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Purpose and Rationale
Educational leadership is increasingly complex, pressurised, and emotionally demanding. While teacher resilience has been widely researched, there remains a significant gap in research focusing on senior leaders’ resilience, particularly in the UK and Northern Ireland context. This study aimed to address that gap by investigating:
· What makes a resilient senior educational leader
· The key challenges that require leaders to be resilient
· Differences in resilience across leadership teams
· What support is needed to develop and sustain leader resilience
Methodology
The study adopted a mixed‑methods, pragmatic approach across a six‑school cluster.
· Quantitative data: 
· Online survey completed by 16 out of 18 senior leaders (principals, vice‑principals, and senior leaders)
· Qualitative data: 
· Four semi‑structured interviews with principals
· Schools represented different phases, management types, and socio‑economic contexts
· Data was analysed using statistical analysis (survey) and thematic analysis (interviews)
Key Findings
1. What Makes a Resilient Senior Leader
Resilience emerged as a multifaceted construct, extending beyond simply “bouncing back”. Resilient senior leaders:
· Demonstrate high self-awareness, an emotional intelligence trait
· Actively prioritise physical, emotional, and social wellbeing
· Are grounded in strong personal values (notably honesty, empathy, and integrity)
· Display adaptability and perseverance, particularly under sustained pressure
· Can find learning or opportunity in adversity, though not always immediately
Resilience was widely perceived as both innate and developed, strengthened through experience, reflection, and support.
2. Strength of Character
Participants rated themselves as highly resilient, with 94% identifying strong or very strong resilience. Leaders showed:
· Confidence in their personal strengths
· Determination and mental toughness
· Acceptance of stress as inevitable, without giving up
· A strong sense of efficacy and professional identity
However, resilience was often sustained through personal coping strategies, rather than organisational support.
3. Challenges Facing Senior Leaders
The most significant challenges affecting resilience were:
· Managing people – staff, pupils, and parents (identified by all participants)
· Societal change, including post‑Covid attitudes, increased accessibility, and pastoral complexity
· Staff resistance to change, particularly for less experienced leaders
· Unrealistic workload and time pressures, more pronounced in early leadership stages
· Contextual factors such as deprivation, school size, and non‑selective post‑primary settings
Experience mattered: leaders with 5–8 years’ experience reported greater difficulty leading change and managing workload.
4. Teamwork, Isolation and Support
A critical and concerning finding was the sense of isolation experienced by senior leaders:
· Leaders frequently worked independently, even when part of leadership teams
· Few explicitly sought support from their own SLTs
· Language used (“I” rather than “we”) reflected hierarchical responsibility, not collaborative leadership
· Both male and female leaders reported isolation, despite high emotional intelligence scores
Leaders felt that their resilience has been overlooked, with greater focus placed on pupil and staff wellbeing than on leaders themselves.
Implications and Recommendations
The study recommends:
· Leadership CPD frameworks that explicitly develop resilience and self‑awareness
· Coaching and mentoring programmes, especially pairing experienced and novice leaders
· Re‑establishing communities of practice and networking opportunities for senior leaders
· Greater Education Authority support, including accessible professional advice
· Promoting distributed leadership, reducing isolation and building collective resilience
Conclusion
Resilience is essential for sustaining senior educational leadership. While leaders demonstrate strong personal resilience, this resilience is often maintained despite, rather than because of, current systems of support. To retain and protect educational leaders, resilience must be intentionally nurtured, structurally supported, and professionally developed.

