Abstract
This qualitative study investigates how functional stupidity reveals itself in leaders in educational organisations in the UK.
Functional stupidity is defined as the way in which critical thinking and intellectual engagement is discouraged in favour of compliance and maintaining organisational stability (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012). A phenomenological review was conducted from four semi-structured interviews with educational leaders in the UK. The research identifies where there are recurring themes of systemic inefficiencies, external pressures and leadership challenges.
The research discovered how inflexible frameworks and accountability requirements within educational cultures are perpetuating compliance and prioritising superficial appearance over educational outcomes that add relevant value to learning experiences.
The study also explores the emotional impact of functional stupidity, including examples of cognitive dissonance and frustration as leaders try to balance conflicting demands and rigid constraints. It was found that stakeholders, including staff, parents/carers and students can face significant consequences because of non-compliance which range from low morale to a lack of trust and engagement. The research also critically evaluates functional stupidity by considering alternative viewpoints and criticisms of the concept. For example, how it has the potential to oversimplify organisational structures and operation.
The research provides practical recommendations to potentially address the negative impact of functional stupidity in educational leadership. These include encouraging reflection through relevant professional development, reviewing inflexible accountability frameworks and encouraging adaptation of generic policies and procedures to better meet the needs of individual organisations.
In considering and addressing these issues, educational leaders can work towards creating environments that support innovation, resilience and meaningful educational outcomes.


Context
The education system in the UK has undergone notable change in recent decades with a particular shift in the focus on accountability and standardisation measures. These shifts have been driven by policies which emphasise measurable outcomes e.g. standardised testing and inspection frameworks. Whilst these measures are accepted as having the positive vision of improving educational quality and outcomes, they have also introduced pressures that produce conflict in relation to the creative and reflective practices needed for meaningful learning and professional growth.
Multi-academy trusts (MATs) are now a familiar organisational model for schools. Whilst MATs were designed to encourage collaboration and resource sharing, they often insist on centralised policies and performance measures that prioritise compliance over bespoke discussion and consideration in individual settings. Leaders within these trusts must consider balancing the needs and demands of external stakeholders and trust governance with the local needs of their staff and students. This balance is often where functional stupidity is evident as complying with fixed frameworks and policies takes precedent over innovation.
This study focuses on educational leadership within this context and the research aims to discover how systemic organisational structures and cultures which normalise compliant behaviour perpetuate functional stupidity. It also identifies potential opportunities to address and reform practice.
In the UK, accountability frameworks such as those impose by external inspection bodies have intensify these issues. Ball (2012) highlights how these frameworks prioritise outcomes that can be measured at the expense of critical reflection and a holistic educational approach. Schools are often required to adopt a “tick-box” culture, which focusses on short term compliance, providing readily measurable data, rather than on long-term, relevant improvement. This type of culture inhibits creativity, discourages any form of risk-taking and encourages an environment where compliance and performance is preferable to meaningful progress from an individual's starting point.
However, the concept of functional stupidity does have its critics. Willmott (2013) takes the perspective that functional stupidity risks oversimplifying organisational complexities and overlooking the strategic reasons behind seemingly irrational behaviour. Similarly, Knudsen (2011) suggests that what appear appears as functional stupidity may sometimes reflect relevant compromises made to counteract competing priorities.
Bush (2008) argues that effective leadership requires the balancing of these two imperatives. Navigating systemic constraints whilst also empowering educational leaders to focus on meaningful, student-led outcomes. This study looks to explore these tensions and how functional stupidity both reveals itself in educational leadership and its broader implications for all stakeholders.
Spillane and Coldren (2011) explore how governance systems in schools often serve to reinforce hierarchical decision-making and marginalise any input that may challenge the status quo. Similarly, Gunter (2016) examines how performance management systems can inadvertently prevent stakeholders in education having autonomy which can lead to a culture of conformity.
Clegg et al. (2016) argue that uncertainty and a level of ambiguity can support an environment that encourages open dialogue and adaptability. This perspective might suggest that educational leaders must strive to create a culture where enquiry and innovation persist whilst resisting any influence that potentially perpetuates a functionally stupid environment.
Ball (2012) argues for the reimagining of accountability frameworks to prioritise holistic educational outcomes instead of sticking to narrow performance metrics. However, this would involve empowering educators and leaders to not only behave in this way but also to have the confidence that they are able to challenge ineffective practice and align their efforts with the core purposes of education. Alvesson and Spicer (2012) emphasise the role of reflective leadership in mitigating functional stupidity and call for practice that balances organisational stability with intellectual engagement.


Research methods
This study took a phenomenological approach to consider the experiences of educational leaders working within the education system in the UK. This approach was used to gain subjective experiences which support the study’s goal of understanding how leaders perceive and respond to the challenges they face within their organisations.
This pilot study involved four participants selected for their leadership roles in diverse educational contexts. The participants were known to the researcher but without a prior working relationship which aims to minimise any potential bias.
The individual experiences of the interviewees were across leadership and executive leadership positions in a range of settings which include primary, secondary and special schools. This included standalone settings, multi academy trusts, maintained and private schools and strategic improvement roles across a number of schools.
Participant agreement forms were shared before the interviews which outlined the focus of the study, including the title. Ethical approval was in place prior to approaching any candidates to interview ensuring the interviews, the collection and storage of evidence and anonymity was in line with the university's guidelines. All participants were informed that they could withdraw at any stage, without providing a reason.
The data collection process used semi-structured interviews which were carried out virtually via Zoom. Online interviews were used for flexibility and convenience, particularly given the geographical spread of the participants. Each interview lasted for approximately 40 minutes and was recorded with the interviewees’ consent.
The interview questions were designed to be open-ended to encourage the interviewees the opportunity to reflect on their experiences with decision-making, communication and any perceived systemic constraints. The semi-structured interview format also gave the opportunity for follow-up questions, as relevant.
A thematic analysis was used to identify any recurring patterns and themes within the transcribed interview content. The transcripts were coded manually, grouping comments into initial categories based on emerging ideas/themes. To support the reliability of the analysis, the coding was revisited during repeated reading and rereading of the content to ensure it accurately reflected the data. Key themes such as systemic efficiencies, external pressures and leadership challenges emerged which formed the foundation for the study’s findings.
Throughout the data collection process and analysis, the researcher remained aware of potential bias which might come from their own professional experiences in educational leadership. Reflexive practice was employed to mitigate these biases which ensured that the analysis focused fully on the interviewees’ shared experiences.
The study aims to contribute to understanding the operational and emotional impact of functional stupidity in educational settings. The research aims to address the key questions: How does functional stupidity reveal itself in educational leadership? What systemic and cultural influences perpetuate it? How can educational leaders positively counteract the impact of functional stupidity?
By considering these questions, the study offers insights for policy makers, educators and leaders who are committed to enabling meaningful change in educational systems.


Findings
The analysis of the four semi-structured interviews revealed key themes around systemic efficiencies, external pressures, emotional tolls, leadership challenges and other potential indicators of functional stupidity.
Systemic inefficiencies
All four interviewees highlighted inefficiencies they felt came from inflexible and disconnected systems and emphasised both operational and structural failings that impact on educational outcomes.
Interviewee one spoke about about a particularly challenging time where leaders were required to “review” internal data in order to meet external expectations of the academy trust. Carrying out this action clearly undermines the authenticity of the data and any relevance to meaningful outcomes. This performance compliance highlights how an organisation prioritises the appearance of success over the substance of it with leaders spending a significant amount of time reviewing or “adjusting” data to meet trust-imposed standards.
Interviewee two made reference to disjointed SEN placement and transport processes which caused delays in accessing education and also contributed to a breakdown of trust with families. This exemplifies the disconnect in processes where placement decisions for pupils are then not automatically linked to transport arrangements which leads to prolonged periods of non-attendance for particularly vulnerable students. The interviewee made direct reference to a very simple change in connecting the placement and transport services at the start of the process which, they felt, was straightforward to implement and would have a significantly positive impact. In trying to move this forward, the interviewee reflected, “It’s as if nobody has the time to streamline this. We’ve suggested combining departments, but it falls on deaf ears.”
Interviewee three discussed how they have experienced governance processes which prioritise adherence to rules, policies and procedures over practical solutions. This suppressed any flexibility in decision-making and this inflexibility created a culture of compliance that disregarded the individual needs of the school. The interviewee commented that, despite a clear necessity in the moment to take a reasonable perspective in response to the “rules” on the appointment of a temporary chair for an essential governance meeting, they then faced criticism for a poor governance decision.
Interviewee four shared their experience in relation to the adoption of generic, pre-designed curriculum without adaptation to the local context, making particular reference to the way this de-skilled the staff and reduced student engagement. Leaders noted missed opportunities to include reference to local history and resources which could have enhanced engagement and the overall learning experience. This reliance on an “off the shelf” curriculum also led to a lack of a sense of ownership amongst the teachers who felt their professional expertise was undervalued. In this example, local leaders were clearly aware of perceived failings in the curriculum they were delivering but were forced to comply as they were part of a wider system.
In these examples, interviewees one and two primarily focused on operational inefficiencies and highlighted specific system pressures that directly impacted pupil outcomes and stakeholder trust. In contrast, interviewees three and four were critical of governance and curriculum constraints and focused on broad structural challenges. Interviewee four made specific reference to how systemic inefficiencies deskill staff over time which diminishes their ability to engage creatively with their roles, again negatively impacting student outcomes.
It would appear that functional stupidity presents itself where leaders are required to prioritise following inflexible frameworks over adaptation which reduces their effectiveness and undermines their capacity to respond to specific needs. These inefficiencies in turn appear to create a paradox where complying with established processes actively prevents fulfilling the primary intentions of the educational establishment - to deliver meaningful learning experiences which have a long-lasting impact on the pupils and wider community.
Addressing the issues raised requires a focus on integrating flexibility into operational systems to ensure they are responsive to local need. Also, resolving systemic inefficiencies requires a deliberate investment in the infrastructure which both encourages and supports genuine and useful collaboration.
External pressures
All of the interviewees emphasised the significant influence of external pressures on decision-making, describing how external frameworks and inspection organisations shaped organisational priorities, often to the detriment of meaningful educational practice.
Interviewee one and four discussed how leaders and staff focused on meeting external standards often at the expense of relevant educational practice. For example, the fear of negative evaluations and external inspection prevented leaders from challenging decisions. One interviewee observed that fear of accountability processes and organisations “paralysed leaders” which led to a tick-box approach rather than genuine improvement.
The focus on compliance often overshadowed opportunities for staff development and innovative teaching methods. Leaders described how the pressure to conform limited their ability to respond to the unique needs of their students which created a “homogenised” and “uninspiring” learning environment.
The example provided by interviewee three demonstrated how rigidly following policy created a barrier to resolving urgent issues effectively. The leaders were unable to make context specific decisions as they were concerned about the repercussion from external bodies. This external pressure led to a gap in governance where the immediate needs of the school were sacrificed in fear of reprisal.
The example from interview two, where SEN processes were negatively impacted, demonstrates how local authority pressures perpetuated inefficiency and delay. Despite local leaders being aware of this, and sharing their thoughts with the local authority, no positive change came about.
Interview one highlights a philosophical and ethical challenge which stems from external pressures as leaders struggled with maintaining authenticity in the face of conflicting values. Interviewee four provides evidence of the emotional impact on staff as this led to “cognitive dissonance” as a result of enforced compliance. Whilst interviewees two and three illustrate the operational challenges focusing on the long-term consequences of external pressures on families, other stakeholders and local governance.
External pressures are creating cultures of compliance where schools prioritise appearance over meaningful educational outcomes which in turn perpetuates functional stupidity. This not only inhibits innovation but also shifts the focus from holistic educational goals to short-term performance metrics. Addressing this issue requires a rethink of accountability mechanisms for them to reward adaptive practices that align with student and staff well-being rather than conforming to external demands.
Additionally, long-term systemic change will involve rethinking external evaluation frameworks to emphasise holistic development and sustainable improvements over compliance. By creating more systems that value innovation and outcomes over conformity, educational institutions might better deliver on their mission statements.
Emotional toll on stakeholders
As shared by all of the interviewees, functional stupidity had a significant emotional impact on leaders, staff and other stakeholders.
Interviewee one shared how leaders experienced inner conflict when they were forced to compromise their values to meet external demands. This “cognitive dissonance” led to feelings of frustration and professional dissatisfaction, particularly when leaders found themselves making decisions they fundamentally disagree with.
The emotional impact often resulted in high levels of stress and burnout with one leader describing this by saying, “I felt like I was betraying my professional just to satisfy external demands”. These experiences highlight the potential long-term psychological impact of working within inflexible, compliance-driven systems.
The shared experience from interviewee two demonstrated how families and educators faced emotional strain due to delays in external systems. Parents and carers, in particular, felt disheartened by the lack of clear communication and support with the interviewee sharing that a parent described the process as a “never-ending nightmare”.
Teachers also expressed frustration at their inability to address student needs promptly, making them feel helpless and disengaged. The shared sense of frustration amongst stakeholders demonstrates the ongoing impact of systemic inefficiencies on the emotions of all involved.
As a result of the sense of being de-skilled, which was shared by interviewee four, staff morale was undermined as the rigid framework discouraged innovation and critical thinking. The interviewee shared that the reliance on a pre-designed curriculum contributed to a sense of “professional stagnation” among teachers, with one teacher questioning whether their expertise was valued at all.
The deskilling of staff not only diminishes their sense of ownership and engagement with the content they are delivering but also impacts their ability to deliver high-quality education. Overtime, this can also lead to staff absence and high staff turnover rates which then impacts the overall stability of the organisation. Paradoxically, this can then lead to external criticism relating to staff well-being and retention.
Interview one emphasised the internal emotional conflict for leaders, reflecting on the personal cost of professional compromises. In contrast, interviewee two focussed on the broader emotional toll on families navigating dysfunctional systems. Interviewee three highlighted the emotional toll from a governance perspective while interviewee four considered how “professional stagnation” affected staff morale.
It would appear functional stupidity extends across all stakeholders, creating a lack of trust, lowering morale and engagement. This then compounds the effect functional stupidity is already having on systemic efficiency. The emotional strain highlights the cost of poorly designed systems and policies, showing how individuals’ resilience is tested and often eroded.
Effective leadership and empathetic policy making are therefore critical in addressing the psychological and relational impact. Leaders, leading with empathy, can rebuild trust and engagement which in turn creates a sense of shared purpose.
Leadership challenges
Leadership resilience emerged as a factor in managing systemic constraints.
From the perspective of interviewee one, leaders struggled to align their professional values with external expectations, often feeling compromised by the need to conform. The interviewee reflected on their regret for not standing firm against practices they found meaningless, noting the impact it had on their credibility as a leader and their self-esteem. “I had to push myself to convince others about decisions I didn’t believe in just to meet the trust’s demands.”
In this setting, leaders emphasised the importance of creating environments where ethical and reflective practice was the norm, even under systemic pressure. This would require a great deal of courage from the leaders, whilst facing potentially damning external consequences, to ensure they balance compliance with being an authentic leader.
Interviewee two shared how leaders worked proactively to mitigate systemic inefficiency, despite limited support from the system. These efforts highlight the importance of advocacy and collaboration with a leader describing their role as a “middleman” between disconnected departments.
The effort required needs to be one of creative problem-solving and managing relationships across departments. This emphasises the importance of interpersonal skills in leadership and how effectively “bridging gaps” may be of significance in addressing systemic inefficiency.
In the example provided by interviewee three, leadership required being pragmatic and balancing this with strict adherence to policy frameworks. Leaders noted the importance of transparent communication to positively address these challenges, particularly in building trust among stakeholders.
In this instance, transparent communication was seen as essential to ensure all parties understood the rationale behind the decisions being made even when those decisions deviated from conventional practice. This clarity would foster a culture of trust and mitigate any potential resistance when decisions fall outside of the “norm”.
From the example provided by interviewee four, an emphasis on critical thinking and professional development could work to combat functional stupidity. Encouraging staff to engage in reflective practice to align their actions with core educational values could support a culture of continuous improvement. Reflection could be facilitated through structured professional development sessions, peer feedback and collaborative planning meetings to highlight instances where the opportunity to challenge the status quo might present itself.
Interviewees one and three focused on reflective leadership, exploring regrets and lessons learned from navigating systemic pressures. In contrast, interviewees two and four highlighted proactive approaches, focusing on bridging gaps and developing staff resilience.
It appears that leadership resilience is critical for countering functional stupidity, requiring reflection, adaptability and a focus on meaningful outcomes that are in-keeping with organisational values and stakeholder needs.
Leaders who can combine ethical integrity with strategic adaptability are therefore better positioned to create environments where critical thinking thrives, enabling organisations to challenge systemic inefficiencies and external pressures.
This highlights the importance of leadership development programmes that emphasise reflective practice, ethical decision-making and the ability to innovate even within a functionally stupid system.
Resistance to change 
All interviewees encountered resistance to change, stemming from inflexible policies and fear of deviating from established norms.
Interviewees two and three described bureaucratic structures that they felt resisted innovation even when inefficiencies were clearly evident. Leaders noted again that fear of accountability often hindered progress even further.
Interviewee four described how staff and leaders avoided questioning practices due to fear of external repercussions. This fear created a culture of compliance and resistance to change that suppressed critical thinking where stuff would “just follow orders to avoid trouble”.
With interviewee one, leaders and staff stuck to dysfunctional practices to maintain overall cohesion in the organisation, even when they felt these practices were counterproductive. Instead of leading to long-term change and solutions, a resistance to change and challenge contributed to a functionally stupid culture.
Commonalities
Considering the findings from all four interviews, systemic inefficiency, the influence of external pressures on the emotional toll on stakeholders were occurring themes.
All interviewees highlighted the rigidity of educational frameworks as a barrier to effective decision-making. Whether this was in governance, operational processes or curriculum, a lack of adaptability was a consistent concern.
The influence of external inspection organisations and accountability frameworks was evident across the interviews. Participants described how these pressures often lead to performance compliance and suppressed innovation.
Emotional strain was also a shared experience, with cognitive dissonance and frustration cited by leaders, stress described by parents/carers and staff and morale challenges for teachers.


Conclusion
This pilot study has carried out a preliminary investigation of functional stupidity in educational leadership in the UK and found it in the forms of systemic inefficiencies, compliance-oriented cultures within organisations and external pressures which value accountability measures over long-term educational and social outcomes. The research employed a phenomenal logical approach and, through semi structured interviews with educational leaders, analysed their experiences to reveal how and in what way functional stupidity is evident in decision-making, leadership and interactions with stakeholders.
The findings show how and why functional stupidity is effectively normalised within the UK educational system. Organisational behaviours are frequently determined by the external demands of inspection bodies and MAT governance which results in a culture of “box-ticking” where performance is measured by superficial and short-term parameters. This culture of compliance creates a tension where the very systems which are supposed to ensure quality and accountability restrict creativity and innovation and therefore pupil outcomes.
Systemic inefficiencies have been a common theme as part of the study. Interviewees described the disjointed operational processes which delay access to education and has a detrimental impact on trust with parents and carers. The adoption of a pre-designed, generic curriculum was also cited as a factor that has a negative impact on local adaptation to include more relevant learning material, reducing pupil engagement and deskilling staff. These examples highlight how rigid frameworks not only fail to take into account context-specific needs but also prevent educational organisations from delivering their basic offer.
The emotional toll on the individuals interviewed, and others referenced as part of their comments, is also a common theme. Leaders, staff and other stakeholders find themselves frustrated, unable to manage the “cognitive dissonance” and experience low morale as they try to manage systems that prioritise conforming to policy and procedure over any meaningful impact. Leaders have described the emotional impact of leading in a culture where their professionalism and expertise are not valued, often leading to a sense of disempowerment and professional stagnation. For leaders, the loss of autonomy and a lack of critical thinking adds to these challenges which results in disengagement and the lack of a sense of purpose.
Leadership therefore plays a central role in perpetuating functional stability and is a key function in resisting it. This pilot study reveals how reflective and adaptive leadership can create a culture where critical thinking and ethical decision-making can exist despite the systemic constraints. However, even resilient leaders struggle to balance the competing demands of complying with organisational requirements and being authentic leaders.
This research aims to make a contribution to understanding the structural and cultural behaviours that enable functional stupidity in education. It demonstrates how cultures that focus on accountability, inflexible operational processes and a reluctance to be innovative have a negative impact on educational outcomes. By considering the lived experiences of leaders in education, this pilot study provides an account of how the behaviours and decisions at various levels in the educational system negatively impact its basic mission.
The findings have identified a paradox, adopting a functionally stupid approach may provide short term gain and provide the appearance of organisational harmony. However, the long-term consequences are counterproductive. Discouraging critical engagement undermines the professional growth of leaders and staff, has a detrimental outcome for pupil development and has a negative impact on the trust of other stakeholders.
How can educational systems develop structures and practices that support reflective and creative practice that enable all learners to be well-prepared for the future?


Recommendations
[bookmark: _Int_nugPudbz]Include reflective practice in leadership development programmes to promote critical thinking and adaptability. Leaders should be encouraged to critically evaluate their decision-making processes and question what is perceived as the “norm”.
Educational organisations could establish ongoing professional learning communities that “shine a light” on the exchange of ideas, coaching and peer mentoring. These learning communities would encourage and support professionals to speak out and challenge practice that is not firmly rooted in the best opportunities and outcomes for the families and communities they serve.
[bookmark: _Int_vBmATQ8x][bookmark: _Int_shzmUyKi]Whilst leaders are able to tailor the curriculum to the local context, standardised approaches, which are adopted by some organisations, fail to address the specific needs and interests of diverse communities. Leaders could be empowered to ensure that their staff design the curriculum to ensure there is a balance between standardisation and local adaptability.
Inflexible accountability systems should be reviewed to prioritise relevant, student-centred outcomes over compliance. An emphasis only on data-driven results detract from the core purpose of education.
Leaders should be encouraged, and supported, to advocate for systemic reforms that challenge inflexible accountability cultures. This would ensure leaders in education are actively involved in creating the policies and procedures that shape governance/accountability frameworks.
Ongoing leadership training should include research and evidence-based learning which supports ethical decision-making to help leaders better understand, and have confidence in adopting, a values-based approach.
Genuinely engaging in acknowledging and supporting educating leaders, other staff and stakeholders in understanding and managing the emotional toll functional stupidity may have on them. Creating a culture that normalises discussions about social, emotional and mental health can help to reduce the stigma and encourage everyone to talk and seek support when needed.


Opportunities to develop the research
1. Exploring other perspectives
[bookmark: _Int_xkbUBfZL][bookmark: _Int_Hb77HMzF]Future research could include the views of a broader range of leaders and might also extend to student voice, parents/carers, non-teaching staff and governors/trustees. For example, it might be useful to explore how parents/carers may reveal their frustrations with inflexible rules and regulations (Ball 2012) that leaders may not have considered. Students might reveal the ways in which a standardised curriculum impacts their engagement and learning outcomes (Thomson 2020).
2. Systemic and organisational analysis.
Further research could be undertaken to examine how functional stupidity reveals itself across a broader range of school types (Greany 2018).
3. Functional stupidity indicators
Identify behaviours that potentially reinforce functional stupidity such as compliance or data manipulation. This could include ethnographic observation of meetings and decision-making processes in a range of educational settings (Begley, 2010).
4. Leadership styles
Carry out a study into which leadership styles, e.g. transformational, servant, distributed etc, are more effective in mitigating functional stupidity (Leithwood et al., 2020; Spillane, 2006).
5. Emotional toll
Explore the psychological impact of functional stupidity on a range of stakeholders, focusing on stress, social, emotional and mental health, staff absence and turnover (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2017).
6. Reflective practice
Investigate and evaluate evidence of reflective practice in leadership teams to better understand their impact on decision-making and problem-solving (Timperley, 2011).
7. Cross-sector comparison
Compare examples of functional stupidity in education with other sectors, e.g. health, social care, other areas in the public sector and corporate environments to identify any potential patterns or where evidence is seemingly unique to a particular sector (Alvesson and Spicer, 2012).
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