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Abstract

This article reports on the findings of a research project examining how to create a profession
that is attractive and fulfilling for new and existing school leaders in two different municipalities
in Sweden. The project set out to explore how work environments, career structures, salaries,
and working conditions can contribute to attracting, retaining, and motivating school leaders to
stay longer in the profession. To realise this objective, the study adopted a qualitative research
design. Data was collected by carrying out semi-structured interviews with a sample of five
school leaders in two different municipalities to investigate their experiences and views of the
profession. The findings demonstrate that school leaders’ working conditions play a more
critical role in their decisions to stay or leave the profession than financial compensation. The
study also shows an unequal allocation of resources, both in terms of support functions and the
limited time available for in-service education.
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Introduction
Recruiting and retaining school leaders has long been a major problem in most forms of
schooling in Sweden and internationally. This problem often has a devastating effect on a
school’s continuity and long-term perspective on quality work. In Sweden, this has led to an
ongoing national debate about how to reduce the turnover of school leaders (DarlingHammond, 2010, Lärarförbundet, 2016, Skolledarförbundet, 2020). When a school’s long-term
development work is fragmented, the consequences are a lack of goal fulfilment, a short-term
perspective on quality, and teachers who do not develop in their work (Jarl et al., 2018).
Nowadays, schools and school leaders are experiencing a growing pressure to deliver highquality education. In addition, the consensus is that school leaders should be encouraged and
supported in the school context to develop professionally to deliver the required quality (Little
2002). The educational values of school leaders, together with their reflective strategies and
leadership practices, shape the internal processes of school organisation and determine which
pedagogies are adopted, all of which have a significant impact on student learning (Day et al.,
2010). A substantial body of research also suggests that school leaders make a difference and
influence student achievement (Biamba, 2012, Frelin and Fransson, 2019, Leithwood and
Levin, 2005).
Attracting, selecting, and retaining effective school leaders is critical for the success of
education systems. Given the diverse challenges regarding the quality and quantity of the
teacher and school leader workforce, a key question for policymakers is how to create a
profession that is attractive and fulfilling for new and existing teachers and school leaders.
This study aim therefore to examine how work environments, career structures, salaries, and
working conditions can contribute to attracting, retaining, and motivating school leaders to stay
longer in the profession. The study’s research question is:
-

How can the work of school leaders be made more attractive so that they are
motivated to stay in the profession?

The evolving roles of principals from a Swedish historical perspective.

Historically, effective school leaders have only needed to have sound managerial and political
skills. However, in the 21st century, school leaders are now expected to have different kinds of
leadership skills. This stems from the fact that in addition to instructional and programming
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pressures, today’s school leaders also face challenges such as budgetary reductions, school
safety, administrative duties, supervision, data management, and marketing. Thus, in addition
to effective instructional leadership skills, a school leader’s effectiveness in this new
educational era will also require complex knowledge and skills related to organisational culture
and management. According to Elmore (as cited in Lashway, 2002), “this requires not just
innovative practices, but a different mindset” (p. 3).
The past 30 years have seen a proliferation of numerous education reforms aimed at raising
pupils’ achievement standards. Due to the complexity and constantly evolving school settings
that these reforms have created, school leadership now has a greater focus in international
education and is increasingly recognised as playing a key role in improving student outcomes
(Day, Gu & Sammons, 2016).
The governance of the Swedish school system has changed from a governance based on rules
and regulations to one based on goals and performance. The power centre for goal-based
governance is found in the steering documents that set the goals for school activities. How the
goals are processed and operationalised internally in schools is determined by Sweden’s 290
municipalities and is manifested in the school leaders’ work (Ekholm et al. 2000).
In 2011, the Swedish Education Act (2010: 800) changed the role of the school leader in one
of the greatest school reforms of modern times. The Act states that a school leader who leads
and coordinates the work at a preschool or school unit must be in place (Chapter 2: 9). The
Act also states that the school leader should be called a principal who is empowered to
delegate assignments to an employee who has sufficient competence and experience to
perform some of the managerial tasks. The principal is the person who decides on their
internal organisation and distributes resources according to the children’s and pupils’ needs
(Chapter 2:10). The Act also emphasises that each principal must undergo an in-service
education that is focused on the school’s assignments (Chapter 2:12).
In Sweden, there has been a change in pedagogical leadership due to the introduction of free
school choice and New Public Management thinking. School leaders have progressed from
being pedagogical leaders to pedagogically successful leaders, where the focus is on creating a
successful school that attracts more pupils (Giota, 2013). Nehez (2015) writes in her action
research that a school is classified as successful when it has high results and goal fulfilment.
This means that school leaders’ leadership is of great importance for both the pupils’ and the
school’s development. The school has today been forced into the private business world and
3
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striving for efficiency that is measured by goal and result management. Giota (2013) claims
that a focus on goal fulfilment makes it more difficult to achieve inclusion and a good learning
environment that is adapted to the pupils’ needs. The time that teachers have at their disposal
is not enough to create the relationships that are needed to develop a multifaceted learning
environment for all pupils.
Erlandsson (2015) highlights the importance of unpretentious leadership, where all employees
are involved in the work of developing and taking responsibility for the school’s learning
environment. Ludvigsson (2009) states that the relational perspective between various
employees is what should be in focus, as well as the relationships between school leaders,
teahers, and pupils. The researcher highlights the importance of understanding between
individuals and the organisation. This is best created in everyday informal meetings that allow
relationships and cultures to be created through participation (Ludvigsson, 2009). Lindqvist &
Nilholm (2013) emphasise the importance of creating conditions for communication that lead
to good relationships, consensus, and collegial learning.
Nehez (2015) writes that leadership in school depends on the school’s context and that school
development initiatives are affected by how the school is organised and the kind of culture that
prevails in it. The study also shows that rapid changes have occurred in the school system over
the past two decades. Most often, it is the planned school changes that are given the most space
and time because they are based on the achievement of goals and objectives. However, Nehez’s
(2015) study shows that rapid change is more difficult to maintain over time, as it is affected
by resources, economy, social, and political factors. Something that Ståhlkrantz (2019)
highlights in her critical policy analysis is that school leaders’ leadership is constantly
influenced by political decisions and guidelines, which complicates the design of a sustainable
organisation with development opportunities in the school’s culture. Erlandsson (2015)
emphasises the importance of collaboration and dialogue between the various levels in the chain
of command, i.e., at the political, school leadership, and teacher-to-pupil levels, to create an
accessible learning environment. Furthermore, Ståhlkrantz (2019) writes that there are no
simple organisational solutions that lead to better results and successful schools. Each school is
unique and requires an adapted leadership that is based on the prevailing school context something that conflicts with the political guidelines and conditions that school leaders are
obliged to follow and accept. Ludvigsson (2009) emphasises in her case study that simply
relying solely on the school leader’s leadership for the development of the school culture and
learning environment is short-sighted. The study further shows that leadership needs to be
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distributed between different employees with the task of leading the school towards the set
goals, which is referred to as distributive leadership. In distributive leadership, communications
between the school leader and employees form the basis of a functioning and participatory
organisation that is sustainable over time.
As previously mentioned, school reforms have led to a decentralisation and marketing of
schools, which has in turn led to increased control, reduced equivalence, poorer pupil results,
and reduced public confidence in the education system (Evers, Kneyber & Kornhall, 2017).
According to Berg (2020), this has led to a three-part control system in the school that is
characterised by a) market adaptation and pupils being able to choose which school to attend,
b) a decentralisation of the distribution of resources to schools and municipality-controlled
school finances that affect class sizes, teachers’ services, teaching materials and skills
development and c) teachers being employed by the municipality and a centralisation that
entails state control of the school through legislation, targeted and general state grants, steering
documents and statutory compulsory schooling.
Long-term school leadership in Sweden compared to other European countries
According to a report published by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) in 2014, attracting talented individuals to a career in school is a pressing
concern in many OECD countries, particularly those with rising pupil enrolments or a large
proportion of teachers, school leaders or other staff approaching retirement age. Retaining the
best teachers and leaders, motivating them throughout their careers and enabling them to use
their talents effectively to foster pupils’ learning and well-being lie at the heart of what makes
a successful education system.
The OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) points to significant
differences in the social and professional status of school leaders and public perceptions of
career in schools in OECD review countries (OECD, 2018; OECD, 2014). The status of
teachers and school leaders is driven by the material and intellectual fulfilment that work in
schools provides and often mirrors the extent to which teachers and leaders are capable,
enabled, and trusted to use their professional expertise. The TALIS survey also shows that the
turnover of school leaders is higher in Sweden than in other comparable countries. According
to TALIS, although Swedish school leaders tend to stay at their school for an average of two to
three years, their counterparts in the other Nordic and OECD countries stay for five years.
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Drysdale et al. (2016) claim that the nature of school leaders’ work is changing and that this
leads to complications. Pollock et al. (2015) provide evidence of the full extent of the nature of
school leaders’ work and focus on particular aspects of the role, such as leadership (Gurr 2015;
Leithwood, Patten & Jantzi 2010), trust (Tschannen-Mora & Gareis 2015) and the interactive
nature of administrative work (Spillane 2015). In this way, they provide a more accurate picture
of school leaders’ work.
The Swedish Schools Inspectorate (2019) highlights the important role of school leaders in
leading and developing the teaching staff’s work for high-quality education. Frequent changes
in school leaders often result in a poorer quality education, which makes it more difficult for
pupils to achieve set goals. Other consequences of frequent changes in school leadership include
unstable management functions that require constant reorganisations, which in turn affect
teachers’ long-term perspectives of their work (Håkansson and Sundberg, 2016).
As stated above, it is therefore important for decision-makers to be able to recruit, make good
selections, and retain professional school leaders and in that way offer high quality education.
Here, both the internal and external motivations of the school leader are closely intertwined and
decision makers need to take both aspects into account if they want to increase the attractiveness
of the profession and motivate school leaders to stay put.
The school leader's assignment as a pedagogical leader from a governance perspective
The development of the roles and responsibilities of school leaders is intertwined with and
impacted by a series of educational reforms and mandates. Reviewing the literature provides a
more informed understanding of how changes in external circumstances have affected the
practices of school leaders over time.
In Sweden, Ivarson Alm (2014) has shown how school leadership and leadership role have
undergone major changes. Instead of schools having head teachers who are responsible for a
few departments, they now have school directors who are responsible for a number of
departments in the same area. It is therefore important that school leaders know what their
current role is. Ivarson further explains that today’s school leaders are responsible for arranging
substitutes, planning, ordering food, conducting parent talks, and documenting, which has led
to the need to develop their management and control skills. According to the author, these
possibilities are stated in the new steering documents, such as the Education Act and the
National Curriculum.
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Katarina Ståhlkrantz (2019) carried out a study on educational leadership in which she
examined educational policy texts from the 1950s to the 2010s. The study shows that the
pedagogical leader has been constructed on the basis of the historical and social educational
policy context that has been distinguished over time. She also emphasises that the pedagogical
leadership of school leaders is regarded by politicians and school authorities as a problem and
even by the school leaders themselves. The general perception is that not enough time is
allocated to the pedagogical assignment and that administrative and organisational tasks are a
major part of a school leader’s work. In her study, she discerned six turning points for how
pedagogical leadership has been constructed.
The emergence of the rational pedagogical leader was the first turning point to be mentioned in
the 1961 school administrative investigation (SOU, 1964: 53). Here, the leader was defined as
qualified and rational with a high status and who exercises their pedagogic leadership as
effectively as possible to achieve the highest possible productivity. Here it was expected that
by being rational, the school leader could create space for pedagogical leadership.

In connection with the SIA investigation (SOU, 1974: 53), the professional educational leader
can be identified as the second turning point. Here, all tasks were regarded as pedagogical and
school leaders were asked not to differentiate between administrative and pedagogical tasks.
The perception was that a good pedagogical assessment was required to be able to carry out the
simplest of the administrative tasks in the school in which they were to be implemented.

A greater emphasis was placed on the legal responsibility of school leaders and in the Steering
Committee’s report (SOU 1988: 20) it was this that led to the next breakpoint - the creation of
a legally responsible educational leader. This turning point highlights financial tasks as a clear
part of the school leader’s pedagogical leadership. The curriculum also emphasises the school
leader’s legal liability.

A new turning point was identified in the 1990s when the 1995 School Committee (SOU1997:
121) proposed that school governance should be decentralised. The effective and professional
pedagogical leader was now someone who would effectively and professionally lead their
school with the best results. The successful pedagogical leader can be discerned in the goaloriented school of the 21st century, where even higher expectations are placed on pedagogical
leadership. A report on the school's management structure (SOU, 2004: 116) led to the fifth
7
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breaking point, which was that the educational leader was expected to successfully navigate
their own school to the best results.
The sixth and final discursive turning point in Ståhlrantz’s study occurs in connection with the
leadership education programme for school leaders that was launched in 2011. Now, an
effective, successful, and instructive educational leader is expected to have a good knowledge
of the factors that lead to successful teaching and high results. School leaders are thus expected
to be instructive pedagogical leaders who make classroom visits and are able to give teachers
feedback, guidance, and constructive criticism.

In several reports (Skolverket, 2005, 2007, 2011d), the Swedish National Agency for Education
has highlighted the complexity of pedagogical leadership and stated that this kind of leadership
is a prerequisite for the school’s pedagogical quality. In the Agency’s general advice on
systemic quality work (2012), it states that resources must be organised at the school in such a
way that the school leader can also function as a pedagogical leader.
There are several definitions of pedagogical leadership, what it means and how it should be
exercised. The Swedish Schools Inspectorate (2012: 1, p. 6) defines it as follows:
Pedagogical leadership is all about interpreting the goals and describing activities
for a good goal fulfilment in relation to the national goals of the school and to
improve the school’s results so that each student reaches as far as possible in their
learning and development. This means that the principal must have knowledge of
and competence to interpret the assignment, translate it into teaching, lead and
control learning processes, and create understanding among employees for the
connection between effort and results.
In several reports (2012; 2010, 2014), the Swedish Schools Inspectorate draws attention to the
fact that in Sweden school leaders lack pedagogical leadership, mainly because this is not given
the necessary priority due to administrative tasks occupying the majority of their time. This is
interpreted as the authorities perceiving a certain competition between a pedagogical and
administrative leadership. The Swedish Schools Inspectorate’s report from 2014 emphasises
the school leader’s responsibility to create activities that enhance pupils’ learning and the
quality of the school’s teaching.
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In a research compilation published on the Swedish National Agency for Education’s website,
Skott & Nordzell (2020) highlight that school professionals also have thoughts and perceptions
about pedagogical leadership (Johansson 2016). Johansson thinks that Swedish schools would
benefit from a more stable and clearer meaning of the term, whereas other researchers
emphasise the importance of capturing the complexity that the school leader needs to handle
(Berg, 2015; Blossing, 2011).
When the Swedish Schools Inspectorate examines school leaders’ internal work, the leaders
can be affected by the Inspectorate’s definition of how pedagogical leadership should be carried
out. This subject is well debated among Sweden’s school leaders, as it is often felt that the
conditions for conducting the expected pedagogical leadership in the school are lacking
(Nilsson, 2020)
It is widely accepted that school leaders are vitally important. However, ever-rising
accountability standards, limited authority over key decisions, and mediocre salaries make the
job more demanding and less attractive to talented leaders. At a time when schools need highquality leaders more than ever, the gruelling nature of the job makes it a tough sell. School
leaders also tend to come and go. Recruiting and retaining teachers is therefore a constant
concern for school leaders at all levels in Sweden. This concern has also turned into an ongoing
national debate in Sweden about how to address teacher and school leader shortages
(Lärarförbundet, 2016).
Matz Nilsson (2020) maintains that the turnover of school leaders in Sweden is devastating and
has accelerated alarmingly in recent years. He goes on to say that, it is imperative to start talking
about why the stability of leadership in preschools and schools has been lost. He further
attributes this to three important areas from a leadership perspective:
A governance model within the school that no longer works, the tug-of-war between the
state and the principals is increasing and a salary development for the country's school
leaders that no longer takes into account the scope and responsibilities of the assignment.
To that end, the work environment is becoming increasingly strained.

Weyler (2020) mentions in an article that statistics from the Swedish National Agency for
Education show that the turnover rate of primary and secondary school leaders is very high and
that a majority of leaders change jobs over a five-year period. The academic year of 2014/15
has been compared with that of 2018/19, where 80 per cent of school leaders changed jobs after
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five years, which Weyler regards as alarming. In 2018/19, only two out of ten school leaders
remained at the same school as in 2014/15.
Gunnar Berg expressed himself as follows in an article in the publication, School and Society
in 2018 about school leaders’ experiences of what he calls cross-pressure and the nature of
their tasks:
As I see it, one of the main tasks of the ongoing state Rector's program is to provide
school leaders with insights that lead to the cross - pressure's tense demands and
expectations becoming visible and thus professionally manageable. Having full control
over the diverse ingredients of cross-pressure is thus not only a prerequisite for workpromoting school development, but also opens up for an increased degree of
professional security for school leaders.

Based on the Swedish Schools Inspectorate's definition of pedagogical leadership, the school
leader’s assignment covers everything that happens in the school’s everyday work, which can
be described as operationally responsible leadership.
The concept of cross-pressure reappears in school research (Berg, 2018) as a perspective on the
complexity of school leaders’ responsibilities and the constant tension between a school’s
stakeholders, state and municipal governance and the expectations of civil society actors,
especially guardians. School leaders are also responsible for the schools’ results, which includes
personnel management, work environment processes, budget and financial processes, premises,
managing IT systems, reporting, and follow-up.
The present study and its setting
We chose two municipalities in different parts of Gavleborg County which in recent years have
tried to improve their employment processes. To conduct the study, we teamed up with RucX,
the Regional Centre for School Development, with which we have successfully collaborated
for some time. RucX’s expertise lies in educational leadership and helps schools in the county
to expand their teacher and principal networks. We interviewed five school leaders in two
different municipalities during the spring and summer of 2020 and reviewed the research
material and the relevant literature.
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Methods and materials
According to Ahrne & Svensson (2015), a qualitative method is based on interviews,
observations, or text analyses. When choosing a qualitative method, the researcher should be
aware that their own previous experiences and perspectives can affect the results, especially
when interpreting the interview responses. The purpose of this study was to investigate how
school leaders’ work environments, career structures, salaries, and working conditions can
contribute to attracting, retaining, and motivating them to stay longer in the profession. A
qualitative method using interviews was regarded by the researchers as the most appropriate
way of collecting the views of the chosen school leaders. Ahrne & Svensson (2015) state that
interviews can be designed in different ways, for example, with open-ended questions, semi
structured interviews with follow-up questions, or in-depth interviews with a view to acquiring
a deeper knowledge of the different interviewees’ perspectives.
The study therefore used a qualitative method which, according to Bryman (2011), helped to
understand the participants’ thoughts and opinions. Tivenius (2015) states that a qualitative
method provides an understanding of how the subject is seen from different perspectives.
Analysis
Based on the study’s purpose of investigating how to make school leaders’ work attractive and
motivate them to stay in the profession, interviews were conducted with five school leaders
from the two chosen municipalities. Each interview lasted for one hour and was recorded to
facilitate transcription. According to Bryman, the recording of interviews facilitates the analysis
of the material. The recorded interviews were then transcribed verbatim, and the transcripts
were read several times to get a sense of the meaning of the data corpus. During this process,
codes were inductively developed from the data and identified a priori based on the school
leaders’ responses. The school leaders’ responses were then analysed to identify the similarities
and differences in their approaches. In this context, a ‘mind map’ was used to categorise and
analyse the findings, as suggested by Bryman (2011). The school leaders were assigned the
designations L 1, L 2, L 3, and so on, partly to make visible what each school leader said and
partly to protect their identities.
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Table 1. Background information of the respondents
Background

L1

L2

L3

L4

L5

Female

Female

Male

Female

Female

8 yrs

6 yrs

3 yrs

2 yrs

3 yrs

Teaches years 1-

teaches years1-7

Teaches

information

Sex
Experience as
a school leader

Educational

Primary

Pedagogy

background

school

7 in

in Swedish,

years 1-7 in

teacher

mathematics,

society-oriented

Swedish,

nature-oriented

subjects,

society-

subjects, sport

Swedish as a

oriented

second language

subjects,
English

Completed

2012

2014

Ongoing

Ongoing

Ongoing

school leader
education

Ethical issues
In the study, we followed the basic ethical principles relating to the information requirement,
consent requirement, confidentiality requireent, and utilisation requirement to protect the
identities of the respondents and municipalities (Swedish Research Council, 2017). A letter was
first of all sent to the school leaders who had volunteered to take part in the study to introduce
ourselves, provide information about the purpose of the study, and request their participation in
the interview. After obtaining their consent, we booked day and time for the interviews. The
respondents were informed that their participation in the interviews was voluntary and that they
were free to leave the study at any time. The respondents were also informed that their identities
and those of the schools would be protected and that all gathered material would be treated
confidentially.
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Results
The results discussed in this section refer to the first phase of the study. In this phase, five school
leaders from primary and secondary schools were interviewed in a semi structured way. The
interviews explored the school leaders’ perceptions of their own professional development and
their professional interactions with other team members. Some of the school leaders who took
part in the study had already completed the leadership programme, while others were studying
the programme in parallel with their professional duties. The results of the study are presented
under the following six themes: cooperation, management, support/support in general,
pedagogical leadership, working conditions, responsibilities/tasks, and complexity of tasks.
Cooperation
The respondents highlighted collaboration with colleagues as energising and the importance of
having a good collaboration with the municipality’s education department. Collaboration with
other departments in the municipality to which the school leaders were required to provide
information that was not within the framework of their work took time and energy. Some of the
respondents saw collaboration as a prerequisite for being able to work effectively. This is how
two of the respondents responded to this theme:
[…] and I am more interested in working with people than in myself and I usually think
of us as a team. (L2)
What gives energy is when you have motivated the staff around you, and pupils who
want to progress, you want to develop and work together. (L1)

Management support/support in general
This applied to support for the work locally as well as support in different parts of the socalled chain of command – with politicians at the top and teachers and pupils at the bottom.
One of the questions in the interview concerned support at work, both locally at the
respondents’ schools as well as centrally in the municipality’s education department. Most
respondents felt that they received good support in their work, both locally and centrally.
However, the support could be unequal, look different, and be named differently.
Local management support was in the form of a full- or part-time adinistrator a management
group or so-called preparatory group with team leaders from various work teams, preservice
teachers, and pupil health teams.
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[…] an administrator that I have access to a couple of times a week, then I have a
preparatory group, we do not call it a management group but a preparatory group that
prepares questions and consists of me and four work team leaders from the preschool
class, leisure, years 1-3 and 4-6. (L5)
The best support I have is my deputy principal, as we work in teams. (L2)
[…] need the same management support for schools with the same conditions. (L3)

Support in general from the principal or administrator was similar for the different
respondents. Most considered themselves to have good support from colleagues if they had
access to a team, from their immediate manager, and from the various support functions
offered in the municipality, such as HR support for recruitment, personnel matters and work
environment issues as well as access to legal support.
My principal and I (deputy principal) support each other; I have more experience than
she has. Then we have the administration’s support functions, HR department, deputy
administration manager, I haven’t had any great need to ask questions [..]. No worry
because I am not a worried person, have routines, and have good results. (L1)
[...] there are support functions in the municipality around HR and personnel issues, a
person who works on school law issues, has also had support in work environment
issues, and HR. (L4)
[…] legal support is an important function when we have demanding parents […] he
supports us in our response to the Swedish Schools Inspectorate. (L5)

Pedagogical leadership
In the interviews, no direct questions were asked about pedagogical leadership, although the
respondents did mention the concept and indicated that it was an important part of their daily
work. The following thoughts about the concept were expressed:
Pedagogical leadership, development of the pedagogical activities, and the teaching we
do – these are the absolute best. (L2)
What is stimulating? It is when you see that a weekday […] when what you have planned
is fulfilled and there is a lot to do… //… and to be a professional, to try to be the
pedagogical leader, it says that you should be a pedagogical leader… it is not clearly
described, what is a pedagogical leader? Is it to create conditions in some way? (L3)
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Working conditions
One of the interview questions was about which tasks the respondents experienced as
stimulating and energising and which were less stimulating. The conditions to do a good job
emerged as a common theme, with two subthemes being a) everyday conditions and b)
conditions for skills development.
a. Everyday conditions
Several of the respondents emphasised that the ‘right conditions’ were essential for the work.
[…] it’s an interesting job and there are opportunities given the right conditions. (L1)
[...] it’s tough and challenging, but I have realised that I really want challenges, a rather
difficult and complicated job than a monotonous and boring one… it might have to do
with the fact that I have been given the conditions that make it work, but I think that it’s
fun. (L2)
I feel drained when I’m not given the right conditions to do a good job, because then I’m
not a good leader. (L3)
[...] is an attractive job with the right conditions […] (L3)

b. Conditions for skills development
In the interviews, the respondents were asked about their background and education. No direct
question was linked to the leadership programme, although many of them mentioned this when
talking about the conditions for skills development.
In the interviews, the respondents highlighted the difficulties of combining a full-time job with
studies and that different municipalities in the country had different conditions for this:
There are differences in Sweden’s oblong country when it comes to the state’s leadership
programme… this makes up 20 per cent of your work, and here it is different for different local
authorities. Some stipulate 100% work plus 20 per cent study, have negotiated overtime pay…
but we do not have unregulated working hours. The fact that there is also a state “puncture”…
sets the conditions for local authorities to get sustainable leaders… those who decide to leave
also leave the leadership programme. Big and burning… issue of education requires comparable
conditions. (L3)
[…] I do the education with my left hand and feel stressed because the leadership programme
“train” just keeps going and doesn’t wait for me. (L3)
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[…] difficult to do your job when you’re not in place….//… the studies are an investment in
us... that we will succeed, but does it have to be at that pace? … Double-bottomed… a high
study rate at the same time as being new to a leadership position and new as a principal… // ...
80/20 - you have to have time that doesn’t exist. Decided that all assistant school leaders should
go on the programme … should plan for it in the education department, for exaple, have a
school leader with a lot of experience who goes in … and takes some of the pressure off during
the programme, the municipality is generous – you can take your study time, you get books,
everything is fine but they have missed the last part that you also need to be relieved of some of
the workload that you have at the same time ... They have’t done that ... They should do that.
(L5)
[…] notice in the leadership programme that colleagues continue eduation but have changed
positions, which depends on many different things, of course… often not enough support for
the assignment you’ve been given. (L5)

It was also emphasised that the leadership education programme contributed to the respondents’
daily work:
Now doing the leadership programme, … first year completed, now in my second. Wanted to
go fast. The programme is very rewarding … //… think it has been useful .. Meeting and
discussing the things we encounter in our daily work .. has helped me a lot, we’re all in the same
boat and new to the job, the same problems to tackle… positive that not everyone is from the
same municipality, easier to ask colleagues in RUT than your immediate colleagues. (L4)

The conditions for other kinds of education were also something that the respondents found
difficult, and when asked if any other education programmes would be of further benefit for
meeting the challenges of work as a school leader, the respondents highlighted budgets, work
environment issues, management and more:
You learn a lot on the job… but as a school leader you have a managerial role as well…
budget, finance and work environment are large parts of your everyday life… the
induction to the managerial role is inadequate ... There was no induction from the
education department ..to get more knowledge about the managerial role… //…
leadership programme is fantastic and has given me a lot of networking as well… the
managerial role needs more ... (L2)
[…] then there is this... You might need help with the work environment, it is important
that the staff are happy at the school and the pupils… many need help with their
leadership, many of the teachers who become school leaders are not used to leading staff
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groups, there is a big difference, there you need good support, it’s good that the
municipality requires new leaders to do the leadership programme… but it also eats into
your time because the staff expect a manager to be visible. (L4)

Responsibilities/tasks
In the interviews, the respondents were given examples of tasks and areas of responsibility that
were stimulating and energising and those that were not. Examples of what gave energy were
when the organisation was structured and the activities were both successful and stimulating.
Positive attitude… when pupils succeed… when I see the results… cooperation,
motivated staff and pupils… work in networks, that you have fun at work, and meetings
with

people.

(L1)

I think that the work environment and staff issues are interesting… creating a team spirit
and developing the work. Genuinely interested in people and activities, organisation and
organisational structure… why it happens, the way it does… I think that every day is
interesting and exciting. (L2)
Working as a school leader is stimulating … extremely enjoyable, what satisfies me ost
is when you see that things are starting to roll on their own, the staff feel safe and that
they fix it. (L4)
[…] very stimulating at work when you look at the staff… that they are happy to develop
their teaching, that they have not stopped, that they now want to find other areas of work,
other opportunities, perhaps look… dare to examine themselves and their teaching
because it has been a bit ... Might have been difficult before, but now we’ve come to the
conclusion that we have such a good climate at shool as well, and I think it's great that
we have come so far. (L4)
[…] Working with structure, systematic methods, systematic quality work, frameworks,
structures, goals… by strength and it is rewarding to be able to implement them as well,
in different parts so… it gives a lot of energy. (L5)

Examples of things that sapped the respondents’ energy were:
Social service issues… cooperation with other agencies that are supposed to give me
information and tell me what to do ... The media also saps energy, difficult before… now
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just play it cool… saps energy if someone who is not my boss wants a decision from me
… administrative work. (L1)
When things go wrong, when there are disagreements among the staff, when it’s difficult
to meet, difficult to reach each other… personnel matters. (L2)
It’s mostly parents… otherwise… if your planning is right, everything is in the diary and
then changes come from above, which means that the activities you’ve planned have to
be scrapped, those kinds of things sap my energy … which I could use for other things
instead. (L4)
[…] then I think it’s about the school changing so much, quick decisions being made, the
school has to rethink… cumbersome, takes time for things to settle down, you get no
peace at all, we could devote ourselves to teaching and achieving good results instead of
constantly having to deal with new things. (L4)

Complexity of tasks
As indicated above, there was talk of cross-pressure between the three levels of governance.
Our respondents commented on this kind of pressure in the following ways:
[…] important, that there is support and trust, that you can pursue development issues,
both as an educational leader and in the school… sometimes there is so much to do that
there’s no time for it all… and you lose interest when you are not able to work with the
best parts… if there’s too much of this I would get fed up. (L2)
I could work around the clock; the list of things to do is never ending. I need to prioritise
myself then… decide what is most important and needs to be done and what I put on one
side. (L2)
[...] a teachers’ union has issued a recommendation… not to have more than 20
subordinates ...//… fight for the right conditions for a good pedagogical leader, not have
so many subordinates so that you don’t need to have an assistant principal, which is a
construction and is not mentioned in the Education Act. (L3)
[…] cross-pressure - you’re under pressure all the time, the finances have to balance and
at the same time you have to ensure that all those with special needs get what they
require…. make sure that the classrooms are properly equipped and that the bike racks
are in good order, these are questions from… high and low… would like one of Sweden’s
most important jobs to be valued equally, a first class manager… puts himself last ... A
little more “feel-good syndrome” … solution-focused, forget yourself. (L3)
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[…] connected to how I am as a person, part of me is to be a manager and the other part
is to be a leader ... I lean more towards becoming a manager. (L5)

Discussion
The aim of this study has been to examine how work environments, career structures, salaries,
and working conditions can contribute to attracting, retaining, and motivating school leaders to
stay longer in the profession. The importance of effective leadership for schools is no longer
contested. Due to intensifying demands for accountability, effectiveness, efficiency, choice, and
equity over time, the school leader’s position has become increasingly complex. This study
adds new evidence to the thin literature on leadership stability by investigating the turnover of
school leaders in two municipalities in Gavleborg County and exploring how the variation in
turnover can be explained by other contextual factors and school leadership characteristics,
drawing on the study's findings as well as previous research on school leadership. Because our
data did not permit us to fully investigate the reasons for the differences in school leadership
turnover rates, the findings provide useful directions for future research into how to design
effective school leadership strategies that will encourage school leaders to stay in the
profession.
The study shows that the lack of certain support systems, such as time to plan and sufficient
classroom resources, as well as a multitude of “bureaucratic impediments”, are much more
likely to drive school leaders out of the profession , e.g. lack of technology or the absence of
monetary incentives. It also demonstrates the importance of collegial support and the teaching
and learning circumstances that school leaders typically emphasize. The presence of a good
structure and culture for collegial interaction are considered success elements for the school's
internal operations (Langelotz, 2017). The study shows that the kind of relationships developed
between the school leaders and the working team in the school can make a difference and may
be one of the deciding factors as to whether they remain in the profession or not. It is important
to provide policymakers and educators with a clearer understanding of the specific and general
types of working conditions that really matter to school leaders; we hope that this study will
encourage them to construct strategies that improve the working conditions in ways that will
motivate school leaders to remain in post. Schools will always need new school leaders to
replace those who retire, and the vibrancy and fresh thinking that they often bring with them.
This study did not look at how the school leaders operationalized pedagogical leadership.
However, they all mentioned it was important to be able to lead ‘learning processes’ and not
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only ‘doing processes’. Ståhlkrantz’s (2019) research shows that the concept of pedagogical
leadership is a so-called “floating signifier”, a concept that is emphasised by Svedberg (2017)
and that politicians use and fill with different types of meaning depending on their educational
vision. Pedagogical leadership within the Swedish school system and in the training of school
leaders, it is seen as a floating signifier that has perhaps had a stranglehold on school leaders
when they have seen that they do not meet the requirements of the state- defined tasks. This
might also help us to understand why so many school leaders choose to leave the profession
after a short time.
The findings from our study demonstrate that school leaders’ working conditions play a critical
role in their decision to stay in or leave the profession, even more than financial compensation.
The study also shows an unequal allocation of resources, both in terms of support functions and
the limited time that is set aside for continuing education. Again, this could be one of the reasons
why school leaders decide to leave the profession.
What school leaders really want is adequate time to plan pedagogical issues and solve problems
with their colleagues, fewer classroom interruptions, and less paperwork so they have more
time for their staff and pupils. They also want to place more emphasis on the curricular and
managerial decisions relating to the way their schools are being run and encourage teamwork
that will promote collaboration and mutual trust in the school environment. In short, what
school leaders want from their work environments is a system and collegial support that enables
their schools to be successful. Due to the strong correlation between teacher/school leader
retention and pupil learning, we know that improvements in the teaching and learning
conditions of schools will lead to a positive school experience that enables all pupils to achieve
high academic standards. However, our study would not have added anything new to the body
of research on school leader retention if it simply demonstrated that working conditions were
positively correlated to it. Other studies have found that as well (Evers, Kneyber & Kornhall,
2017; Skolverket, 2011; Weyler, 2020). Our findings have particular relevance in that they
provide perspectives into the multifaceted structure of school leadership and its working
conditions, as well as how specific workplace elements affect principals.
Conclusion
The role of the school leader has become even more important in recent years. Therefore,
recruiting and retaining excellent school leaders is one of the most important drivers of a wellfunctioning education system; a system that needs to prepare pupils with complex needs to
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participate in today’s knowledge-driven society. Recruiting, selecting, and retaining competent
school leaders is consequently critical and crucial issue for decision-makers, to provide highquality education and a long-term view on school leadership. The internal and external factors
of school leaders are interwoven and it is important for decision makers to consider both if they
want to improve student achievement. It is also critical to offer school leaders with continuous
professional development opportunities so that they can appropriately support the teachers in
their schools. We hope that the study's key results will assist policymakers and educators in
determining what is required for school leaders to remain in their positions and contribute to an
effective teaching and learning environment for better student achievement.
Limitations of the study
The sample of school leaders participating in the qualitative interviews was small, which means
that the results cannot be generalised to all school leaders in all municipalities. However, the
study does indicate the need to explore the issues raised here in more depth and on a wider
scale.
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