


 

Executive Summary 
 
 
 
 

This report compares a group of 200 headteachers against a group of 200 
senior executives. The aim is to discover the strengths and weaknesses of the 
leadership in schools in the UK. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

The ‘inputs’ of leadership are the characteristics and styles the individual 
brings to the role – their drive, problem solving and influencing skills. The 
‘outputs’ of leadership – the measures of success – are the motivation, 
engagement and effort inspired in those who are led. 

The report reveals that, as a group, headteachers exert strong and versatile 
leadership, adapted to the needs of their people. Their strengths lie in raising 
capability and promoting individual clarity. 

The report has also confirmed that the role of headteacher is stretching by 
comparison to business. Even highly successful executives would struggle to 
exert outstanding leadership in schools. 

We have also found a number of areas for improvement. Headteachers rely 
too heavily telling people what to do. They need think more about how the 
influence of leadership can raise standards and they need to explore ways to 
link reward to performance more strongly. 

Headteachers think of leadership in terms of developing people. Business 
leaders tend to think of leadership in terms of strategy. Headteachers see their 
staff as individuals, show them where they fit into the scheme of things and 
support their long term growth. Business leaders, by comparison, create a 
sense of mission, drive standards and communicate their vision well. 

Schools need strategic leadership to raise standards. But, equally, businesses 
need to adopt more of the headteacher’s style if they are to increase their 
people’s long term capability to implement strategy. 

It is possible for individuals to improve the leadership they provide. The first 
step is accurate and specific feedback on the impact they make upon their 
organisations. See www.transforminglearning.co.uk for more information. 
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Introduction  
 
 
We’ve always known that the quality of leadership has a major impact on 
pupils’ attainment in our schools. We were curious to see just how the 
leadership provided by headteachers measures up against that of their 
counterparts in other walks of life. 

We also wanted to see how much of the nature of leadership was 
determined by the working environment. Education seemed, initially, to 
be a very different endeavour to private enterprise. Did this bring out a 
noticeable difference in the styles used? The results surprised us and 
signalled important changes to come, in both education and business. 

To answer these questions, we took two groups of leaders and asked 
their staff to rate their style and the climate they created for their teams. 
We also interviewed a smaller group of the highest performing leaders 
directly, to find out what made them tick. 

Our ‘measure’ of successful leadership is the motivation, 
engagement and effort inspired in the people who are led. 

Our sample comprised 200 headteachers and 200 senior line 
managers and directors in multinational companies. For each, we 
asked five members of staff to describe and rate their leadership 
according to a set of common criteria (see page 24 for a definition). 

The results leave us in no doubt that headteachers have much to offer 
their counterparts in business. While business leaders are more adept at 
strategy and vision, headteachers’ strengths lie in raising capability. 
Technology can render a strategy irrelevant in a matter of months – 
capable, motivated employees will never go out of fashion. 

Of course there is room for improvement. There are useful lessons for 
headteachers, not only in the way the contrast explains their habitual 
approaches to leadership, but also in the strengths of business leaders. 
Communicating a vision of excellence and linking reward to performance 
are two examples. As schools grapple with raising standards and 
performance management, these issues are increasingly important. 

The two working environments are coming closer together – the pursuit of 
excellence and a hard look at performance are increasingly important to 
schools; fostering capability and long term development are becoming 
vital to effective business. 

There is an important point to bear in mind before we begin. The 
descriptions are composites of four hundred people. They point usefully 
to trends and tendencies. Within that sample, particular individuals may 
vary considerably. We hope this report will be a starting point for 
individuals to reflect upon their own needs as leaders and a framework 
for planning professional development. 
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Findings: Leadership Styles 
 
 
 
Leadership styles are the techniques people use to influence, motivate 
and direct others to meet the organisation’s goals. The characteristics we 
described earlier feed into and shape leadership styles. 

Note: For a list 
and definition of 
leadership 
styles, see the 
Glossary of 
Terms, page 24. 

There is no single correct style to use. The most successful leaders in 
any environment are those who can employ a range of styles. Different 
situations or groups of people call for different styles. Some styles should 
only be used rarely, others tend to support good leadership on almost a 
daily basis, but when a particular style is used exclusively it can sour the 
climate of an organisation. 

The difficulty is that leadership is frequently founded on habit: the styles 
we employ are usually unconscious. When under pressure, It is easy to 
slip into a style as an habitual response, even when inappropriate. 

To take one example, an Affiliative style of leadership is concerned with 
creating and sustaining positive, friendly relationships with and between 
colleagues. There are times, however, when a leader must communicate 
a vision that stretches and disturbs those relationships, or when they 
must hold someone accountable for poor performance. In these 
situations an Affiliative style will not be effective. 

Because leadership styles are frequently unconscious, feedback from 
colleagues can be crucial in revealing the true picture. For effective 
leadership we look for evidence of a broad range of ‘dominant’ and 
‘supporting’ leadership styles. 

We measure leadership style by comparison to the total population of 
leaders we have surveyed (tens of thousands, world-wide). The ‘score’ is 
a percentage, showing how much of the population the individual 
exceeds. An individual with a score of, say, 75% would display that style 
more frequently than three quarters of the other leaders in the database. 

The diagram below summarises the styles demonstrated by each 
group, according to their employees: 

Styles 
 
This diagram 
compares the 
leadership styles  
of heads and 
business leaders.  
 
The bars show 
which percentile of 
the whole 
population each 
group falls into. 
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Findings: Climate 
 
 
 
Climate is the sense, in the minds of the people who work there, of what 
it ‘feels like’ to be part of an organisation. Climate affects how hard they 
work, how inspired they feel and how well their efforts are aligned to the 
needs of the organisation. In short, climate determines results in any 
organisation that relies on the contribution of people.  

Note: For a list 
and definition  
of climate 
dimensions, see 
the Glossary of 
Terms, page 24. 

We’ve also shown how strongly the role of the leader influences climate: 
of all the factors involved, leadership has the greatest impact. This makes 
climate a vital measure of the effectiveness of a leader. 

In particular, Leadership Styles influence the climate very closely. For 
example, the Authoritative style is closely linked with the sense of Clarity, 
while the Affiliative style, if overused, can diminish it. The Democratic 
style has a positive impact on the sense of Flexibility, Responsibility and 
Team Commitment. 

We gather information on climate through questionnaires that ask people 
to rate the climate now and as they would like it to be in an ideal situation. 

Climate is split into six dimensions and the diagram below displays the 
results for leaders in business and education against each dimension. 

The measure that is most useful for comparison between different groups 
is the perceived gap between actual and ideal climate. This measures 
the ‘demand’ for improvement or the ‘felt need’ within the organisation. 
Measuring gaps ensures that we are comparing like for like rather than 
observing difference in rating styles. 

The contrasts between headteacher and business leaders are clear. 
When looking at the chart below, the smaller the bar, the better – it 
represents a smaller gap. 

Climate 
 
This diagram 
compares the gap 
between actual and 
ideal climate for 
heads and 
business leaders.  
 
The bars show the 
relative scale of the 
gap. 
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What Education could learn from Business  
 
 

This study reveals that our schools possess strong and 
versatile leadership. Headteachers perform well, both in 
comparison to their counterparts in private business and 
against the expectations of their staff. 

We have seen, though, that school climate is an extremely strong 
influence on the academic and social development of children. We have 
also seen that headteachers make a strong impression on climate. Any 
opportunities for improvement, therefore, are still welcome. 

Obviously, individuals will vary enormously, but as a group, our study 
reveals two development priorities for headteachers. 

Standards:  
A shared feeling that ‘things are done well round here’ is strongly 
motivational. To foster a sense of high standards, headteachers could 
learn from business leaders’ skill at communicating an expectation of 
excellence.  

Our investigation of characteristics found that business leaders were 
better at both painting an attractive vision of the future and holding people 
accountable for their current performance. This finding may indicate the 
cause of the difference in standards, in the sense of creating vivid goals 
for improvement and closely monitoring progress towards them. 

Rewards: 
The message from teachers is that, whilst headteachers are good at 
recognising and valuing their employees, they are less good at matching 
recognition to contribution. In many schools rewards are distributed on an 
egalitarian or ‘blanket’ basis. 

Teachers, on the whole, do not feel motivated by this. It can be extremely 
disheartening to deliver an outstanding performance and receive the 
same praise as your average colleague. 

Taking a more discriminating approach to reward is challenging – how 
will that ‘average’ colleague feel when the high performer is treated 
differently? We have seen that headteachers often employ an Affiliative 
style of leadership – they care about harmonious relationships. 
Headteachers also report feeling constrained by the grading and salary 
structure for teachers that they must work within. 

There are two important lessons from business. Business leaders did not 
rely heavily on Affiliative styles. Equally, modern approaches to reward 
extend far beyond salary to encompass benefits, training opportunities, 
responsibility, working environments and recognition.  

Headteachers’ strengths rest on their concern for developing people and 
valuing staff – perhaps they could employ these talents to developing a 
sense of fair reward in school as well. 
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What Business could learn from Education 
 
 

The leadership behaviours and styles used by headteachers also offer 
some useful guidance for business leaders. 

Versatility: 
As leaders, headteachers tend to employ a more diverse range of styles and approaches. 
They can be Authoritative, Affiliative, Coercive or Coaching as required. 

Versatility creates a better climate for the motivation of employees. 
Perhaps this versatility derives from the wide range of constituencies and 
audiences a headteacher must deal with. One requires very different 
styles when dealing with pupils or parents, teachers or inspectors. 

Business leaders may face a slightly more homogenous set of 
stakeholders but it is hard to see that there is no variety at all. 
Headteachers seem better able to transfer the styles and approach they 
use with one group to dealing with others. 

Coaching and Development: 
Headteachers tend to employ what is often thought of as a more modern managerial style.  

They are genuinely interested in the development and growth of their 
staff. They create opportunities for people to learn and practice new 
skills, and they are prepared to let someone make their own mistakes 
and learn from the experience. 

Business leaders are far less prepared to engage in this kind of activity. 
Their tendency is to take a task away from someone if they are not swiftly 
up to scratch, rather than seek ways to improve them. In the short term 
this promotes high standards, in the long term it is harmful to all other 
aspects of climate. 

Clarity: 
Headteachers are more likely to approach their employees as individuals and 
communicate clear, individualised expectations. 

In general, the business leaders in our sample were effective in setting 
and communicating a vision. They saw the big picture and could clarify it 
for their employees. What lets them down is their ability to translate the 
big picture into what is expected of each individual in their organisation – 
in terms of clarity of roles and acceptable behaviours. 

This is something headteachers are good at. Possibly the fact that 
schools are smaller organisations helps them focus on individuals. 
Possibly the fact that the role of a teacher is traditionally well defined 
makes the task easier. However, evidence shows that outstanding 
headteachers take the trouble to know their pupils as individuals too –
making for a very broad organisation. Equally, the role of the teacher is 
changing – particularly that of team leader and senior manager. 
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Appendix 1: Glossary of Terms 
 
 
 

Introduction to our Approach: 
What difference does a leader make? Hay has pursued this question in a 
wide variety of environments, starting from early work by Dr David 
McLelland with the US Navy, through three decades of consulting to 
international business and, most recently, examining the role of 
headteachers in UK schools. 

Hay’s work breaks down the complicated and amorphous idea of 
‘leadership’ into concrete actions and characteristics with proven links to 
the outcomes needed of the organisation. In essence, we aim to say 
‘These are the things leaders do to achieve the results you are looking 
for.’ 

While many of the findings are intuitive, even common sense, it is the 
rigour of the links to performance and the clarity of the models that is of 
real value. They enable people in the job to reflect on their own behaviour 
and take immediate steps to improve their impact. 

In all environments in which we have worked, we have found a causal 
model of the relationship between leadership behaviour and 
performance: 

A Causal Model: 
1. The Characteristics (motivation, attitudes and behaviours) of the 

individual determine the ‘styles of leadership’ (or methods of influencing) 
they habitually employ. 

2. These Leadership Styles determine the ‘feel’ of an organisation. They 
create a perception in the minds of the employees about how they are 
expected to behave and how they should perform their role. We call this 
perception Climate. 

The Climate of an organisation influences and directs the motivation and 
engagement of the employees. It stimulates the effort they put in at their 
own discretion. Climate has a direct impact on results, whether they are 
shareholder value or the rounded development of pupils. 

3. 

 

 

Professional Characteristics 

Leadership Styles 

Organisational Climate 

Results 
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Appendix 2: Methodology and Sample 
 
 
 

Methodology: 
In separate studies over the last few years, we have investigated the 
characteristics of leaders in both business and education. We’ve also 
looked at the styles they use and the climate they create. 

When it comes to characteristics, we are mostly interested in what it 
takes to become outstanding or excellent in a particular role. So we 
investigate samples of effective and highly effective performers. The 
basis of our findings lies in the difference between the two: what 
outstanding performers do more often or more effectively than the others. 
These are the differentiating or distinguishing characteristics. 

We used the following methods to gain the data: 

Behavioural Event Interviews:  
Three hour interviews, focusing on critical events in the leader’s career – 
what do they do, say, feel and think during these events? These 
interviews are coded against a dictionary of characteristics. These 
characteristics can be rated for level and frequency displayed. When 
compiled into a large enough sample, they provide a statistical base for a 
rigorous and detailed description of behaviour. 

Self and Peer Review of Leadership Styles: 
We ask a leader and five of their closest colleagues to complete 
questionnaires on the leadership styles they use. These questionnaires 
ask a variety of questions around each of the six major styles, drawing on 
concrete examples of behaviour. 

Self and Peer Review of Climate: 
We ask the leader and five of their closest colleagues to complete 
questionnaires on the climate in their team or organisation. Each 
participant rates the climate along six key dimensions. Each dimension is 
investigated through a number of related questions. Participants are 
asked to rate the climate as they perceive it now, and as they would like it 
to be in the future. This gap between actual and ideal provides useful 
information for self development. 

A Common Benchmark: 
These methods give us a great deal of data from a variety of perspectives 
– from the individual’s own thoughts and from the experience of their 
colleagues. In practice, with qualitative data of this kind, we also need to 
take care that we use a common benchmark, and that different raters are 
using the same criteria and scales. 

The next stage of the study is to correlate the data on characteristics with 
data on the performance of the individuals and their organisations. This 
enables us to distinguish with confidence between the attributes of 
effective and highly effective performers. 
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Sample: 

We brought together a number of separate studies for the current 
comparison. To enable us to compare outstanding performers in each 
sphere, we also chose a sample of highly effective leaders from within 
the wider population of each group – the ‘best of the best’ from business 
and education. We did not include poor performers in our sample. 

We gathered data on styles and climate from the whole population. We 
gathered data on characteristics from the outstanding groups. 

Business Leaders: 
We used a sample built from studies performed in a number of 
multinational blue chip organisations. We selected chief executives, 
board members and senior line managers at director level. These 
individuals represent the cream of business leaders; they operate on a 
global level in multi-billion dollar organisations with well known brand 
names. Their sectors include manufacturing, consumer products, retail, 
information technology and finance. 

We used a broad group of 200 effective business leaders. Of these, we 
also chose 33 who were judged to be outstanding performers according 
to their results. 

Educational Leaders: 
We used a sample from two studies of headteachers in the UK. These 
headteachers have a range of experience, from newly appointed to long 
serving. They lead schools with a variety of resources and challenges – 
from large secondary schools (often the biggest employer in their area) to 
small rural primaries; from suburbia to inner city; from prosperous to 
poorer neighbourhoods. We also included the leaders of special schools 
whose pupils have a range of emotional, physical and behavioural 
difficulties. 

We used a broad group of 200 effective headteachers. We also selected 
a group of 36 outstanding performers according to their school’s 
achievements. 

Size of Sample: 
For each group we have comparable data on the characteristics and 
leadership styles of each individual and the climate they create. The 
combined group of 66 outstanding leaders is large enough to give our 
findings on characteristics statistical significance, and is built from over 
200 hours of interviews and 70,000 pages of data!  

The wider group of effective performers contains four hundred individuals 
and the data is built from over 2,000 questionnaires. 

For headteachers, we also have a researched Model of Excellence. 
This model describes the demands of the role – what it takes to do a 
good job as a headteacher. One of the questions we can ask is how the 
business leaders match up to the model of excellence for headteachers. 
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Hay Group Education  
 
 
 

Hay Group is a leading global consultancy specialising in people issues. 
We have researched and designed models of effective leadership for a 
variety of organisations in the public and private sector. 

In education in the UK, our expertise stems from a number of projects: 

The Leadership Programme for Serving Headteachers 
Europe’s largest management development programme. 5,000 
headteachers have been through this development course, based on 
researched models of excellence for leadership in schools. Over three 
quarters of participants rate it as the best training they have ever 
received. Follow up work demonstrates marked improvements in school 
climate as a result. 

We are now delivering an FE College Principals Leadership Programme 
and FE College Senior Management Team Development Programme. 

Teacher Effectiveness Research 
The DfES asked us to investigate what makes a highly effective 
classroom teacher. As well as building models of excellence for teaching, 
we were also able to test the applicability of organisational climate to the 
individual classroom. In a significant breakthrough, we were able to 
create a model of Classroom Climate that predicts the academic 
progress of pupils. 

From this background we are now working on professional development 
and school improvement programmes around the world. 

Headteachers and teachers can obtain personal feedback on the climate 
they create and the styles they use through our on-line professional 
development service: Transforming Learning. 

This is a commercial service for schools and education authorities, who 
can purchase a licence providing unlimited access for the entire 
organisation. You can explore how Transforming Learning works through 
our website: 

www.transforminglearning.co.uk 
 

For more information please contact us on: 
 

Phone: (020) 7856 7000 
Email:  education@haygroup.com 
 
Hay Group Education 
33 Grosvenor Place 
London 
SW1X 7HG 
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