this age range (StatsWales, 2025b).

However, for the purpose of this assignment, a ‘primary headteacher’ will be defined as either an acting headteacher or headteacher who is responsible for a mainstream (not special) school that caters for children between the ages of 3 and 11. As it is a term used later in this assignment, it is worth noting that ‘secondary’ school follows on from ‘primary’, and is for children aged 11 to 16 years, or in some cases, up to 18 (StatsWales, 2025b).

During the 2023-24 academic year, there were 960 primary headteachers across Wales, with a further 125 acting primary headteachers (StatsWales, 2025a).  While this data has not been independently verified, it was collated on behalf of Welsh Government and therefore the best indicator we have of current figures. A deeper analysis of the validity of StatsWales data is made in Section 5 of this assignment. 

Recent research by the National Institute of Economic and Social Research, and the Education Policy Institute, commissioned by the National Academy for Educational Leadership in Wales (NAEL), concluded that recruitment and retention of headteachers in Wales is proving challenging, particularly in primary (Aleynikova et al., 2024). Other studies within Wales also support this view (Connolly et al, 2018; Baldwin, 2020), however, it is not always clear whether they describe issues for primary headteachers or wider.

While there is research into potential barriers to recruitment and retention of primary headteachers within Wales, this is narrow in scope, and the two elements tend to be looked at together. As a result, there is a blurring of information and this potentially hinders the understanding of different motivators and demotivators. If the motivators for wanting to become a primary headteacher in Wales are better understood, and the nuances of recruitment and retention factors are untangled, it could be argued that this would support Welsh Government in creating a strategic plan to make headship more appealing, and tackle what has been referred to as a recruitment and retention ‘crisis’ or ‘challenge’ (Flint, 2016; Aleynikova et al., 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc188194431]2. Research questions and researcher positionality

In order to research the recruitment and retention of primary headteachers in Wales, I have decided to focus on three research questions:

· How do we know there is a recruitment and retention crisis of primary headteachers in Wales?
· What motivates or demotivates individuals to want to become a primary headteacher in Wales?
· What factors affect the retention of primary headteachers in Wales?

When undertaking this literature review, I will apply reflexivity (Cohen et. al., 2018), meaning I will engage in self-reflection and examine and question all my own assumptions and beliefs, with the aim that my positionality does not bias my findings. As a serving primary headteacher in Wales for the last eleven years, and five years of deputy headship before that, I am obviously very close to the subject matter and that means there is potential for me to be biased through my own experiences. I have also worked as an Academy Associate for the National Academy for Educational Leadership (NAEL), which commissioned one of the most recent papers on the recruitment and retention of school leaders in Wales (Aleynikova et al., 2024). Therefore, while acknowledging my support for the NAEL, I must remain critical of their report to further advance the discussion. 

Finally, I think it is important to share that, currently, I am not fully content in the role of headship, and as such may have a more negative view of the role to when I was first appointed. This is something I am mindful of; however, I also feel my first-hand experience provides me with background knowledge that helps interpret the data, understand the research, and identify limitations. In undertaking this critical literature review, I plan to adopt a pragmatic, interpretivist approach throughout, and draw on both quantitative and qualitative data that will eventually help me to answer my research questions.

[bookmark: _Toc188194432]3. Planning the literature review 

When planning the literature review, it was important to consider where sources could be accessed and the criteria used to search for them. The NAEL’s commissioned report on recruitment and leadership of educational leaders in Wales (Aleynikova et al., 2024) was a source known to me and therefore a starting place for my research, despite the fact it did not focus solely on primary headteachers. 

After that, I searched for additional sources through databases such as Google Scholar, EBSCO, and University of Wales Trinity St David Library resources. I also used Google to search for any media references, to consider their influence, and other relevant websites linked to the chosen topic. Finally, I engaged in citation searching (Open University, 2025) whereby I used references in a primary source to look back at earlier, relevant publications. A limitation, however, is that I did not explore how my primary sources have been cited since, meaning I may have missed out on further, relevant discussion. 

Two search terms were used to search for sources in relation to recruitment and retention: ‘Primary headteacher recruitment retention Wales’ and ‘Headteacher recruitment crisis Wales’. A further search: ‘principal recruitment retention’, was applied to look beyond Wales to see if similar issues were being reported elsewhere. Finally, ‘motivational theory AND headteacher OR principal’ was used as a search term, to explore the motivation question.

A number of filters were also applied to narrow down the searches to relevant sources. Firstly, a date range of 2004 to 2024 was applied. This extended range was primarily to analyse quantitative data over time, to see if suggestions that we are in a recruitment and retention crisis are fair. Secondly, I decided to focus on sources only in the English language and finally I filtered sources using ‘education’ as a term. Following this, I applied Wallace and Wray’s (2021, p. 44) ‘five critical synopsis questions’ as a starting point to question how relevant the sources were to my research questions and the potential limitations of the studies analysed. 

The above search criteria enabled me to identify four relevant studies based in Wales, within the last seven years (Davies et al., 2018; Connolly et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022 and Aleynikova et al., 2024), along with a number of other relevant sources. I will go into more depth regarding the benefits and limitations of the four Welsh based studies in Section 6, however, what became evident was that it was quite difficult to disaggregate recruitment and retention issues for primary headteachers from secondary headteachers, and as previously mentioned, there was a blurring between recruitment and retention issues in general.

[bookmark: _Toc188194433]4. How important is educational leadership to the success of a school?

It is not possible to discuss the many different models of educational leadership due to word count limitations, however, Bush and Glover (2003, quoted in Bush et al., 2019, p. 4) define leadership as, “a process of influence leading to achievement of desired purposes” and in the case of ‘educational leadership’, describe headteachers as leaders who, “develop a vision for their schools based on their personal and professional values”. Gunter (2004, cited in Bush et al., 2019, p. 3) however, suggests that “educational leadership” is a relatively new term that has morphed from “educational administration” and “educational management” to now include the word, “leadership”. This may be indicative of the changing role and greater responsibility for headteachers, that has been identified in the literature and discussed further in Section 6. 

Jacvornik and Mirazchiyski (2023, p. 2095) argue that finding what makes a school successful is the “Holy Grail of educational research”, suggesting that it is very much desired but has alluded researchers thus far. However, looking for one thing does not reflect the complex nature of schools and the nuances that come from individual features such as locality and leadership style. They go on to argue that a school’s success is based on its ability to succeed in its aspirations for, “student learning, development and well-being” (Jacvornik and Mirazchiyski, 2023, p. 2095). This interpretation goes beyond thinking that a school can be judged on learner attainment and performance tables alone, which appears to have been the position in England during the Conservative administrations (Department for Education, 2022), and aligns more with Welsh Government’s current view that there should be a holistic approach that considers personal development and well-being alongside academic achievement. This is highlighted in Welsh Government’s National Resource: Evaluation and Improvement (2024) document, which provides a self-evaluation structure for schools based on ‘well-being, equity and inclusion’; ‘teaching and learning’; ‘curriculum’ and ‘leadership’.

Similarly, Wales’ schools’ inspectorate body, Estyn, has ‘Well-being, care, support and guidance’ as an equal category to ‘Teaching and Learning’ and ‘Leading and Improving’ (Estyn, 2024), showing the value put on well-being in Wales, alongside teaching and leadership. This feels a sensible approach; a school’s impact and success is much broader than mere attainment and what we need to be looking at is the progression of a learner, both academically and personally, rather than a set attainment result. Regardless of view, what this debate highlights is that a school’s success can be interpreted differently, depending on an individual country’s area of focus.

Research highlights several common factors relevant to a school’s success. These include the culture of the school (Khan, 2019), a sense of belonging and parental engagement (Allen et al., 2022), the quality of teaching (Jacvornik and Mirazchiyski, 2023) and the school environment (Leithwood, 2021). A recent report by the Department for Education (2024, p. 45) in England, which specifically focussed on primary school pupils’ educational outcomes, concurs but adds “strong leadership”, “an inclusive engaging curriculum”, “access to a range of extra-curricular activities” and “high attendance”. 

The report also focusses on factors external to the school, stating that, “the school a child attends is associated with a smaller effect on attainment than that of a parental, family or individual factors” (Department for Education, 2024, p. 4). This point is important and not always highlighted enough. Schools cannot fix all of society’s ills, especially if expected to do so on its own. Attendance is a good example of this; most, apart from those who choose to homeschool, would argue that children need to attend school (Klein et al., 2022); however simply trying to raise school attendance without tackling the societal issues behind absence, does not address the problem. 

While there is debate around what constitutes school success and evidently a range of influences that can affect a school, both internally and externally, there appears to be very little debate as to the importance of educational leadership in a school’s overall success (Crow et al., 2016). For example, all four Wales based studies agree that leadership is fundamental to the success of a school (Conolly et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022; Aleynikova et al., 2024). However, interestingly, John Hattie, in his list of 250 plus influences on student achievement, does not list leadership specifically high. He believes bigger impact comes from factors such as collective teacher efficacy and comprehensive instructional programs for teachers, to name but a few (Visible Learning Plus, 2017). Hattie (2015) noted that some people were unhappy that he did not put the effect of leaders higher, however, he pointed out there are different approaches to leadership, and leaders who evaluate their impact, promote collaboration, have clear expectations and set appropriate challenge, have effect sizes that are above average.

As with any role, there can be effective and ineffective leaders, and it could be argued that more significant effect size factors, particularly around teaching, have probably been influenced by the leadership of the school in some way. Leithwood et al., (2006) seem to agree, with one of their seven strong claims about school leadership being the fact that school leaders can improve teaching indirectly.

If, as Waters and Cameron (2007, p3) state, “No longer is there a question about the effect of leadership on student achievement,” why does there not appear to be greater focus on motivating leaders to take up the role?

[bookmark: _Toc188194434]5. How do we know there is a recruitment and retention crisis of primary headteachers in Wales?

During research, it became evident that there is some debate as to whether there is indeed a headteacher recruitment and retention ‘crisis’ taking place in Wales (Conolly et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2018). I feel acknowledging this illustrates the reflexive approach I have adopted, as prior to reading I had merely accepted the narrative I had been exposed to. 

It is evident the media have talked about a potential headteacher recruitment and retention crisis in Wales for some time (BBC News, 2013; BBC News, 2016; Lewis, B., 2017). Other countries, such as New Zealand (Nzei Te Rui Roa, 2023), Australia (Henebery, 2024) and Scotland (Seith, 2023) have also reported their own headteacher or principal crises.

However, Macbeath (2009, p. 407) argues the term ‘crisis’ is a “more attractive term to the media than to policy makers” and Baldwin (2022, p. 111) claimed to find evidence that did not support the “crisis rhetoric”. While Macbeath’s statement feels credible, in that the media is designed to sensationalise in order to gain public attention, the basis on which Baldwin makes their statement is very limited. Baldwin (2022) suggested that because their study of 13 primary headteachers from a single Local Authority showed existing headteachers had wanted to move into headship and could motivate others, this contradicted the ‘crisis’ narrative. Baldwin fails to acknowledge the limitations of the study in this regard and makes no attempt to draw on quantitative data to support the evidence further. To really understand whether the term ‘crisis’ is being used merely for sensationalism, or with credibility, there is a need to analyse appropriate quantitative data. 

According to Macbeath (2009) and Akeynikova et al. (2024), there are three indicators that can be used to measure recruitment: number of vacant posts; number of applicants per post and proportion of re-adverts. On this basis, Akeynikova et al. (2024, p. 27) claim, “only four out of the 15 years analysed had a sufficient number of senior lead candidates” in Wales, thus suggesting there are recruitment issues. However, upon analysis, it is unclear what senior roles this claim relates to, and in any case, it did not include primary.

Akeynikova et al. (2024) share some breakdown of sector in relation to applications, which is rare in the research, highlighting low applicants and high unfilled positions for primary headteachers, particularly in Welsh medium schools. However, further analysis of this data shows that it only covers a two-year period from 2020–2022 and the researchers fail to acknowledge that the Covid-19 pandemic could have affected appointments. 

Whether ‘crisis’ or not, the recruitment and retention challenges appear to have been evident for some time. Welsh Assembly Government (2009) referenced a potential ‘crisis’ in relation to aging headteachers in their research document entitled, ‘Research into Headship’, which appears to be the last such analysis of the role by Welsh Government. Four years later, the Education Workforce Council (EWC, 2013) showed that there were 1551 headteachers in Wales in 2004, compared to 1313 in 2013. Another four years on, the EWC (2017) questioned if there was a crisis and concluded there was not, but stated recruitment and retention of headteachers were one of four areas of concern. While data from these periods show decline in the number of headteachers in Wales, it should be noted there was no legislation at this point to make data collection mandatory, therefore increasing the potential for inaccuracy.  

The mandatory Schools Workforce Annual Census (SWAC) data collection, which was introduced by Welsh Government in 2019, does suggest a primary headteacher recruitment and retention problem is currently growing within Wales. Data analysis since 2019 shows that the number of primary head teachers has further reduced, by 65 over a five-year period. It also shows the population is aging, with over half during the 2023-24 academic year being aged 50 or more, compared to only 43% in 2019-20. Furthermore, the number of applications has reduced, particularly for English medium primary headteacher roles and finally, the attrition rate has increased year on year for the last three years (StatsWales, 2024a). 

As already discussed, quantitative data needs to be treated with caution even when from a reliable source. As stated, the data analysis above comes from the SWAC, which is hosted on the StatsWales website, however, it should be noted that SWAC is still being tested and currently has no final validation process. Also, SWAC data is rounded to the nearest 5, so accurate figures cannot always be given, and the criteria for job application data has changed in the three years it has been available, jeopardizing comparisons. Finally, as with any data input, there is potential for human error, as happened in 2019 when three schools failed to submit (StatsWales, 2025a). 

I would argue, as does Aleynikova et al. (2024) that more accurate and in-depth data recording is needed to fully understand recruitment and retention challenges in Wales. For example, there is currently no explanation as to why ex-primary headteachers leave their roles or what they did next, and this information would be helpful in considering retention issues. 

Lee and Mao (2023) argue, however, that recruitment and retention issues, whether crisis or not, pervade education systems across the globe and there is research to support what has been said in the media. For example, research based in Scotland (Torrance et al., 2021), England (Faris, L., 2022), America (Lee and Mao, 2023), Australia (Heffernan and Pierpoint, 2022) and Canada (SAEE, 2019) all share the same view that there are concerns regarding the recruitment and retention of headteachers. Furthermore, the National Association of Headteachers (NAHT, 2021) chose to call their UK wide school leadership survey, ‘Fixing the Leadership Crisis’, although it should be noted that this was not specific to Wales; a point missed by Baldwin (2022).  

‘Crisis’ may not be the best word to describe headteacher recruitment and retention in Wales, but there are evidently challenges. Despite this, the SWAC summary of results focusses solely on teachers and support staff without any specific analysis of headteachers (Welsh Government, 2024a). The complete omission of headteachers is also stark in Senedd Cymru’s recent article on teacher recruitment and retention (Welsh Parliament, 2023). If research shows that leaders are fundamental in relation to the success of a school, and data shows that finding school leaders is a growing challenge, why is there no systematic analysis being undertaken by Welsh Government?

[bookmark: _Toc188194435]6. Positive and negative recruitment and retention factors

While my research questions separate headteacher recruitment from retention, it became evident that there is a blurring and repetition between the two in the literature, which may mean we are missing aspects that are pertinent to one or the other.  

For example, all four of the Wales based studies talk about a lack of appropriate training before becoming a headteacher, and when in role (Conolly et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022; Aleynikova et al., 2024), although the training needed beforehand would arguably be different to what is needed after five or ten years in post. However, regardless of this, the point around insufficient training is valid. While there is a mandatory national qualification for headship in Wales, in the form of the National Professional Qualification for Headteachers (NPQH) (Hwb, 2024b), the process of gaining this is more of an assessment of an individual’s engagement with Wales’ National Leadership Standards (Hwb, 2020b), rather than any professional learning to undertake the role. 

A review of the NPQH by Professor Waters (2023) appeared to support the opinion above. It highlighted three significant limitations of the programme, namely its entire focus on the Professional Standards, its generic agenda regardless of an individual’s expertise, and its focus on leadership experience before the programme, rather than using the programme to develop future skills. For example, the NPQH does not prepare prospective headteachers for the managerial pressures they will face in leading a school; an area which all four studies acknowledge as a growing issue (Conolly et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022; Aleynikova et al., 2024), and something which Faris (2022) also found in England. 

In light of Water’s (2023) findings and recommendations, a new NPQH programme is due to commence in 2025, and it will be interesting to see if this goes some way to addressing the training concern identified across the studies. While it may address issues before gaining headship, it is relevant to mention that there is still no consistent suite of professional learning opportunities for newly appointed headteachers to access. Indeed, there is potential for this situation to worsen due to the fact that when you search for leadership courses on Wales’ national education platform, ‘Hwb’ you find references to NAEL and regional consortia (Hwb, 2020a). However, as regional consortia and the National Academy are likely to disappear following a review (Neagle, 2024), it is unclear where serving headteachers will access future training opportunities.

Once in headship, ‘isolation’ was identified by all four studies as a demotivating factor (Conolly et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022; Aleynikova et al., 2024). Worryingly, Baldwin (2022, p. 131) reported that the feeling of isolation was regarded by some respondents as, “an inevitable consequence of the role”. Being resigned to this ‘fact’, in what is widely recognised as a highly stressful environment (Tintoré et al., 2022; Marchant, 2023; NAHT, 2023a) will likely have a negative impact on well-being and retention.

Subsequently, all four studies highlighted benefits of mentoring, defining it as a safe space for heads to talk freely (Conolly et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022; Aleynikova et al., 2024). Mentoring would help to counteract the feeling of isolation, although within these studies the focus appears to be on new headteachers receiving mentoring rather than it being an ongoing entitlement. Also, while these papers reference mentoring, their definition appears to be more suggestive of what is increasingly termed as ‘supervision,’ where a safe, non-judgmental space for headteachers to confidentially discuss their professional roles, without accountability, is provided (Lawrence, 2020). Supervision in education is currently being publicised by organisations such as Education Support (2023), which is a charity designed to support the wellbeing of education staff in the UK, and also in a recent report by the NAEL (2024), focussed a well-being entitlement for leaders. 

When thinking about recruitment, all four studies highlighted the observation of existing headteachers as being either a motivator or demotivator to prospective headteachers. Baldwin (2022, p. 111) spoke about, “inspirational colleagues as a reason to actively pursue headship”, while Connolly et al. (2018), Davies et al. (2018) and Aleynikova et al. (2024) argue the changing role of headship is preventing deputy headteachers from wanting to step into the role. Impact on health, family and workload were cited as reasons for not moving into headship (Davies et al., 2018), as was a lack of confidence in moving from a class teacher role, focussed on teaching and learning, to an increasingly more managerial post (Aleynikova et al., 2024); a view also shared in research undertaken by Welsh Government (2019) on the attractiveness of teaching in general. This may not be the case for all deputy headteachers as their experience can be vary, with some non-teaching, but this reason returns us to the issue of insufficient managerial preparation before headship. 

Other shared motivating factors for entering headship include natural progression (Baldwin, 2022), making a difference (Baldwin, 2022; Aleynikova et al., 2024), and leading whole school change (Aleynikova et al., 2024). Connolly et al. (2018) and Baldwin (2022) also briefly talk about influence, possession and power as factors for stepping into headship; the latter being briefly discussed in the next section. 

One factor that appears to be a demotivating factor for serving headteachers and could affect retention is the lack of agency in the role. Preistley et al. (2015), describe ‘agency’ as an “active contribution to shaping their work and its conditions”. All four Wales based studies referenced a lack of agency (Conolly et al., 2018; Davies et al., 2018; Baldwin, 2022; Aleynikova et al., 2024) however it was more prevalent in the earlier studies. These studies linked the lack of agency to significant education policy changes in Wales, resulting in higher levels of accountability. Ironically, further policy changes after 2018 may also be a reason for less emphasis on accountability and greater agency. For example, Connolly et al. (2018) and Davies et al. (2018) focussed on accountability through the categorisation of schools; a national process undertaken in Wales between 2014 and 2022 whereby schools were colour coded on the level of support they were judged to need. This process, however, had been abandoned before the later studies were undertaken. Aleynikova et al. (2024, p. 16) also highlight a shift to a more collaborative approach within what is increasingly described as a ‘self-improving system’ and the co-construction between government and workforce, of a new curriculum. Despite this reduction in accountability and increase in agency, Aleynikova et al. (2024) note workload remains a demotivating factor. Scott et al. (2024) agrees but argues that it is the intensity of the workload rather than the challenge of it that adds additional pressure to headteachers. 

Returning to agency, it is interesting that Davies et al. (2018) and Connolly et al. (2018) spoke of the then new National Academy for Educational Leaders (NAEL) potentially giving agency to educational leaders because the report by Aleynikova et al, (2024) was commissioned by the NAEL. As a result, it could be argued the proposed dissolution of the NAEL in 2025 (Neagle, 2024) will be a step backwards in relation to giving agency to headteachers, and will have a negative impact on their recruitment and retention.

Baldwin (2022) and Aleynikova et al. (2024) highlight some demotivating factors that the earlier studies do not, namely changing perceptions of the headteacher role in the community, social media and funding pressures, thus reflecting how the role has changed. Aleynikova et al. (2024) goes further and suggests a number of recommendations, including improved data collection, a focus on Health and Wellbeing, improvement in training, improved networking, reduction in workload, increased school funding and acknowledgement of the importance of headship to a school. If these recommendations materialise they are likely to have a positive effect on recruitment and retention, based on the research. 

While there is commonality between the Wales based studies, between 2018 and 2024, it should be noted that overall, this is a relatively small sample. While not explicitly stated, Davies et al. (2018) and Connolly et al. (2018) appear to draw on the same dataset and even if that is not the case, less than 42 primary headteachers appear to have been surveyed across the four studies; a figure that cannot accurately be given due to the lack of detail in sampling. Baldwin’s (2022) EdD thesis, is the only study that focuses solely on primary headteachers. This is worthy of note as there are many differences between the role of a secondary and primary headteacher, most notably in the scale of organisation and staffing tiers within. This point is illustrated in Connolly et al. (2018) and Davies et al. (2018) where they talk about Welsh Government’s focus on the role of business manager as a positive, but this is not a role in most primary schools. 

As already mentioned in the case of Baldwin (2022), research does not appear to draw enough on quantitative data to support whether we are in a recruitment and retention ‘crisis’ in Wales. Aleynikova et al. (2024) makes better use of data, but the charts do not give specific figures, and it is not always possible to separate sectors. Finally, participants across the four studies were mainly serving headteachers. This does not give an insight into current motivational factors for prospective applicants, which may be different to those currently in post, or information on those who have left. Aleynikova et al. (2024) did consider future leaders, but 6–8 is low, and selection was arguably biased as snowball sampling was used to identify respondents. 

To broaden the research, a separate primary headteacher study similar to Baldwin’s (2022), but on a larger scale beyond a single Local Authority, would be beneficial. It would also be helpful to include deputy headteachers and headteachers who have left the profession before retirement age, to ascertain current motivational factors, as well as reasons for leaving early. As Heffernan et al. (2023, p.1) notes, “the voices of former leaders are very rarely heard”.

[bookmark: _Toc188194436]7. Motivation theories in relation to educational leadership

When considering motivation to become a headteacher and motivation to stay in the role, it became evident that we can apply and learn from motivational theories. However, there is not a strong link between the two in the research, and when the link is made it is usually to consider how leaders motivate teachers rather than focus on leaders’ own motivation. Only Faris (2023) was found to have made a specific link between headship and motivational theory. 

Acquah et al. (2021, p. 27) state, “motivation is some driving force within individuals...to satisfy some need or other”. Shikalepo (2020) however, talks about both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, with the former coming from within but the latter being driven by external forces. Either way, if we can begin to understand the motivational theory behind why people become primary headteachers, and then subsequent motivation for staying in that role despite challenges, we may gain insight into improving the recruitment and retention issues. 

A more in-depth analysis would be possible with a higher word count, however, in summary, three motivational theories have been briefly considered in relation to the role of headteacher. These are Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs, Herzberg’s (1968) Two Factor Theory and McClelland’s (1961) Acquired Needs Theory.

While there are some differences between these three theories, there are similarities that can be applied to the role of headteacher. For example, when considering Maslow (1943), the role of headteacher can be applied to the Hierarchy of Needs. In simple form, paid employment and employment law will support the basic, physiological and safety needs at the lower level of the hierarchical pyramid, as shown by Acquah et al. (2021, p. 28). These are usually sufficient when employed by a school and therefore not raised as concerns. However, Maslow (1943) argues that individuals also have social needs, esteem needs and self-actualisation (Kaur, 2013) and this is where we see some of these appearing as recruitment and retention issues. Maslow (1943) argues that people need to feel they belong and form relationships. When they cannot, their social need is not met and they feel isolated; something that was discussed earlier. Similarly, with self-esteem needs, Maslow (1943) argues that people need to feel respected and again we see this as an issue coming through for headteachers. Finally, Maslow (1943) argues that self-actualisation needs mean that individuals need to have scope to achieve and again, this is highlighted in the research when headteachers discussed a lack of autonomy and insufficient professional learning or progression opportunities (Aleynikova et al., 2024). 

Shikalepo (2020) argues that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs has improved the understanding of motivating humans in organisations, however, Pointon and Ryan (2004) argue that as individuals, our needs may not always follow the same hierarchy and may overlap rather than move progressively from one to the next. While we see similarities between the Hierarchy of Needs and issues for headteachers, needs can fluctuate and be met in different ways and at different times without the need for hierarchy or uniformity. 

McClelland (1961) and Herzberg (1968) follow similar patterns to Maslow (1943). Herzberg (1968) divides need into two groups, based on hygiene factors and motivators. Hygiene factors relate to the basic needs that were mentioned in Maslow’s two lower tiers. These factors are necessary to meet basic needs, but they are not necessarily motivational (Acquah et al., 2021). Herzberg’s motivators include recognition, opportunity for advancement, training, and personal development, which can be linked to Maslow and also to the reasons for dissatisfaction amongst headteachers. 

Finally, McClelland’s (1968) theory is based on three motivating factors: achievement, affiliation and power. Shilkalepo (2021) argues McClelland differs from Maslow in that rather than satisfying need this is about creating or developing need. All three factors feature in the literature relating to headteacher recruitment and retention. In particular, Connolly et al. (2018) and Baldwin (2022) mention power. For Baldwin (2022), power appears to be linked to agency and when autonomy reduced so did the sense of power. However, Faris (2023) argues that McCelland’s Acquired Need Theory is too focussed on the subconscious to assist in looking at motivators of headship. This argument lacks clarity and does not explain why focussing on subconscious motivators is a problem; something that would be worth  exploring if word count had allowed.

[bookmark: _Toc188194437]8. Other issues in relation to recruitment and retention of primary headteachers

While Section 6 looked at positive and negative factors around recruitment and retention, it is relevant to point out that there are groups where there is specific challenge; namely for individuals from the global majority, meaning anyone other than white, and those who are Welsh speaking. 

2021 Census data suggested 93.8% identified as white within Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). While we need to be cautious using this data, and consider that some individuals did not submit data, or submitted it incorrectly, we have to assume that around 6% of those living in Wales identify as something different to white. However, when teacher data is considered, during the 2023-24 academic year, only approximately 2% identified as being a different ethnicity to white (StatsWales, 2024c). Again, we need to be cautious with this data, especially as some choose to withhold the information, but it is the best estimate available to us. When we specifically consider primary headteachers, the percentage is even lower, with just over 1% identifying as something other than White (StatsWales, 2024c), clearly illustrating an issue in recruiting from the global majority. Davies et al. (2023), concur but highlight that Welsh Government have committed to becoming an anti-racist society by 2030. Also, while there are inevitably specific factors to consider in relation to the recruitment and retention of people from the global majority, factors seen in other studies, such as leaving class teaching and the impact of current leaders, are also referenced as barriers for this group (Davies et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, when looking at the language medium of schools, data suggests that headteachers are harder to recruit in Welsh medium primary schools than English, and also when compared to recruitment of secondary headteachers in both languages. (Aleynikova et al., 2024, p. 33). Reasons for this remain unclear, but while Wales is aiming for a million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2024b), there does not to appear to be a consistent effort to upskill education leaders to drive this forward in schools. 

Aleynikova et al. (2024) suggest that faith schools and special schools also have issues recruiting, but they have not been included because data does not disaggregate between primary and secondary faith schools and special schools may contain children beyond primary age. 



[bookmark: _Toc188194438]9. Conclusion 

Research suggests that the role of headteacher is increasingly challenging, not just within Wales but further afield, across the United Kingdom and in countries such as Finland (Scott et al, 2024; NAHT, 2023b; Elomaa et al., 2023). Tintoré et al. (2022, p. 562), state, “All over the world research shows that to be a headteacher is increasingly complex”. While this is a bold statement to make, their scoping review did find many countries reporting increased levels of stress in their school leaders which could ultimately be impacting upon recruitment and retention. 

At the same time, research also shows that headteachers or principals are instrumental in the success of a school (Leithwood et al., 2006; Bush et al., 2019). If headteachers are key to the success of an organisation, but evidence shows the role is becoming more complex, it seems puzzling that there is not more being done to stimulate recruitment and support retention. While the situation may not be a ‘crisis’, (Baldwin, 2022) it is clear from quantitative data that there remains recruitment and retention issues in Wales, particularly for primary headteachers (StatsWales, 2025a).

Motivation is a personal factor, (Acquah, et al., 2021) but motivational theories provide some motivational influences that could be applied to educational leadership and the role of primary headteachers in Wales. From the literature review, those who have stepped into headship appear to have been motivated by serving inspirational headteachers, and a desire to influence change in order to improve children’s circumstances, while for others it was deemed a natural progression (Connolly et al, 2018; Baldwin, 2022).

However, findings suggest current deputy headteachers can also be discouraged from headship due to the potential impact on their family, work life balance and the increased responsibility and accountability. Seeing current headteachers and the pressures they face can also be a further barrier to those thinking of promotion (Baldwin, 2022; Aleynikova et al., 2024).

Serving headteachers are facing pressures from increased managerial responsibilities and workload, changing policy, changing perceptions of headship, insufficient mentoring and supervision, limited professional development opportunities and a lack of funding. These pressures are affecting retention levels and exasperating recruitment issues (Aleynikova et al., 2024).

The findings identified above, however, come from very small-scale studies into recruitment and retention of school leaders in Wales, and is weighted towards secondary leaders. Further focus is needed on the primary sector, as this appears to be where the issues are more acute (Aleynikova et al., 2024), and ideally the views of headteachers from all of Wales’ twenty-two Local Authorities need to be represented as this will provide data on geographical differences, as well as a pan-Wales overview. Recruitment issues and retention over time should also be considered far more discretely, as doing so may help reveal nuances that are being missed. To assist in this, deputy headteachers should be included, and analysis of early exit decisions for serving headteachers, as their voices are just as important when considering the overall picture; something which NAHT (2022) have undertaken in England. Finally, improved national data collection, specifically around applications, would be useful to further understand the themes impacting recruitment and retention over time.

As Tintoré M. et al. (2020, p.537) state, “Understanding principals’ challenges and problems offers relevant information to provide an adequate response to problems, and, consequently, it can contribute to the improvement of educational leadership”. If we believe that educational leadership is important, we should be engaging with leaders to ensure their needs are being best met. However, research still tends to focus on the impact educational leaders have on others, rather than the leaders themselves. Even in Welsh Government documentation centred around school staffing issues, there is a distinct lack of focus on headteachers (Welsh Government, 2024a), and the dissolving of the NAEL (Neagle, 2024) exasperates this position further by removing agency that headteachers say they need, and which is suggested as important within motivational theory (Davies et al., 2018; Shikalepo, 2020).

In the closing stages of this literature review, Lynne Neagle, the Cabinet Secretary for Education in Wales, made a statement that recognised recruitment and retention issues in Wales, and further afield, just as the literature has shown. She highlighted how school roles have changed and how this is impacting on the profession’s appeal. As a result, she announced that Welsh Government will be developing a strategic workforce plan (Neagle, 2025). There is no substance to this plan as yet, and it remains to be seen if it will have any impact. However, it is hoped that within the plan, school leaders are highlighted as a discrete group, and within that group the differing sectors are further considered. Without this attention and effort, the motivation levels of serving headteachers may continue to decline, and we may struggle to recruit the next generation. 
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