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ISBL Foreward
This independent report provides welcome evidence-based research into some of the leadership 
tensions that exist in the sector. It validates many concerns and issues that members have raised 
with us as their professional institute.

As the institute responsible for the professional development of school business practitioners, we 
take great interest in the issues addressed in this report, in particular the potential risks associated 
to attracting and retaining a talented School Business Leader workforce.

For close to a decade (2010 Academies Act) the demands on school business practitioners have 
grown, in terms of both complexity and workload. Simultaneously, the Government has reduced its 
investment in school leadership development and withdrawn entirely from funding School Business 
Leadership (SBL) programmes. ISBL is now occupying that void and recognises the extended 
knowledge, skills and experience required to operate as an effective school business professional.

We are working closely with training providers and the Department for Education to develop new 
tailored programmes and career pathways that will provide the professional development required 
to close the widening skills and knowledge gap.

As the dedicated SBL professional body, it is our responsibility to engage effectively with other 
sector stakeholder groups and ensure that we confront professional development, recognition and 
status challenges together.

ISBL continues to campaign for greater professional recognition and leadership parity. This research 
provides important evidence in support of our arguments. By raising the profile of our professional 
community, we hope to encourage schools and trusts to invest in the continuing professional 
development of their busines leaders.

As we evolve as an institute, ISBL will continue to demonstrate, through evidence, the positive 
impact highly skilled school business practitioners have on their institutions. We aim to conduct 
further research and impact evaluations, publish more case studies; and host thought leadership 
forums.

Ex
ec

ut
iv

e 
Su

m
m

ar
y 

1



Ex
ec

ut
iv

e 
Su

m
m

ar
y 

Executive Summary
This white paper reports on research undertaken with school business professionals in the United 
Kingdom compulsory education sector during 2017 and 2018. With rapid policy reforms in recent 
times, schools are facing evolving accountabilities in an increasingly school-led and 
self-improving system. The last two decades have seen an increase in business management 
requirements in schools, with business professionals playing an increasingly important role in 
leading business functions and compliance. However, despite an increasingly complex and turbulent 
policy landscape, there has been limited research on the school business profession and its 
development in the wake of reform. Therefore, this research explores the tensions and challenges 
that school business professionals face in practice and the opportunities and possibilities for their 
professional growth.

Using a mixed-methods design and thematic analysis, the research presented in this paper involved 
three phases of data collection to gather the opinions of professionals working in business 
management roles in a variety of school settings in England and Wales. Just under three hundred 
volunteers from the Institute of School Business Leadership (ISBL) membership population 
participated in the data collection, which included an online survey, three discussion groups and ten 
semi-structured interviews. Data were analysed during each phase of the research to inform a 
holistic thematic analysis and generate key findings and recommendations for stakeholders at 
various levels, including school business professionals, professional associations and policy-makers.

Summary of key findings

The key findings suggest that there was a good level of professional confidence present amongst 
participants along with confidence in their ability to professionally grow in the future. However, 
this appeared tempered with apprehensions regarding the uncertain and changing nature of the 
profession in the wake of policy reforms, in addition to the outlook of school colleagues regarding 
the contribution and value of input from school business professionals. 

Increasing accountabilities and complexity at local levels were raised as key tensions in the context 
of growing financial pressures and workloads whilst navigating new structures and expectations in 
an increasingly self-managed and self-improving system. Inequalities in school leadership and a lack 
of professional status in schools were raised as key challenges to professional growth. 
Concerns were raised around the inconsistent appreciation of business, governance and compliance 
matters in schools by senior leaders and teachers in terms of levels of knowledge, understanding 
and the subsequent value and inclusion of the school business professional role. This presented 
various tensions in the way that business expertise is enabled in schools resulting in differing 
outcomes from accounts of positive impact and enthusiasm for future growth to accounts of 
considerable frustration, lack of motivation and thoughts of leaving the sector. However, the role of 
the head teacher appeared as a crucial ally in enabling voice and involvement in decision-making, 
and strong partnerships were raised as important to future growth.

Professional status: a lack of recognition, voice and equality
Reform: diversification, funding pressures and increasing workload
Business understanding in schools: inconsistencies, value and credibility
Head teachers as crucial allies: the importance of strong partnerships
Investing in professional development: career pathways, role models and networking

Key themes included:
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The impact of vast reforms highlighted the increasing diversity of the profession and presented the 
need for clarity around career-pathways and professional development. The considerable value of 
networking across the profession and participating in mentoring and coaching programmes was 
also highlighted as important strategies to increase professional confidence and influence future 
development. Furthermore, taking ownership, being assertive and investing in professional 
development at all levels were also highlighted as increasingly important to future professional 
growth in changing times.

Summary of key recomendations

The research highlights the increasing need for individuals, schools, local systems, professional 
bodies and policy-makers to work together to increase the recognition, status and growth of the 
profession in schools. As accountabilities and structures increasingly change and local systems 
adapt, the research also highlights the importance of taking professional ownership of forging the 
path ahead. Sector-level collaboration and system level advocacy by key stakeholders is 
important in supporting this drive, in addition to further research exploring the changing nature 
of the school business profession and the possibilities for its development. 

Sector level collaboration: marketing, promotion and support
System level advocacy: the work of professional bodies
Practitioner-level work: taking ownership as individuals
Sector research: succession planning, career pathways, leadership diversity, 
and comparative studies

The findings advocate the need for sector-level collaboration and a wide marketing exercise to 
promote and raise the status of the school business profession alongside promoting the 
importance of knowledge sharing, networking and leadership equality across school structures. 
Increasing opportunities for professional networking and peer engagement were also highlighted 
as important, with recognition that these activities are becoming a core aspect of the profession and 
should be promoted as an increasingly important vehicle in improving efficiency, innovation and 
business practices in schools.

For individual practitioners, taking ownership of career development, role-modelling professional 
values and asserting the need for professional development in various forms, including mentoring 
and coaching, were strongly advocated as ways in which to increase professional growth and have 
a greater impact to schools. Furthermore, exploration of leadership diversity, succession planning, 
career-pathways and inclusive professional development opportunities are strongly advocated to 
support professional growth.

Overall, this research highlights there is a great need to raise the status of the school business 
profession. This requires collaborative work at sector-level to align pedagogical leadership, business 
leadership, and governance in schools to create structures that can enrich and develop schools, and 
emerging local systems, in holistic and sustainable ways to become agile learning organisations for 
the future.
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Preface
In an increasingly complex and turbulent policy landscape, the importance of the school business 
profession cannot be understated; it is the backbone and foundation of compulsory education in 
the United Kingdom and is not only a vital aspect of daily school operations but plays a key role in 
the leadership and improvement of schools in an increasingly school-led and self-improving system.

Dr. Fiona Creaby (EdD, MSc, FHEA) | November 2018
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This white paper provides an overview of research findings and recommendations from an Institute 
of School Business Leadership (ISBL) funded study within the compulsory education sector in 
England and Wales, undertaken independently by Dr Fiona Creaby (Manchester Metropolitan 
University). Specifically, the research aims to gather the opinions of school business professionals 
(SBPs) to explore the current tensions and challenges they face, and how this impacts on the 
possibilities and opportunities for their professional growth in an increasingly complex and 
turbulent policy landscape.

The research employed a mixed-methods design and involved three key phases of data collection 
and analysis between July 2017 and May 2018. Using the ISBL membership population as the 
sampling frame, the research employed a mixed-methods design utilising a survey followed by 
discussion groups at the ISBL 2017 national conference and semi-structured interviews with ten 
SBPs from across the sector. Data was thematically analysed to inform key findings and 
recommendations for stakeholders at various levels, including individual SBPs, schools, professional 
associations and policy-makers.

This paper begins with an outline of the research context and aim, followed by an overview of the 
research methodology (Section 2), before moving to present the key research findings and 
recommendations (Section 3). Subsequent sections of the paper then offer detail on the key 
findings from each individual phase of the data collection and analysis in sequence: the survey 
(Section 4); discussion groups (Section 5); and interviews (Section 6). All data presented in this paper 
is anonymised and pseudonyms are used to protect the identities of research participants. 
A summary report is also available.

Section 1: Introduction

1.1 Context
The education landscape in the United Kingdom (UK) is becoming increasingly diverse as rapid 
policy reforms in England and Wales have brought about the emergence of new school structures, a 
variety of stakeholders and the decline of local authorities. Increasing structural diversity and 
growing complexity is placing expectations on schools to self-manage in a time of uncertainty 
as austerity continues to place financial pressures on schools and local authorities (Rayner, 2017; 
Hawkins and James, 2017; Keddie, 2016; Courtney, 2015; Woods, 2014).

In an increasing shift towards a ‘school-led’ system (Armstrong, 2016; Hargreaves, 2012), growing 
accountabilities for self-improvement, robust compliance, efficient budgeting, resource 
management, marketing and strategic leadership are increasingly falling to school leaders to 
negotiate (Armstrong and Ainscow, 2018; Armstrong, 2017; Courtney, 2015; Coldron et al, 2014; 
Wood, 2014). In the wake of these reforms school business professionals (SBPs) have been 
highlighted as ‘key-players’ in the school system (Armstrong, 2016; Woods et al, 2013) tasked with 
leading and managing a variety of school business functions and operations.

Often traditionally referred to as ‘the school 
business manager’, or ‘the SBM’, the term 
‘school business professional’ or ‘school 
business leader’ has been adopted in more 
recent times by the Institute of School Business 
Leadership (ISBL), and others (e.g. the 
Department for Education (DfE, 2017a), to 
reflect the variety and breadth of 
responsibilities and accountability levels that 
business management functions represent in 
schools.

...the case of the SBM can be viewed as 
part of an international movement of 

professionalisation of the public sector 
workforce... Reforms to school business 
management nationally have been rapid 

and far-reaching and SBMs 
are often now key 

players in schools. Woods et al (2013:752)
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However, despite acknowledgement of the importance of the SBP role by policy-makers and 
professional associations there has been limited exploration and research into this role in the UK 
education sector in recent times (Armstrong, 2017). Indeed, the spotlight has been predominantly 
placed on the challenges that teachers and teaching-leaders face in practice, often with a focus on 
how their future development can be supported.

The evolution of school business management in the UK
Business management in schools, particularly in England, has faced an evolution over the past two 
decades. Indeed, as Southworth (2010), Woods (2014) and Armstrong (2016) document, 
considerable work has been undertaken to professionalise the role of the school business 
manager, with more emphasis on the leadership of school business management in recent times, 
such as through the work of the Institute of School Business Leadership, formerly NASBM, and the 
move to institute status (ISBL, 2018a).

As Armstrong (2016) outlines, the historical development of school business management can be 
predominately traced back to a tradition of Bursarship from the independent school sector. The role 
saw considerable development in the state school system as a consequence of educational policy 
reforms in the late 1980s. The 1988 Education Reform Act (HMSO, 1988) and the Local Management 
of Schools (LMS), through which schools gained greater control and autonomy over their resources, 
staff and budgets, were particularly instrumental in the growth of business management roles in 
state schools (Woods, 2014; O’Sullivan et al, 2000). As the role grew steadily through the 1990s, still 
often associated at that time with the title of ‘Bursar’, a study into teacher and school leader 
workload was commissioned (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2001) during what was perceived in 2001 as 
a recruitment and retention crisis in education (Armstrong, 2016),

Further work to remodel the school workforce followed in 2003 as a bid to reduce teacher 
workloads, improve standards and increase job satisfaction (Wood, 2017). This included a significant 
drive to develop administrative and managerial capacity in schools to support teachers and head 
teachers in maintaining a greater focus on teaching, learning and curriculum matters (Armstrong, 
2016). Hence, business functions such as financial management and the management of human 
resources and premises were delegated to newly appointed business professionals or those who 
had been working in administrative roles in schools, such as former school secretaries, who required 
upskilling as their roles began to grow (Wood, 2017; Woods, 2014).

The Bursar development programme, originally initiated by Estelle Morris the then Secretary of 
State for Education of the New Labour Government, was launched by the former National College 
of School Leadership (NCSL/The National College) in 2002 and was an important further step in the 
evolution of the profession (Southworth, 2010). The programme offered a suite of bespoke school 
business management professional qualifications and a framework outlining a professional 
development pathway to school leadership level with a view to professionalise the role of school 
business manager (Armstrong, 2016). As a part of this professional evolution, the title of ‘school 
business manager’ soon became the preference over ‘Bursar’ along with the programme referred to 
more commonly as the ‘school business management programme’ as it was viewed as more 
representative of the role and its functions (Armstrong, 2016; Southworth, 2010; Wood et al, 2007).

The programme gained momentum during the last decade through funding, scholarships and 
evaluation reports that highlighted the value that the role of ‘school business manager’ to schools 
and raised the profile of the profession (Southworth, 2010; Woods et al. 2010; 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2010; Wood et al, 2007).
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Under the banner of ‘school business management’, the then National Association of School 
Business Management (NASBM), now ISBL, began developing a competency framework with 
The National College (NSCL, 2009; DfE, 2014) based around the key functions of the role, such as 
financial management, facilities management and Human Resources Management. However, as the 
National College began to decline, in 2014 it announced it had moved away from the design and 
provision of school business management programmes in line with its purpose to ‘create a 
self-improving, school-led system’ (NCTL, 2014: online), with expectations that the programme suite 
would be run by independent training providers and that scholarship funding would end in 2016.

However, in 2015, NASBM and Chartered Institute 
of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) 
co-developed and published the NASBM 
Professional Standards Framework (NASBM/CIPFA 
2015) with the aim ‘to establish a clear blueprint 
for effective school and academy business 
management and they celebrate existing best 
practice’ (ISBL, 2018b: online). These standards 
outlined six key functions of the role alongside 
with underpinning professional values and 
behaviours whilst appreciating the diverse range 
of accountabilities in the sector through a tiered 
approach to responsibility levels in schools. 
The standards were adopted by ISBL in transition 
to institute status in 2017 and in Summer 2018 
sector consultation was sought to review the 
standards and influence their development (ISBL, 
2018a).

More recently, there has been acknowledgement 
by current governments in England and Wales as 
to the impact of SBP roles and their importance 
to the agenda of raising standards in schools. 
For example, a written statement in September 
2017 by Kirsty Williams, Cabinet Secretary for 
Education for the Welsh Government stated:

This statement was announced following the 
allocation of funding in Wales to create more 
school business manager positions through 
a 3-year pilot scheme across ten Welsh local 
authorities. This was then followed by a 
statement at the ISBL Cardiff Regional 
Conference in March 2018 with a further 
speech by Kirsty Williams (Welsh Government, 
2018: online) thanking and acknowledging the 
efforts of school business managers for their 
‘vital role in reducing head teachers’ workload’ 
and freeing up time for teachers to focus on 

‘Reducing unnecessary 
bureaucracy and enabling 

teachers to spend more time 
supporting pupils’ learning is a 
priority for this government. ...

I support the greater use of School 
Business Managers as they provide 

dedicated support for school 
leaders and teachers, so they can 

better focus on 
raising standards in our schools.’

Kirsty Williams 
(Welsh Government, 2017: online)

In
tr

od
uc

tio
n

Professional standards 
document

9

https://isbl.org.uk/Standards/assets/pdf/ISBL%20Professional%20Standards%20Web%20Version.pdf
https://isbl.org.uk/Standards/assets/pdf/ISBL%20Professional%20Standards%20Web%20Version.pdf


In
tr

od
uc

tio
n

A similar picture has occurred in the English context over the last few years, for example with 
Minister of State for School Standards – The Rt Hon Nick Gibb – speaking at the National 
Association of School Business Management (NASBM, now ISBL) conference in 2017 explaining that:

‘…the role of the school business manager has 
never been more important... School business 
professionals play a vital role in strategic and 
financial management, which enables more 
teachers and head teachers time to be given over 
to teaching a high-quality, knowledge-rich 
curriculum.’

The Rt Hon Nick Gibb (DfE, 2017a: online)

The current focus on the profession by policy-makers appears to be growing with some action 
emerging within particular functions, such as funding, procurement and commercial activity. For 
example, in England, the Department for Education (DfE) established network engagement roles 
to support the development of regional SBP networks (DfE, 2018) and have sought to underpin 
the DfE School’s Buying Strategy with school buying hubs supported by the Schools Commercial 
Team (DfE, 2017b).

Despite growing acknowledgment of the importance of the profession, and emergent action by 
governments in England and Wales, business professionals have come from facing a ‘quiet’ 
revolution (Southworth, 2010) in the last decade to a ‘quiet evolution’ in recent years as SBP voice 
remains largely absent from research, literature and scholarly debate. Indeed, as an increasingly 
vital part of the school workforce, with many SBPs operating at a senior leadership level in 
schools, there has been little by way of exploration into the impact of policy reforms on the school 
business professionals compared with their teaching and senior leadership team (SLT) 
counterparts. Indeed, as Woods et al (2013:763) argue

‘...the complexities of what business management can involve, and what a business 
manager’s role might legitimately include, can be understood very differently by 

members of the school community. Such matters have excited little attention among 
education scholars, a state of affairs that we believe should be addressed.’ 

Woods et al (2013:763)

Since Woods et al (2013) raised the complexities of business management several years ago, the 
sector has continued to experience continuing reform that has influenced a divergence to the 
traditional discourse of ‘the school business manager’ as a variety of roles emerge, accountability 
levels increase and an increasing breadth of complex management areas is introduced (Armstrong, 
2017; Wood, 2017; Wood, 2015).

‘‘School business leaders have become accustomed to assisting with the 
implementation and resourcing of a wide range of government initiatives that 

directly impact their schools. These policy changes require expertise in new 
knowledge areas and the development of a new set of skills that include: networking, 

information gathering, project management, data management and contract 
management.’    

          (Wood, 2017:165)
10



Historically in the UK context, the ‘traditional’ school business manager role has been that of a 
‘generalist’ overseeing a variety of functions and operating across a range of different levels 
depending on their school structure. Many professionals in such roles were more likely to have been 
in a role for some time that had grown and became more senior over time (Wood, 2017; Woods, 
2014). However, as local accountabilities and complexities evolve, generalist roles are becoming 
broader (Wood, 2017). Furthermore, ‘specialist’ roles are emerging as new players in the school 
business professional landscape (Armstrong, 2016) working at various levels in individual schools or 
at executive levels in Trust settings leading a specific function across a multi-school setting, such as 
finance or human resources.

In this context, as the school business profession is increasingly operating at multiple levels of 
accountability in diverse structures, having come from a range of backgrounds, this results in a 
variety of needs and career-pathways across the profession (Morales, 2018). Indeed, there is much 
evidence from professional associations (e.g. ISBL, 2018a; NAHT, 2018; ASCL, 2018) and the 
professional community via SBP articles, blogs and social media (e.g. Dalton, 2015; Jones, 2015) that 
highlights the challenges and possibilities for the profession in light of this increasing divergence 
and complexity. For instance, increasing workload is often raised along with a lack of recognition of 
complexity from across the sector as inequalities in terms of pay, terms and conditions, particularly 
at school leadership level have been raised (e.g. ASCL, 2017; Hazwell, 2017; Every/NASBM, 2015; 
Dalton, 2015; Jones, 2015; Andrews, 2015). Indeed, as Wood (2017:168) reflects, after almost three 
decades of SBP role development ‘awareness of their role and contribution is still variable’ across the 
sector, which she argues, along with Woods et al (2013), can create limitations to the broader 
educational benefits that could be provided by the profession.

As a profession that has seen considerable investment and growth in the last decade, the school 
business professional community has shown a great appetite for growth despite longstanding 
barriers around status, recognition and credibility. As Armstrong highlighted in 2016, the sense of 
‘responsibility’ many of his research participants felt was evident as they spoke of ‘ensuring the 
profession survives and thrives going forward’ (2016:2). Overall, based on the limited research 
conducted on the profession within the last five years as highlighted by Armstrong (2017; 2016), 
Wood (2017) and Woods (2014), this presents the need for increased research in the English and 
Welsh context to gain greater insights into the challenges facing SBPs, how this influences their 
growth potential, and the possibilities for increased impact in schools.
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Summary

‘The role of school business leaders has become increasingly complex. It has evolved in a 
paradoxical turbulent environment in which schools are addressing innovative policy 
requirements... business leaders have accepted a widening remit and increased their core 
responsibilities to share the increased workload of the head teacher... linked to an 
understanding of policy changes and their impact on the learning environment’

Wood (2017:168)

In recent times, rapid reforms across the education sector have brought about a ‘fracturing’ of the 
traditional school business manager role as a more diverse range of roles, responsibilities and 
specialisms are emerging through shifting accountabilities and the increased variety of local 
arrangements. This has highlighted many tensions and uncertainties around the evolving nature 
of the profession and the support professionals need to continually meet new demands placed on 
them. Yet exploration of the professional challenges, growth and the future potential of SBPs 
remains extremely limited across the sector (Armstrong, 2017; 2016; Woods, 2014). Thus, research is 
needed to explore the current challenges faced by school business professionals to better 
understand how to support, sustain and develop this valuable profession and its future contribution 
to schools as key-players in the education landscape.
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In the turbulent policy landscape of England and Wales, the ways in which schools operate to 
achieve educational outcomes for children are increasingly complex and diverse. Research and 
debate have predominantly explored the challenges that educationalists, such as teachers and head 
teachers, face in their practice as school leaders and how their development can be supported in 
such rapidly changing times. Limited attention has been given to the impact of such reforms on the 
professionals who manage and lead school business functions across the education sector. 
Therefore, this research aims to engage with a range of practitioners from the school business 
profession to gain insights into the current challenges and possibilities that they face and to explore 
their concerns and hopes for the future growth of the profession. Hence, the aim of this paper is to 
present key findings from empirical research and outline recommendations for action and further 
research which may be helpful to practitioners and other stakeholders across the education sector, 
including professional bodies and policy-makers.

1.2 Research Aim

Section 2: Research Methodology
2.1 Introduction

This section outlines the approach taken to the research and offers an overview of the mixed 
methods employed. It also outlines the data collection phases and timescales involved and the 
research sample in terms of the range of research participants involved. Finally, this section offers an 
overview of the thematic approach taken to the analysis of data and concludes with ethical 
consideration of the research.

2.2 Research Design and Methods

This research is a qualitative inquiry which utilises a mixed-methods design and an iterative 
approach via phases of data collection and analysis to gather the perceptions, thoughts and 
opinions of school business professionals to explore their professional confidence and growth in the 
context of rapid change and uncertainty in the compulsory education sector. A thematic analysis 
was used to explore the data sets from each phase, as well as all data holistically, to generate overall 
themes and recommendations. 

The research is situated within an interpretivist framework whereby the focus is on gathering 
perceptions and insights to explore a phenomenon rather than trying to establish a unifying truth 
to it (Cohen et al, 2011). Furthermore, as the research involves a moderate sample and a wider 
demographic data set on the SBP population is not available, the intention here is not to generalise 
the research findings. Rather, the purpose of this research is to generate insight, stimulate debate 
and suggest recommendations to those within the profession and its wider stakeholders, as well as 
suggest further areas of research beyond this study. The purpose behind a mixed-methods design 
was to access as wide a range of practitioners as possible to ask a series of questions via a survey 
whilst allowing some scope for depth through discussion-based approaches, i.e. discussion groups 
and interviews. Furthermore, using a phased mixed-methods approach to data collection allowed 
for opportunity to compare alternative approaches to data collection and for data sets to be 
generated and analysed through each phase allowing for areas to question, explore and probe to 
be identified (Denscombe, 2010) and thus allowing each step of data collection to feed into the 
analysis.

12



Se
ct

io
n 

2:
 R

es
ea

rc
h 

M
et

ho
do

lo
gy

Data collection methods and schedule

At the outset of the research, two research methods were planned (a survey and semi-structured 
interviews with approximately six to eight SBPs); however, upon asking for volunteers to participate 
in interviews via the survey, 100 out of 258 respondents volunteered to take part suggesting a great 
deal of enthusiasm amongst respondents. As it was not possible to achieve 100 interviews in the 
scope of this research, the interview sample number was increased to ten interviewees, and a 
further opportunity to gather SBP voice was added via discussion groups held at the NASBM 
national conference in November 2017.

2.3 Sample

Sampling frame

280 participants, all holding membership or fellowship of ISBL in Summer/Autumn 2017, 
participated in the research which suggests approximately ten per cent of the ISBL membership 
population at that time (2,798 members and fellows). The research sample included 258 survey 
respondents, 26 discussion group participants and 10 interviewees equalling a total of 294 
participation events in the data collection across all three phases. However, as two participants 
indicated their participation in all phases of data collection, and twelve participants indicated taking 
part in both the survey and discussion group, the research therefore collected the opinions of 280 
individual school business professionals. An overview of the entire sample now follows, with the 
detail of each method’s individual research sample found in the corresponding section of this paper 
(e.g. section 4, 5 and 6).
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Phase 1: The survey and initial data analysis (July – October 2017) 258 respondents
Phase 2: Discussion groups and further analysis (November 2017) 26 participants across 3 groups
Phase 3: Interviews and further analysis (December 2017 – April 2018) 10 interviewees
Phase 4: Overall analysis (May – June 2018)

Recommendations and writing-up (July – Autumn 2018)

In the context and scale of this research, and as there is currently no appropriate medium to 
collate or access the entire population of school business professionals (SBPs) in the UK, the 
sampling frame used was the membership population of the Institute of School Business Leadership 
(ISBL), formerly known as the National Association of School Business Management (NASBM) at the 
start of the research, at July 2017 which included 2,798 school business professionals.

Sample Summary

13
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Research participants were predominately female and more likely to be over the age of 45 and in their 
mid-career range at least 15+ years in to working life. A range of in-school experience was present, with 
most participants having 8 years or more experience in a school setting, with an overall range of less 
than two years to twenty-five years or more. Participants were predominately degree-level educated 
with almost a third holding postgraduate qualifications in business-related fields. A quarter of 
participants held finance qualifications with 13 per cent identifying as qualified accountants 
(approximately 40 participants in total).

A range of role titles appeared, with the most common title being ‘school business manager’ 
with many identifying as a ‘senior generalist’ in an individual school with some working in a 
similar role at a trust level. Approximately 15 per cent identified as ‘senior specialists’ in either 
a school or working at a trust level. Although interviewees and discussion group participants 
held a slightly broader range of role titles than those indicated by the survey respondents, with 
several identifying as ‘school business manager’ or as having a director related title, e.g. 
‘Director Business and Finance; Director of Resources’.

There was a broad range of school-types represented, with over a third of participants based in 
local authority (LA) maintained settings, a third based in a Multi-Academy Trust (MAT) setting 
and 15 per cent in a Single-Academy setting). The remaining participants were spread across 
faith school and foundation school settings. Primary education was the most represented 
phase (37%), with a secondary education setting following at approx. 30% with the remaining 
participants situated in special schools or other cross-phase settings. School size was variable 
ranging from under 400 children on roll to over 2000 in some settings, with the majority of 
participants (80%) reporting their staff size as under 150. School performance outcomes were 
reported by the majority as positive, however, almost half of the respondents reported a deficit 
budget or predicted future deficit.
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The research employed a thematic analysis framework and the process of data analysis was 
iterative, in that attention was paid to the detail of each data set as findings were generated via 
thematic analysis during each data collection phase, which then recursively informed the next phase 
(Jones et al, 2014). When data collection and analysis for each phase of the research was 
completed, the key themes from each data set were considered to construct central themes across 
all data sets as relevant to the overarching research aims (Denscombe, 2010).

Analysis commenced during data collection as interpretation began upon collation of the survey 
results in August 2018 (Cohen et al, 2011), which were analysed to establish patterns and variations 
of responses with content analysis undertaken across open-text question responses to establish 
themes. An overarching thematic analysis of the survey findings was then undertaken to inform the 
next two phases of data collection in terms of the areas of questioning and, in the case of the 
interviewees, the survey also influenced further sampling via representative sample to reflect the 
breadth of respondents’ backgrounds, roles, experience levels and settings.

Discussion group data, captured via research notes, included some verbatim transcription for 
quotation purposes (with agreement from participants), and provided rich accounts of challenges 
and opportunities to professional growth. Interview data was captured via audio recording with the 
permission of interviewees and was rich, deep and vast in nature. Each interview was subjected to 
a systematic process of repeatedly reviewing the interview recording to generate detailed research 
notes, including the verbatim transcription of sections from each interview.

2.3 Data Analysis

14
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The discussion group data and interview data sets were individual thematically analysed, with 
discussion groups analysis taking place in December 2017 before interviews began and interview 
analysis taking place between February and April 2018. Multi-level coding was used to establish 
thematic structures within and between data sets. This included reviewing the notes and 
transcriptions captured, and in the case of the interviews checking against recordings, to establish 
key topics of discussion and begin to code relevant sections of transcribed text. The survey findings 
offered a basic framework to structure this coding from themes generated during survey analysis, 
however, ‘open coding’ was also used to establish any new sub-themes presenting (Denscombe, 
2010). Data were then further interrogated to establish links and associations between codes to 
form ‘axial codes’ (Charmaz, 2000) and begin to construct thematic structures in terms of major 
themes and sub-themes for each data set. Once data collection and analysis were complete, all 
thematic findings from data sets were then compared to establish the central themes emerging 
from the research and to construct overarching findings and recommendations in relation to the 
research aims.

The time lapse between data collection phases also allowed for analysis of the survey data to 
undergo a ‘member-check’ (Creswell, 2013) via conference presentation to approximately 
three-hundred school business professionals and an article released in the ISBL professional journal 
‘The Voice’ to further explore and validate the findings. A series of professional discussions with 
sector experts and academics, as well as an academic presentation of overall findings at an 
education research conference, took place to enable ‘peer-debriefing’ (Creswell, 2013) and further 
probe the research findings and validate the analytical framework. 

2.4 Ethical considerations
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The research followed the British Education Research Association (BERA, 2011) ethical guidelines for 
educational research to uphold the rights and protect the identity of survey respondents and 
participants of the discussion groups and interviews. All survey respondents were given the context, 
background and aims of the research survey prior to undertaking the survey and implied consent 
via submission was outlined in the survey introduction. The discussion group volunteers were 
informed via a pamphlet in the NASBM conference delegate bag about the scope and aims of the 
research, their voluntary participation and the use of their data, and confidentiality, which was also 
reinforced before the discussions commenced. No names or any sensitive personal information were 
requested during the discussions. The interviewees provided informed consent and were provided 
with an information pack and ethical consent form to advise of protocols for data security and 
anonymity via pseudonyms.

2.5 Summary

This research employs a mixed-methods study, conducted through three phases of 
data collection, and a thematic analysis framework to gather the perceptions, thoughts 
and opinions of a sample of school business professionals and gain insight into the 
challenges to, and opportunities for, professional confidence and growth in the 
compulsory education sector in England and Wales.

The next section outlines the key findings, organised thematically, and presents 
recommendations emerging from data analysis. The remaining sections of this paper 
offer detail on the findings via an overview of each distinct data collection phase in 
turn: survey, discussion groups and interviews.
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3.1 Introduction

This section brings together the findings from the three phases of data collection (the survey, the 
discussion groups and the semi-structured interviews) and summarises the overall key findings of 
the research and presents its recommendations.
The research findings present that there was a good level of professional confidence amongst 
research participants along with confidence in their ability to professionally grow in the future. 
However, this appeared tempered with apprehensions regarding the uncertain and changing nature 
of the School Business Professional (SBP) role in the wake of structural reform, increasing financial 
pressure, growing workload, shrinking in-school and local authority (LA) support, inequalities in 
school leadership and a lack of professional status in schools and across the sector. Furthermore, a 
key tension was the outlook of senior leadership team colleagues and teaching colleagues 
regarding the current contribution and value of SBP roles, and their potential for the future. There 
were key tensions in relation to structural reform and use of business functions to improve local 
arrangements as participants reported various barriers that influenced the impact of their 
contribution to school decision-making. However, the role of head teachers appeared as a 
crucialally in enabling SBP voice and involvement in decision-making.

3.2 Key findings

The research findings were generated from initial thematic analysis of each data set gathered from 
each data collection method during each phase of the research, and data were then holistically 
analysed and compared to generate the overall key themes emerging from the research, as below;

• Professional status: a lack of recognition, voice and equality

• Reform: diversification, funding pressures and increasing workload

• Business understanding in schools: inconsistencies, value and credibility

• Head teachers as crucial allies: the importance of strong partnerships

• Investing in professional development: career pathways, role models 

 and networking

Section 3: Key findings and recommendations

16



Professional Status: a lack of recognition, voice and equality

Longstanding inequalities in school leadership and a struggle to be seen as equals alongside 
teaching colleagues often appeared across the data. Underpinning a lack of SBP voice in school 
leadership, many participants shared experiences of struggling to have input into the leadership of 
their schools often finding their voice was not taken with equal weight as teaching colleagues or 
they were not included in key strategic planning. Some reported their efforts to challenge 
this – often with mixed outcomes – however, many participants shared how their experiences of 
inequality and a lack of inclusion often resulted in feeling undervalued as they articulated their 
concerns for the future growth of the profession. These debates also highlighted concerns that SBP 
levels of pay, terms and conditions do not reflect the growing accountabilities and responsibilities of 
SBP roles in relation to their teaching colleagues and members of the senior leadership team (SLT). 
In some cases, these inequalities were influencing retention as several participants shared thoughts 
around leaving the sector

Structural reform: diversification, funding pressures and increasing workload
Rapid and constant policy reform was highlighted as a key challenge to the profession as 
accountabilities, complexity, expectations and workloads increase. As participants shared their 
experiences and concerns around structural reform, shrinking local authority support, increasing 
workload and growing financial pressures, many felt frustrated with a lack of opportunity to 
contribute, often because their voice was not seen with equal weight to teaching colleagues. 
This was a clear tension as many SBPs highlighted their interest, skillset and experience of business 
functions as useful and valuable to the improvement of local structural arrangements yet felt there 
was often a lack of opportunity to have input. The multi-academy trust agenda in England was often 
raised in this context, presenting mixed views on the impact of MATs to the growth of the 
profession. Some participants felt there were opportunities for growth as new structures emerge, 
however, shared challenges of working in a multi-academy trust and uncertainty around their future 
security and growth in such structures.

There was also considerable debate around the generalist role and whether to specialise as a way 
to protect job roles as many reported experiences or fears around redundancies in their local areas 
due to funding cuts and perceived the centralisation of business services across MATs as a 
‘cost-cutting’ exercise. However, there were reports to the contrary, although this was not common 
across the data, there were SBPs who reported positive experiences and increased opportunities to 
develop. The increasing complexity of financial management was also raised by participants, with 
many highlighting the additional time and worry spent on budgeting and managing conflicting 
priorities and competing expectations. Many participants felt that the breadth of their role was 
increasing as accountabilities at school-level grow and policy reforms bring new challenges.

Business understanding in schools: inconistencies, value and credibility
Research participants shared a strong concern around inconsistencies in the level of knowledge and 
understanding of business functions, governance and compliance in schools by senior leaders and 
teachers, and their subsequent value of SBP role and its contribution. Matters of business planning, 
strategic leadership, budgeting and financial management, in addition to robust governance, were 
raised as often lacking in their settings by the majority of teachers and by many senior leaders. This 
was a key tension in matters of structural reform and the management of change in local settings 
and was often linked back to the lack of status of the profession as barrier that is undermining the 
weight of SBP voice in schools and its growth for the future. As a key frustration, many participants 
were concerned that their expertise was underutilised, ignored or not taken seriously, particularly 
when school leaders were making decisions around matters of compliance, infrastructure, finance 
and staffing without appropriate knowledge or understanding.
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Head teachers as crucial allies: the importance of strong partnerships

The role of the head teacher was consistently highlighted as crucial in enabling SBP voice and 
involvement in decision-making in schools. Where participants highlighted their ability to have 
impact and reported feeling included and valued in decision-making, they commented on a 
forward-thinking and supportive head teacher or orincipal who understood the SBP role and its 
contribution to the school and the sector. Conversely, those that spoke of feeling undervalued, 
frustrated and lacking in ability to have voice or impact spoke of working in settings where the 
contribution of school business leadership was not fully understood or supported across the SLT, 
and in some cases not supported by the head teacher. This was often linked back to a lack of 
understanding of the school business function, a lack of recognition of expertise and a lack of 
equality in voice across the sector. Overall, a ‘head teacher: SBP alliance’ was felt to be crucial in 
enabling SBP contribution and impact with strong partnerships vital to the growth of the profession

Investing in professional development: career pathways, role models and networking
As feelings of uncertainty about the future often surfaced, participants spoke of career-pathways 
becoming vague in relation to the tension of whether to specialise or not, with concerns around 
redundancies, succession planning and inclusive CPD opportunities shared, including concerns 
around the transferability of qualifications across the sector. However, participants indicated 
considerable passion for the work that they do and how they often found confidence through 
seeing the outcomes of their work in school and through networking with peers. The SBP role was 
highlighted as an isolated role in schools with a need for peer to peer support, with the findings 
situating the activity of knowledge-sharing through collaboration and support across the SBP
community as an important core activity. Furthermore, many SBPs advocated the importance of 
individuals within the profession taking ownership of their career development and the need for all 
SBPs to take time for professional development in various forms – including networking and 
mentoring – through engagement with their peers and local networks. Finally, role models, mentors 
and coaching schemes were felt to be important to motivate, inspire and encourage professionals 
to develop, with ISBL fellowship highlight as having a key part to play in the development of the 
profession going forward with more attention needed to succession planning and career-pathways 
at all levels.
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3.4 Recommendations
The findings illuminate the need for a wide marketing exercise across the sector to promote and 
raise the status of the school business profession alongside promoting the importance of 
knowledge sharing, networking, equality across in-school leadership structures, and exploration of 
succession planning and inclusive CPD opportunities. Further, the findings strongly advocate for 
school governing bodies and line-managers to encourage and support individual school business 
professionals with networking and peer engagement. These activities are increasingly recognised as 
a core aspect of school business professionalism work and as helpful vehicles to improve 
opportunities for efficiency and business practices at all levels, for the benefit of schools.

The findings also highlight the need for individual SBPs to play an active role to enable 
knowledge-sharing by promoting and asserting their need for the time and resources to engage 
with their peers and local networks, as a requirement of their role. Furthermore, taking ownership 
of career development and asserting the need to take time for professional development in various 
forms – including networking and mentoring – were strongly found to be a crucial way to increase 
the potential for SBPs to develop and have a greater impact in-school.

To attend to an apparent inconsistency in understanding around matters of governance and 
business leadership in schools, and to enable the growth of the profession and increase its potential 
to impact on schools, this research also highlights the need for a wide marketing exercise through 
sector-level collaboration and research to promote and raise the status of the school business 
profession. Furthermore, promoting the importance of joint knowledge-sharing events and 
professional networking as a central part of SBP roles and a benefit to schools is also greatly 
needed, alongside an exploration of career pathways and succession planning. Additionally, there 
is a need to advocate for greater equality in school leadership structures, along with more inclusive 
CPD opportunities and events across the sector.

Overall, the findings highlight the increasing need for individuals, schools, local systems, 
professional bodies and policy-makers to work together to increase the recognition, status and 
growth of the profession in schools. As accountabilities and structures increasingly change and local 
systems adapt, the findings also highlight the importance of taking professional ownership of 
forging the path ahead. Sector-level level collaboration and system level advocacy by key 
stakeholders is important in supporting this drive, in addition to further research exploring the 
changing nature of the school business profession and the possibilities for its development.
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3.3 Implications of the findings

As the state school sector faces increasing structural diversity, financial turbulence and uncertainty 
through changes to local government arrangements and national policy reforms, the research 
findings underpin a pressing need to promote the importance of business leadership across the 
sector. Indeed, the research findings suggest an overarching theme around how structural reform 
and policy initiatives are placing more emphasis on schools as holistic self-managing learning 
organisations with increasing need and accountability for strategic leadership and robust 
governance.

Therefore, it appears increasingly necessary to promote the current and potential impact of 
business leadership in the state school system as a key aspect of ensuring the future sustainability 
and growth of education organisations and local systems. The research findings present how SBPs 
have strong professional confidence and great potential to provide strategic input and direction 
highlighting the increasing need to enable and empower SBP as senior leaders alongside head 
teachers to ensure that schools can sustain and develop educational improvement.
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• Sector level collaboration: marketing, promotion and support
• system level advocacy: the work of professional bodies
• practitioner-level work: taking ownership as individuals
• Sector research: succession planning, career pathways, leadership diversity,           
    and comparative studies

The key recommendations include:
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Sector-level collaboration
Although many research participants acknowledged the increasing collaborative work by 
professional bodies across the sector, and the work with policy-makers, it was felt more was 
needed, particularly in terms of marketing and promoting the role to aid in raising the status of the 
profession. However, to successfully showcase and promote the role and strong partnership across 
the sector, for example between SBPs and head teachers, it was felt that case studies of good 
practice and impact studies of SBP contribution would be helpful. Hence, to support wider 
marketing and promotion of the profession, it would be helpful for stakeholders, such as 
professional bodies across the sector and the DfE to:

Establish a project to gather case studies of good practice in business leadership 
(especially along the themes of MAT formation, business services and centralisation, 
and collaborative partnerships) and promote these through professional body 

Undertake an SBP Impact study, featuring individual case studies that showcase the 
in-school impact of SBPs and promote these via the DfE and professional body 
partnerships

Develop a collaborative advocacy ‘steering’ group/project with a goal to facilitate and 
promote the alliance of SBPs and head teachers and showcase the impact of strong 
partnerships on schools

Develop and undertake a collaborative marketing and promotion exercise, locally 
and nationally, with dissemination by regional groups, professional bodies and the 
DfE, featuring various resources constructed across the sector to include publications, 
activities and events that promote, facilitate and showcase:

case studies of good practice in business leadership

SBP impact studies across all school types

the importance of SBP – head teacher alliances

role models, mentors and the importance of 
professional membership/fellowship
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System-level advocacy: the work of Professional Bodies

Many participants acknowledged the work of professional bodies on promoting and 
professionalising the work of SBPs, including the development of NASBM to institute status as ISBL 
in 2017. Furthermore, growing collaborations between professional bodies and advocacy at 
sector-level was acknowledged as a helpful way forward with many participants citing the need for 
this work to increase. Based on the research findings presenting the lack of status of the profession 
to be one of the biggest challenges due to the profession, work to influence the perception and 
level of equality in school structures is greatly needed and increased advocacy work is seen as vital 
to sustaining and growing the profession.

With many SBPs reporting their lack of status and sharing frustrations around inequalities, not only 
in their terms, conditions and pay, many participants from outside of education having served at 
senior levels in many different types of organisations reported their shock at not being taken 
seriously by other school staff. Many participants indicated continuing frustrations at finding that 
their input was not equally valued in-school despite their experience, background and qualifications. 
Furthermore, as an isolated role in schools, the importance of networking and knowledge-sharing, 
along with its impact in school, was increasingly highlighted as a vital core aspect of the work of 
SBPs.

Therefore, the following work by professional bodies is suggested:
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Continue and increase professional body collaboration between SBP, teaching and 
governor bodies and the DfE and support and promote joint knowledge-events and CPD

Promote SBP networking and knowledge-sharing platforms collaboratively at a 
national and local level, sharing the impact of this learning via case studies

Advocate for a national feasibility study into a single pay scale for all school staff

Advocate for a national explorative study into school leadership equality and 
diversity, including senior leadership accountabilities, responsibilities, pay and 
conditions; this could be a collaborative exercise by professional bodies

Advocacy for SBP networking as a core function of the role recommending that schools 
support their SBPs to become part of local/regional groups, attend vital events and 
engage in peer-platforms to share knowledge

Practitioner-level work: taking ownership as individuals

To increase impact in school, develop further career potential and play a part in growing the 
profession, suggestions to individual SBPs include taking ownership of career development and 
being assertive in-school around the need for networking and knowledge-sharing as a central 
aspect of SBP roles, for example:
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Take part in knowledge-sharing, engage with ‘knowledge events’, such as local debates, 
forums, meetings, conferences and information sessions, whether this is in-person or via 
social media platforms/web-based engagement

Subscribe to professional literatures or blogs to remain abreast of sector developments 
and develop the opportunity for wider access to peer support

Join and take an active role in a professional body that represents, advocates and 
furthers the interests of the school business profession; seek to engage with 
opportunities to have input to consultations and research to shape and influence the 
growth of the profession in the sector

Find a mentor and/or consider becoming one to others

Join local and/or regional networks and engage with peers, asserting the need for time 
for this activity as a core aspect of the SBP role; if there is not an accessible platform 
locally, seek to create, lead or develop a local group

Furthermore, recommendations to individual SBP to raise their own profile in school and promote 
awareness of their knowledge, experience and ability to contribute in different ways to colleagues 
could include:

Role-model the SBP professional values and encourage the development of colleagues 
at all levels

Role-model the school business professional values and seek opportunities to promote 
the impact of SBP work across the school, to the SLT and governors and across SBP 
networks

Seek to build and develop a strong alliance with SLT, especially the head teacher, 
asserting and advocating the importance of business leadership in school 
decision-making

Seek to build a strong relationship with key Governors/Trustees

Act as a critical friend to all colleagues to develop and challenge thinking and raise 
awareness of the business impact of decision-making in school and the potential of 
effective business leadership to sustain and improve student opportunities

Seek out opportunities to join, advise, contribute, or observe SLT and governor’s 
meetings or curriculum meetings; expressing interest in contribution and highlighting 
knowledge and experience to colleagues
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Sector-level research

Although many interesting avenues of exploration have been highlighted in this research, the key 
recommendations for further research include:

Succession planning and career-pathways
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Exploration of leadership diversity

Due to the increasing divergence of the profession, with specialists, generalists and those new to 
the profession from other sectors increasing, collating and evaluating the current demographic of 
the profession and the variety of background of those within it would be helpful in assessing how to 
support a variety of career-pathways and provide a diverse range of support mechanism, 
entry-points and guidance. This is suggested to include:

Exploration of leadership diversity

Comparative studies from other public sector institutions

Succession planning and career-pathways

Explore and evaluate the talent base: utilise findings from the proposed demographic 
study, and conduct further empirical research to consider the current and potential 
talent pipeline and evaluate options for career-entry and pathways

Consider undertaking comparative studies of talent development and leadership 
development in other public sector institutions to explore impact and lesson learned. 
For example, exploring the graduate management training scheme from the NHS 
Leadership Academy

Collate a baseline: undertake a national demographic study to formally assess the 
current diversity of the profession to determine existing levels of experience, skills and 
background, including a collation of routes into the profession, and evaluate the 
appetite and potential of current SBPs to develop

As many issues around professional recognition, status and credibility were raised inequalities 
in school leadership were illuminated in relation to how the input and contribution of business 
professionals is valued in schools. As accountabilities at local level and increasing expectations to 
self-manage and lead matters of business, compliance and governance in schools, this raises the 
spotlight on the diversity of leadership in schools in terms of the range of perspective, experience, 
knowledge and training present on school leadership teams and executive teams in multi-school 
settings. This is an important area of exploration and it is suggested that it would be beneficial to 
consider the following: Se
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Comparative studies

3.5 Summary

Undertaking a set of comparative studies of good practice in business leadership and management 
in other public sector institutions is recommended. Although schools are unique and variable 
contexts, it is recommended that consideration is given to conducting comparative studies to 
explore impact and lessons learned. This might include exploring good practice in various areas, 
such as: risk management and governance; strategic financial management; leading large-scale 
structural development; leading people through change; approaches to developing organisational 
identity and culture; leadership development.

The research suggests an overarching theme around how policy and structural reform are placing 
more emphasis on schools as holistic self-managing learning organisations with increasing 
accountability for strategic leadership, business management and robust governance.

However, this was alongside a theme of growing concern amongst participants around the lack of 
understanding and importance given to the governance and business aspects of organisational 
management and leadership, both in-school and at system level. Concerns around the knowledge 
and skills gap of teacher-leaders in schools and the structures of power and accountability were 
highlighted as key barriers to having voice and input into vital aspects of organisational governance, 
compliance, growth and sustainability.

Overall, there is a great need to raise the status of the school business profession. This requires 
collaborative work at sector-level to align pedagogical leadership, business leadership, and 
governance in schools to create structures that can enrich and develop schools and emerging local 
systems in holistic and sustainable ways and become agile learning organisations for the future.

Use the findings from the proposed desk-top study to inform the design of empirical 
research to explore the knowledge, skills and experience-levels required to holistically 
lead, sustain and develop a 21st century learning organisation to better understand and 
evaluate how school business professionals can contribute.

Evaluate school leadership development opportunities: explore formal NPQ leadership 
qualifications for opportunities to widen inclusion and include more emphasis on 
governance and business leadership.

Undertake a desk-top study of current research into leadership arrangements, roles, 
accountability structures and decision-making power in various settings, particularly 
large settings and executive level e.g. MATs and academy chains, federations, clusters
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This section offers an overview of the findings from the survey issued to the membership 
population of the National Association of School Business Management (NASBM) in Summer 2017. 
It presents an overview of responses from each section of the survey (as detailed in Table 1) 
outlining the key themes from the analysis of survey data. A list of survey questions/charts and can 
be found at appendix 3.

4.1 Introduction

Section 4: Survey findings

The Survey

The survey was issued to the entire NASBM membership population via email in July 2017 (now 
ISBL), which at that time consisted of 2,798 members and fellows. 258 responses were received 
presenting a 9.2% response rate. The survey began by outlining the aims and purpose of the 
research and how the data would be used. It was split into four main sections as below:

Table 1: Overview of the survey questions

SECTION A: Respondents’ background

This first section presented multiple-choice questions asking respondents about their gender, age, 
the qualifications they held, length of service in a school/education setting and length of experience 
in business management related roles across their whole careers. Respondents were also asked what 
sectors they had experience of working within, outside of their current setting.

SECTION B: Current professional role and setting 

The section presented multiple choice questions asking the respondents to indicate the type of 
school they work in, the phase of education of the school, approximate pupil numbers on roll and 
the number of staff employed. It also asked for the school’s most recent performance judgement 
(e.g. Ofsted) and its current and predicted budget position (deficit = yes or no or heading towards). 
Respondents were also asked to select a role title that closely represents theirs and to indicate how 
their role is focused (e.g. generalist/specialist at school level or Trust level, if applicable). They were 
also asked how long they had been in their current post, how many staff directly report to them and 
how many staff they have overall responsibility for. Respondents were also asked about their 
participation in meetings with senior staff and governor/trustee meetings.

SECTION C: Perceptions of professional growth and confidence 

Using ‘Likert’ scales, respondents were asked to rate the extent to which they agree or disagree with 
statements grouped around five specific areas of questioning, including: inclusion in 
decision-making and the understanding of their role in school by others; the recognition of their 
role in school by others and their engagement in self-promotion; their feelings around role-security 
and their work capacity; their involvement in, and attitude to, managing-change in their schools; 
their capability and role development in terms of training, knowledge and levels of confidence. 
The Likert scale options were: strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, strongly disagree. A list of all 
statements for section C can be found at Appendix 3.
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SECTION D: Final thoughts on professional role

In this last section, respondents were asked two multiple choice questions around how they felt 
their role was perceived by the SLT in their schools, as well as how much they felt their role has 
changed in specific ways in the last few years. The final questions in this section were open ended 
as follows:

• What one aspect of your role causes you the most concern/stress?
• Is there anything else you would like to share about how you feel in relation to your 
      professional confidence and growth as a school business professional?
• Any other comments you might have about what you feel should be the priorities for NASBM 

as we become the Institute of School Business Leadership (ISBL) later this year. 

4.2 Survey analysis

The analysis of the survey data is presented here in relation to each section of the survey 
(as detailed by Table 1 in section 4.1). The analysis of section A and B of the survey highlights 
respondents’ answers to multiple choice questions about themselves and their settings (a full set of 
questions/charts for sections A and B can be found at appendix 3). The analysis of section C focuses 
on key patterns and themes emerging from attitudinal responses to statements related to the areas 
of questioning shown in each chart title (a list of the statements presented in each area of 
questioning is found at appendix 4). The analysis of section D presents the responses to the two 
final multiple-choice questions and offers a thematic overview of key findings from the open-text 
responses to the open-ended questions. The numerical values of responses (%) shown in each chart 
in this section for each variable are rounded to the nearest percentage.

Analysis of Section A (respondents’ background)
Section A asked questions about respondents’ backgrounds, qualifications and career experience. 
From the 258 survey respondents, most respondents identified as female (79 per cent) and were 
aged forty-five years or more (74 per cent).
Respondents held a range of qualifications across various disciplines (business related and 
non-business) at different levels. Almost all respondents indicated holding a degree-level 
qualification or equivalent, or other level 4, 5 or 6 qualifications. Just over half of the respondents 
indicated holding one or more of the bespoke school business management qualifications (e.g. 
CSBM, DSBM, ADSBM). Approximately 29 per cent indicated being educated to a postgraduate 
level, such as Master’s degrees, Level 7 certificates or diplomas with 6 per cent indicating holding 
an MBA. A further 22 per cent held financial qualifications, such as CIPFA certificates or accounting 
technician qualifications (AAT), with 13 per cent identifying as chartered certified accountants. Other 
qualifications, such as health and safety, project management, procurement, educational studies, law 
and banking were also indicated by approximately a third of respondents. 
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As charts A2 presents, respondents were predominantly experienced business professionals who 
were primarily in their mid-to-late career (60 per cent), with more than 13 years of career experience 
in business management or related roles (60 per cent) with 31 per cent indicating 21+ years 
career-experience. When asked how many years of experience they had in a school setting (chart 
A3), 75 per cent of respondents indicated eight years of experience or more with 41 per cent 
respondents presenting with thirteen to twenty years of experience (41 per cent). Many respondents 
were more likely to have entered the compulsory education sector from accountancy, banking or 
financial services settings or a local government/public sector backgrounds (83 per cent).

Analysis of Section B (respondents’ current context and role)
or’ (9 per cent) and ‘Chief Financial Officer’ (5 per cent) as the next most commonly selected titles, 
as shown in chart B1. Respondents each held a range of role titles, with ‘school business manager’ 
(70 per cent) appearing as predominant title, with ‘Finance Manager / Director’ (9 per cent) and 
‘Chief Financial Officer’ (5 per cent) as the next most commonly selected titles, as shown in chart B1.
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In terms of their role focus, 83 per cent of respondents identified as a ‘senior generalist’, either in 
an individual school (75 per cent) or a multi-academy trust (7 per cent). The remaining respondents 
identified as specialists either in an individual school (7 per cent) or at trust level (7 per cent). 96 
per cent of respondents indicating line-managing staff with the average being 10 direct-reports but 
ranged from 2 to 65.
As chart B2 presents, respondents were spread across school settings, with many based in either a 
Local Authority (LA) maintained school (35 per cent) or a single academy trust / multi-academy trust 
(43 per cent).

The most common phases were primary education (37 per cent) and secondary education 
inclusive of 14-19 provision (25 per cent), with 25 per cent of all respondents reporting the inclusion 
of early years provision in their setting, as shown by chart B3. The number of pupils on roll (NOR) in 
respondents’ schools was more likely to be under 1000 (72 per cent) with 27 per cent reporting their 
NOR as over 1000 and 35 per cent reporting it as under 400. The number of staff employed in the 
respondents’ setting was more likely to be under 150 (77 per cent), with 32 per cent of respondents 
indicating between 51 and 99 staff are employed..
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Most respondents had some inclusion at board level, with a mixture of participation patterns 
present. The most common scenario appeared to be attendance at committee meetings deemed 
relevant, such as finance, premises management or health and safety (93 per cent). However, full 
board level attendance dropped to 64 per cent. Overall, 96 per cent of respondents indicated that 
the participated at least monthly in meetings with the most senior staff in their settings. However, 
as analysis of section D found, there were many tensions in how their contribution is received and 
valued by senior colleagues.

Analysis of Section C (perceptions of professional growth and confidence)
In this section of the survey, respondents were asked to rate how much they agreed with a series of 
statements related to five key areas:

- decision-making and the understanding of their role in school;
- recognition of their role in school and self-promotion;
- their role-security and capacity;
- their involvement in, and attitude to, managing-change;
- role development and capability in terms of training, knowledge and levels of confidence in 
   abilities.

The answer options on the Likert scale consisted of:
- strongly agree
- agree
- neutral
- disagree
- strongly disagree

The data presented below focuses on the key themes found during analysis and predominantly 
presents the number of respondents who agree or strongly agreed to the statements (as shown in 
each chart). However, in some questions where there were tensions emerging in the data, how many 
disagreed or felt neutral about a statement is also presented.
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When indicating the most recent school performance outcome/judgement, 88 per cent 
indicating positive judgements and outcomes in their setting – for example Ofsted Grade 2 – Good 
(66 per cent) or Ofsted Grade 1 – Outstanding (22 per cent). Of the thirteen that did not answer, 
two respondents offered comments about Estyn outcomes. When asked about the budget position 
in their schools (chart B4), the overall position indicated by most respondents were that they were 
not currently managing a deficit budget (77 per cent), however, when considering future prediction 
(30 per cent), this suggests almost half of respondents are facing increasing financial pressure and 
would likely be managing a deficit budget within the next few academic years. The comments from 
the open-ended questions regarding concerns and stressor indicated much concern over reducing 
funding and increasing financial pressures with many respondents worrying about how to balance 
their budgets or facing deficit situations in the next one to three academic years.

29



Decision-making and role understanding

Respondents were presented with a series of statements around inclusion in decision-making and 
how they felt their role was understood across the school community. Most respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed that they took a lead role in decision-making in all or most business functions in 
their setting, with many also indicating that they feel encouraged to do so (chart C1).
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The majority also agreed that their role was understood by senior management staff (69 per cent) 
and governors/trustees (74 per cent), with less (40 per cent) agreeing that this was the case with 
teaching staff (as shown in chart C2).

However, the analysis of open-ended questions revealed that many respondents, including those 
who indicated that their role was understood by others in their school community, shared concerns 
around the level of understanding of their role by the wider senior leadership team (SLT), and in 
several cases, of head teachers, and the level to which their input was received and valued by their 
colleagues (see section D for examples). Therefore, the findings around role understand presented a 
conflicting view around how respondents indicated the perception of their role by the senior 
leadership team. Analysis of Section D will explore this further.
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As chart C3 presents, many respondents felt recognised and valued for their professional 
contributions by their line-manager/head teacher, and in relation to governors/trustees. However, 
only 48 per cent felt that teaching staff understood their roles. The option to select ‘senior 
leadership team (SLT)’ was not present in this section, however, as section D will explore, there were 
comments around a lack of recognition of respondents’ expertise from SLT members.

Recognition and self-promotion

Respondents were also presented with statements as to how much they felt various stakeholders in 
their school actively publicised and celebrated their role and work successes across the wider school 
community. As chart C4 presents, respondents indicated more active promotion by their 
line-manager/Head (57 per cent) and governors/trustees (44 per cent) compared with senior 
colleagues (26 per cent) and other colleagues across their setting (22 per cent). The responses to 
this area of questioning suggests that there is perhaps more that could be done to publicise and 
raise the profile of respondents’ successes at school level, with head teachers perhaps appearing as 
an enabler to this process. 
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However, the respondents’ themselves reported a rather low level of active self-promotion as only 
34 per cent agreed or strongly agreed that they actively seek to publicise and celebrate their work 
and successes to colleagues across their setting (chart C5). This rose to 56 per cent in relation to 
how actively they self-promote to their Head/line manager (56 per cent) and to governors/trustees 
(48 per cent)
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Although this suggests respondents could be more active in promoting their own successes and the 
impact of their work to their school communities, a tension in how respondents reported the means 
to publicise their role and successes emerged (chart C6) as only 41 per cent of respondents agreed 
that there was adequate means to do so to colleagues across their setting.
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Moving to thoughts around role security and capacity (chart C7), there was a general trend of 
respondents feeling confident that their roles were currently secure with 72 per cent agreeing or 
strongly agreeing to this statement. However, there this was reduced in relation to the future with 
only 57 per cent agreeing or strong agreeing to this statement, suggesting that this is less certainty 
of future role-security for some respondents. It is important to note that there are ‘neutral’ markers 
presented in responses, with 11 per cent currently feeling neutral about their role security and 18 
per cent feeling neutral about this for the future perhaps indicating further uncertainty about this 
from across the sample.
Furthermore, as chart C7 also presents, despite 60 per cent of respondents agreeing that they had 
current capacity to meet new demands and were confident in their future capacity to meet new 
demands, 17 per cent of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that their current was secure, 
with just over 25 per cent indicating they strongly disagreed or disagreed that their role will remain 
secure in the future.

Role-security and capacity

Managing-change

There was a general theme of most respondents reporting that they felt confident in their ability to 
manage change and make a major impact on their settings (chart C8), with many respondents 
indicating that they had taken a role in managing change in the last 3 to 5 years. There was also 
considerable agreement that senior leaders and Governors / Trustees see them as an “important 
player” in managing change in their settings with almost three quarters of respondents agreeing or 
strongly agreeing to each of these statements.
However, only half of the respondents agreed that other colleagues in their setting saw them as 
playing an important role in managing change. Themes also emerged in the open-ended comments 
around a lack of contribution to local structural reform e.g. academisation or multi-academy trust 
formation, which suggested a further area to probe in later data collection phases.
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Role development
Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement to a series of statements around how much 
confidence they had in their current professional knowledge (chart C9). They were also asked to rate 
their confidence in developing their knowledge further to meet changes in their settings in relation 
to policy reforms, including confidence to develop in a specific discipline or across a wider range of 
school business functions. Furthermore, confidence levels were generally high across the sample, 
with many respondents appearing confident in their ability to assess and identify their own areas of 
development, and in developing their knowledge further.

Overall, as chart C10 presents, most respondents felt their professional confidence has increased 
over time (88 per cent), with slightly less respondents indicating the same for the future (78 per 
cent, a drop of 9 per cent). There were several comments in the open-ended questions from the 
portion of respondents who disagreed that their professional confidence will increase (5 per cent) 
raising concerns around future job security, ability to input into decision-making and a lack of 
recognition of their role.
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In section D of the survey, respondents were firstly asked a multiple-choice question and one 
further Likert scale question, concluding with three open-ended questions. Chart D1 presents the 
first multiple choice question, which asked: ‘How do you feel your role as an SBP is changing?’ and 
highlighted increasing complexity and accountability of the respondents’ roles.

Analysis of Section D (Further thoughts)

Respondents were asked to select one option from a Likert scale to reflect how they felt their role is 
perceived by their senior leadership team (SLT), with 50 per cent of respondents feeling their role is 
essential to the SLT and 32 per cent feeling it is valuable.
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However, themes emerged from the open-ended comments presenting tensions around how SBP 
contribution is received by senior leadership team members. Issues raised included a lack of 
recognition and value of SBP expertise and input in relation to that of teaching-members of SLT 
along with matters of pay inequality. This presented an emerging theme of leadership inequality in 
relation o SBP status and credibility warranting further exploration in later areas of data collection, 
particularly as to how SBPs feel about their inclusion to SLT and how they are valued by SLT 
members in school settings.

The three open-ended questions on the survey receiving a combined total of 435 comments from 
the 258 respondents:

What one aspect of your role causes you the most concern/stress?   223 comments

Is there anything else you would like to share about how you feel in relation to     117 comments
your professional confidence and growth as a school business professional?  

Any other comments you might have about what you feel should be the    97 comments 
priorities for NASBM as we become the Institute of School Business Leadership 
(ISBL) later this year. 

Due to amount of data involved, responses to these questions were thematically analysed to 
generate overarching themes, as follows:

- Funding cuts, increasing accountabilities, workloads and complexity
- Professional Status
- Multi-academy trusts (MATs):
- Strategies to aid the growth of the profession

Funding, cuts, increasing accountabilities, workloads and complexity

Many comments featured concerns around funding cuts and policy reform and uncertainty for the 
future with worries around matters of role security, decreasing capacity and increasing workloads 
with many comments stating they were being expected to do more work with less resources. 
The increasing complexity of financial management was also raised by many respondents, with 
many highlighting the additional time required to balance budgets when resources are stretched 
resulting in many conflicting priorities and competing expectations.
Many stated the breadth of the role was getting wider as accountabilities at school-level grow and 
constant policy reform brings new challenges. Many commented on the increasing management of 
people as priorities compete, resources reduce and conflict grows, especially in times of 
major change often increasing stress levels. Many comments included concerns around increasing 
stress-levels and concerns around resilience and well-being. 
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Some example comments include:

Professional Status
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Many comments featured around the lack recognition of the profession alongside teaching 
colleagues and highlighted a lack of workforce equality between teachers and ‘support’ staff, 
especially in relation to leadership equality on SLTs. Tensions around matters pay, terms and 
conditions were raised, but a greater concern was shared by respondents around the disparity in 
how SBP input is valued compared to that of teaching colleagues.

‘…financial challenges are making the role increasingly challenging.’

Sustaining a financially viable future without weakening the school'sability to deliver excellent 
educational outcomes. 

‘Financial management leading to redundancies’

‘Budget constraints and uncertainty over future funding’

‘The lack of control over the real cuts in funding and the imposition of additional costs’

‘Lack of budget means that the support staff are stretched, I end up picking up too much 
low-level work due to lack of staff which prevents me from doing the 'real' SBM stuff.’

‘It is a challenge to keep up with the pace of change whilst trying to manage the workload’

‘The volume of work and the lack of support’

‘Constant change in direction from LCC / Government’

‘Capacity - no middle management to assist in my role, no time to research / prepare for 
anything - fire fighting all the time’

‘Business Management in schools is all too frequently an afterthought. The SBM is put under 
too much stress to "cope". I frequently get called in to help fix situations, but the problem is most 
likely in the leadership, who do not appreciate being told that the problem is of their making, not 
the SBM.’

‘Managing staff expectations when they are expected to work harder with less money available 
for resources’

‘Stress levels have increased as the role has developed. Changes such as change in leadership, 
academy conversion have created additional pressures and increased workload.’

It is constantly evolving and expectations are growing all the time, this brings increased 
workload and stress but also a wealth of experience.

‘Capacity and quality of support I give to my 13 schools. The larger the group - the more 
complex issues develop.’

‘…balancing budget, meeting EFA deadlines, everyone thinking I am the font of all knowledge’

Workload is also a real issue as SBMs are expected to be experts and lead on so many areas 
of school operation and development.
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However, there were a minority that indicated they felt very included and valued by their head 
teacher and/or SLT, which had positively impacted on levels of confidence. Examples of comments 
include:

Additionally, issues with the level of SLT understanding around the importance of strategic business 
management and with several respondents indicating that they regularly participants in senior team 
meetings, however, they felt they were not seen as equals was a cause of tension, frustration and 
impacted on the ability of some respondents to do their job, as well as leaving some feeling 
demotivated.

‘The LA and Welsh Government don’t value my profession at all. They advocate handing back 
the authority for delegation to the LA.’

Without recognition from the wider school community the role will not be valued and 
remunerated as it should be.

Great Job - just no understanding/ recognition / suitable salary level or time to do it!

The way some non-teaching staff are treated as lesser beings than teachers. Both are equally 
necessary for an effective school.

‘I have a lot of experience in many areas yet the SLT academic staff always feel they know best 
even though they have very little or no experience in some of the areas that are discussed.’

The lack of understanding by my colleagues that we are a big business and must follow 
business principals and meet all our statutory requirements however boring they think they 
are and that the administration of such does not take only 10 minutes

‘Many head teachers lack the experience and broader business competencies to operate in a 
resource constrained environment; many do not yet fully trust non-educationalists to 
support them to deliver their outputs within allocated resources.’

My confidence is partly the result of working for an excellent head teacher who is due to 
retire before me - I worry about the period after that, as I hear stories from colleagues about lack 
of recognition

‘New SLT within last 2 years who see me as a strategic leader and part of the team. Helped to 
improve my professional confidence.
‘In my new school I am privileged to have inherited a leadership team in the school that 
recognised the importance of business management & strategic leadership and it has 
increased my confidence as a result in carrying out my role’

‘Unfortunately, as I am at a primary school, my role is seen as not important, I am not on the 
SLT and am not being supported in my studies’

‘Lack of recognition from HT/SLT & Govs to the importance of my role and the amount of 
workload I have and want to cut my hours from full time all year round to 3 days per week term 
time only but still doing the same amount of work. They’ve stopped me from attending Governor 
and SLT meetings as my input is no longer required.’

‘The profession is still not fully recognised as part of senior leadership. I am a member of 
SLT and attend all meetings. I have the full support of the Head, but other SLT members do 
not treat me as an equal, and often ask me to do things such as photocopying or taking 
minutes in SLT meetings. There is resistance to taking my advice on matters where I have 
professional qualifications, such as Finance and Health & Safety, which is frustrating. I feel that 
some schools still operate on a belief that only qualified teachers can be viable senior 
leaders.’

‘In my current setting I feel that due to lack of understanding by the SLT my role is not valued, 
and I am not given access to relevant strategic and financial information at the appropriate time. I 
am involved late on in decision making and my contribution is then viewed as a threat.’
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Multi-academy trusts (MATs):

Concern and worry around academisation and the formation of MATs, particularly in 
relation to the centralisation of business and support services, presented as a strong theme. There 
were many comments presenting with considerable uncertainty for the future in relation to MATs, 
with respondents sharing their worries around matters of role security, capacity and workload. There 
were many reports of SBPs not being valued at Trust level and a lack of input and inclusion of SBP 
voice. Career-pathways were also raised often as to whether specialising was a way to protect job 
security, such as taking a finance route, however, there was much uncertainty around this as 
capability was raised in terms of professional development and the transferability of qualifications, 
knowledge and skillsets between contexts such as local authority schools and academies. 
The complexities of working across MAT structures were also raised in terms of the fears around 
reducing the number of SBPs roles. 
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‘
‘My confidence is probably lower than normal at the moment due to significant change with the 
MAT I currently work in. The MAT is starting to centralize many aspects of business services, 
including finance, which has historically been a significant part of my role. They are 
outsourcing all the business services we ran internally which is impacting on my role, to 
now have a monitoring aspect as opposed to management of. Hence, I am in a period of 
significant change with the likelihood that SBMs will no longer be required in future.

‘Lots of opportunities, but as a jack of all trades master of none, a concern as SBM roles shape 
into more distinct specialisms as we move into MAT structures.’

‘My only uncertainty about the role is that it may diminish or go all together if the school 
becomes an academy’

“Through [MAT] conversion my role has grown and developed into a complex and 
demanding role, this has increased my confidence and knowledge as I have had to 
develop these areas quickly”

“I feel since we converted to an academy as part of MAT that my career has ended.”

 “We have recently joined a MAT and I very much feel that my role is not one which is     
valued across the Trust and I am just seen as a glorified administrator. Due to funding cuts my 
job was at risk this year...”

At school level the growth of individual school SBMs is stilted as some work areas are      
centralised. Finance, HR, and strategic H&S are now coordinated at central MAT level which 
brings much complexity in my role. We are replacing SBMs with office managers as their remit 
alters the larger we grow.

Joining a MAT has hugely changed my role. I was in a ‘traditional’ SBM role but now specialise 
across 4 schools in premises, IT, facilities and external income generation.

Multi Academy Trusts bring about exciting opportunities for collaboration and 
economies of scale, however from a School Business Management perspective I feel that 
the expectations of my role are completely unrealistic. As a result, I am reconsidering my 
future in this profession which I had previously enjoyed and felt I made a real 
difference in, for over 17 years.

Examples of comments include:
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There were many interesting suggestions and rich comments about overcoming challenges to help 
aid professional growth. The main strategies that appeared were focused on: promoting and 
raising the status of the profession to others across the sector, including equality of pay, access to 
CPD and the formal inclusion of SBPs as leadership team members; the importance of in-school 
support from head teachers and SLT; participating in networking, CPD and knowledge-sharing and 
accessible events. There were also many comments about the need to be assertive and take 
ownership of career development as an SBP as well as the value of supporting others in the 
profession. 

Strategies to aid the growth of the profession

Examples of comments include:

‘

‘Networking opportunities are imperative for me to know that I am not alone and pick up 
changes through presentations at meetings or through discussions with colleagues.’

‘Professional confidence is enhanced by meeting with other SBM colleagues - they will 
recognise and celebrate your skills far more than staff in your own school.’

‘Facilitate collaboration between SBLs to share knowledge’

I feel strongly that my years as a SBM has helped me reach the position I now am in. I hope I can 
offer a better understanding to other SBMs/Finance Officers in our academies and support 
them with the additional roles and responsibilities they are now facing.’

‘You have to be prepared to get out there and pursue what you want. I’m lucky that I have a 
supportive team - but you don’t get anywhere by sitting on your backside and moaning. Be 
positive and contribute then you will gain recognition.’’

‘I feel that I am very lucky to work in a school that appreciates and embraces the role of 
School Business Manager - there has never been any question about me being a full member of 
the SLT and involved in all aspects of the school strategic planning.’

‘Head teachers need to allow their SBM’s to utilise the business knowledge and skills they 
have to support the running of the school and allow them more autonomy.’

‘…acknowledge the differences for those of us working in Wales and tailor some 
communications/training, etc, to our needs, too.’

‘Having completed SBM qualifications and becoming a NASBM fellow, I still find myself not 
progressing in my career as I have no Accountancy qualifications’

‘Equality of recognition and parity of pay and conditions as other members of the senior 
leadership team

‘All business managers to be on the SLT and to be paid on the Leadership scale like the 
Teaching leaders’
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 ‘Support for recognition of roles and importance in schools and reflected in pay as an SLT 
member when other SLT members earn considerably more’

‘Promoting SBM as a career path’

‘Publicising the importance of the role.’

‘There is still a lack of knowledge about the professional qualifications of SBMs and lack of 
understanding of how broad the role is. I think greater publicity of accreditation will help this.’

‘Ensure SBM’s continue to have access to high quality CPD. Drive improved financial rewards for 
SBM;’s to more appropriately reflect contributions to school management and leadership.’

‘With funding cuts expected to have a big impact on staffing structures in schools, I feel 
management of organisational change and associated skills will become more vital.’

A range of respondent backgrounds appeared, with some commonalities in age, gender, 
career-phase and qualifications. Many identified as ‘school business managers’ with sample spread 
across a range of school types and education phases. Most of the respondents were ‘senior 
generalists’ in their settings with considerable experience in the profession and 96 per cent of 
respondents reported their inclusion into the SLT and indicated a good level of confidence and 
recognition at school level. However, as data were interrogated across the survey, particularly the 
qualitative elements (437 comments in total) tensions emerged as it appeared that despite most 
respondents’ roles being formally included as part of the SLT, many respondents indicated mixed 
views and considerable frustration around how their contribution and input is valued by senior 
colleagues. Concerns around increasing role complexity and decreasing capacity also often 
emerged in comments, with the MAT agenda in England often surfacing in addition to funding 
pressures and workload issues, which resonated with a decrease in confidence levels around 
respondents’ future role-security. Comments around job security, fears of redundancy often 
featured and frustrations around the lack of opportunity to contribute to decision-making, 
particularly in local reforms and arrangements appeared as concerns to future growth.

Overall, the results from the analysis of the survey suggested that a good level of self-confidence 
was present amongst those who responded, along with many indicating having confidence in their 
own ability to professionally grow in the future. However, this appeared tempered with 
apprehensions regarding the changing nature of the sector and the outlook of senior colleagues 
and teaching colleagues on the value and contribution of the school business professional role. 

4.3 Summary of survey findings
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Section 5: Discussion group findings
5.1 Introduction

This section of the paper offers the key findings from a thematic analysis of discussion group data 
collected during phase two. The data sets were collected via three discussion groups held at the 
National Association of School Business Management (NASBM) conference in November 2017. It 
begins with a brief discussion of those involved (the sample) and then moves to an overview of the 
main findings and a thematic presentation of the debates held across all three groups before the 
section concludes with a summary. consideration of the research.

Discussion group sample
Those attending the NASBM conference were invited to participate as discussion group volunteers 
via conference publicity. The debates were structured around three key questions (as shown in 
section 5.2). Two groups were held on day one of the conference and a third group held on day two 
to allow as many participants to attend as possible. In total, there were 26 participants across the 
three discussion groups, with between five to ten participants in each group. The participants were 
predominantly female with many voluntarily indicating being in their mid-to-late career with at least 
three or more years of experience in a school setting, with many participants indicating eight years 
or more experience. Qualifications were not explicitly discussed or collated, however, during the 
discussions several participants voluntarily disclosed having either undertaken school business 
management qualifications, finance certificates, such as the CIPFA Level 4 or Level 7, or other 
degree or postgraduate qualifications. Two participants also voluntarily identified themselves as 
chartered certified accountants.

The participants were asked to indicate their school context, which appeared spread across different 
school-types. This included: twelve local authority (LA) maintained community schools (including 
four special schools and two Welsh schools), seven multi-academy trusts (MATs), four standalone 
academies, and three foundation trust schools (including two faith schools). The phase of education 
was spread with the secondary phase appearing as the most predominant setting closely followed 
by the primary phase, with special schools and other cross-phase settings (e.g. MATs) also 
represented. Role titles were also not collated across the group, however, at various points, 
participants volunteered their role title including ‘school business manager and ‘director’ titles, such 
as Director of Resources, Finance or Business. There was an apparent diversity in the level of 
seniority of participants in their settings along with a varying range of responsibilities, with some 
participants indicating they held a generalist role in an individual school and those in MATs 
indicating a specialist or generalist role.

Participants of all groups were asked the following questions:

1. National reforms to schools and business management have been rapid; what do you    
       feel are the biggest future challenges faced by the school business professional (SBP)           
          community?

2. What strategies and methods do you think will aid professional growth and development 
    of the sector?

3. How could greater awareness of the work of SBPs be developed across the school      
    community?

4. Open discussion regarding professional confidence in changing times

5. 2 Discussion group findings: key themes
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Overview

Discussions around funding cuts, financial pressures, shifting local contexts and growing workloads 
dominated most discussions and were situated within a wider debate around the impact of policy 
reform. This was alongside a concern for a lack of school business professional (SBP) voice in 
matters of reform at both a local and national level. There were also concerns around a lack of SBP 
voice in-school with many participants indicating limited input into strategic development and 
resource decisions in their schools.

The status of the profession and a lack of equality at leadership level were raised as the biggest 
professional challenge for most participants as issues with the inclusion of their input at senior 
leadership level were raised. Many participants reported a general lack of understanding of business 
functions in schools from their teaching colleagues as tensions around the credibility and value of 
their input were highlighted as a ‘battle’ to be taken seriously alongside teachers and 
teaching-leaders. Furthermore, matters of pay equality and access to professional development 
were raised as challenges to professional growth. Head teachers and principals were identified 
across all groups as critical allies in raising the status and contribution of the SBP role in-school as 
well as across the profession. However, participants offered a variety of contrasting experiences with 
their head teacher or senior leaders highlighting different levels of appreciation and inclusion 
regardless of whether their role was a formal senior leadership team (SLT) member or not. These 
views were consistently expressed in combination with concerns around inconsistencies in robust 
governance, holistic leadership and financial strategy. However, where SBP input was reported as 
enabled and encouraged, stories of successful impact in schools and optimism for the future were 
more common.

In the context of potential Trust formation in England, e.g. forming or joining a Multi-Academy Trust 
(MAT), participants were mixed in their views as to whether it was a positive move or a negative 
move for schools and for the growth of the profession. Some felt the MAT agenda presented 
opportunities for growth, as well as the chance to be innovative and generate revenue for schools, 
but only if the structures were set up in ways that can support this from the outset. However, other 
participants, from local authority schools in England and MATs, presented a wary view to 
academisation and were mostly against MAT formation due to a perceived lack of benefit to the 
school, the costs and risks involved and the concern for the autonomy of smaller schools in larger 
structures in addition to risks around their own job security. Welsh participants felt that they could 
not add much to the MAT debate but were wary of the MAT agenda and felt frustrated that much 
recent training and development across the profession appeared to focus more on those in 
academy settings e.g. the CIPFA finance certificate.

Many ideas to support the development and growth of the profession were offered, with all 
participants highlighting the importance of networking, knowledge-sharing platforms, mentors 
and role models. However, there were concerns about the increasing diversity of the profession and 
many participants felt there was a need for clearer guidance around career pathways, qualification 
and training. Many also felt that the generalist role was vital to individual schools and needed to be 
advocated and protected in the wake of Trust-level executive structures and the recent growth of 
specialist roles.
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Structural reform, funding and workload

Structural change and policy reform were raised as considerable current challenges to the 
profession and its future growth as the recurrent themes of financial pressure, the national funding 
formula (NFF), new policy initiatives and changing local accountabilities were at the forefront of 
concerns. There was strong debate about the NFF and most participants felt it would bring a 
reduction of funding to their schools which would intensify their current struggle to balance the 
school budget. Many participants also felt financial pressures were increasing their workload and 
were influencing stress levels as many reported their worry regarding the future financial health of 
their schools.

‘I’ve seen it all before; there has never been any money in education for schools. The NFF 
won’t change that!

‘…I have no idea how we will survive financially. I cannot balance the budget…’

Many participants also shared concerns around ‘the reality of reducing SBP roles and the fear of 
redundancy’ in the context of ‘increasing financial pressures, workload and role complexity’. Indeed, 
many participants shared similar stories around a growing fear of potential job loss with some 
highlighting decreasing staffing levels in their local areas.

‘…we’ve lost eight teaching assistants and three office staff in the last 18 months…’
‘…a lot of staff recruited in the last two years are on fixed contracts and won’t be replaced…’
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The main themes of the discussion will now be explored in turn.

Structural Reform

Lack of status and recognition partnerships

Head teachers as gatekeepers: The need for a strong alliance

Role Development



As concerns around funding were shared, including the increasing complexity of financial 
management and reporting, concerns around the reduction in local authority support were also 
raised as many participants spoke of struggling to cope with increasing workloads due to changing 
expectations at school-level requiring more time to manage additional tasks.

‘…each new policy initiative and funding announcement brings another real-term cut for us and we 
are also being expected to do more and more with less and less…

‘…SLT don’t quite seem to get it but I know the tank is running dry and we are coasting on fumes…’

It was generally agreed across all groups that local support for schools is reducing with more being 
expected from staff who are often working with a smaller resource due to funding constraints. 
Several participants also raised the issue of supporting the morale of those who have seen their pay 
cut due to local job evaluation by their local authority (LA) or had to take a cut in hours due to a 
reduction in funding for support.

‘We are being expected to do a lot more work but on the same hours, and with fewer staff and 
some are on less pay too after job evaluation…’

 ‘SLT are talking about forming a MAT because it might save money by using a ‘pool’ of support 
staff across schools but I am not convinced… I can’t do my job as well as run ‘central services’ as the 

idea is to reduce staff, not recruit more…’

Furthermore, uncertainty around the future of the SBP ‘generalist’ role was prevalent across all 
groups, with many participants perceiving it as a vital role in individual schools. Indeed, all groups, 
especially participants from Multi-Academy Trust (MAT) settings, debated the pros and cons of MAT 
formation. There was considerable discussion as to how SBP roles would work across schools with a 
mixture of opinions from those in MATs about their effectiveness across multiple schools.

‘I am a generalist spread across schools and I don’t sit on the MAT executive management group, so 
my role has become very reactive…’

This prompted debate as to how a generalist role could retain vital contextual knowledge across 
multiple schools to make informed decisions. This included discussions around a senior general-
ist role in MAT setting, with the role of a chief operations officer (COO) often raised as a key role 
at Trust level supported by specialists, with generalists still remaining at school level. Those in LA 
settings remained especially wary around the feasibility of working across multiple schools without 
a senior generalist present in schools to work with. Many also shared concerns around the local 
balance of power between secondary schools and primary schools.

‘I worry about huge MATs becoming a repeat of inadequate LA SLAs… we came out of the LA to get 
better SLA and more efficiency but if we get too big we will just go back to that and we don’t have 

the resources to staff it’

‘Secondary academies seem to want to control the primary academies in MATs. I am hearing lots of 
stories from frustrated Primary SBMs’
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Participants from Welsh schools felt they did not have much to contribute to the MAT agenda as it 
is irrelevant to their settings, however, they shared frustration by how conversations across the 
profession in recent times were often dominated by the MAT agenda. However, like most 
participants in local authority schools in England and some participants based in MATs, they agreed 
that there was great potential for collaborative partnerships and local federations, yet they did 
shared concerns around the focus of specific roles in divergent structures. Indeed, the potential for 
increased opportunities for efficiency, innovation and income generation in multi-school settings 
was raised by many participants, with those in MATs reflecting on how this took time and required 
appropriate resources, staff and structures from the outset.

‘There are opportunities to be more creative in a MAT, but you need the structure and the strategy 
to support you in doing that, and the support for the workload that comes with that…’

‘…negotiating conflicting expectations of support is taking up a considerable amount of my time in 
the MAT… there is currently no capacity to be innovative…’

There were also further reflections that ‘It’s more expensive to be part of a MAT… 
centralizing isn’t necessarily good value for money’, especially from those in currently working in 
MATs. Overall, there was agreement that if MATs were to be successful increating greater efficiency 
and opportunity for schools, there was a need for SBP voice to be present and influential in matters 
of strategy, staffing and structure to ensure such opportunities could be sought and development.

 ‘…we are about 18 months into [being a MAT] and we’ve only just started to see the 
benefits from the new processes and systems that were set up and there is still a long way to go…’
‘I had a lot of input into the business services and how we centralized some aspects so there have 

been some opportunities to create efficiencies...’

There were also many comments across the group that SBPs have a key part to play in 
collaborative settings and MATs, with generalist and specialist roles both able to contribute. 
However, there was concern that there is an over-emphasis on specialism in MATs, particularly in 
terms of financial qualifications with the role of Chief Financial Officer (CFO) felt to be increasing 
across the sector. Furthermore, many participants across different education phases argued that 
‘specialism’ appeared especially challenging for those in primary schools and those from generalist 
backgrounds without specialist financial qualifications. Indeed, there was common story across the 
groups that this appeared to be influencing the risk, and fear, of redundancy.

‘...if we were to become part of a MAT, I don’t know what would happen to my role and those like 
me in other primary schools.

‘I cannot imagine they would keep my role as part of the school SLT if there was going to be a 
central service in the MAT doing all the finance, contracts and HR for our school. What is going to 

happen to my role in that situation?’

Overall, reductions in funding, structural change, increasing accountabilities and workloads were 
highly debated topics along with much discussion around the increasing diversity of the profession 
and the emergence of specialist roles and the fear of redundancy. These issues appeared influential 
to confidence levels regarding the future growth of the profession in the context of uncertainty and 
new emergent structures, especially in England. It was felt that there was a great need for clearer 
career pathways and guidance around the transferability of qualifications, in addition to the 
advocacy of the SBP generalist role.
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Across all groups, it was unanimously agreed that the lack of status and recognition of the 
profession across the education sector was a major influencer to a lack of SBP voice at local level 
and in matters of structural reform. Many participants reported their frustrations of being not 
recognised alongside their teaching-leader colleagues despite the accountabilities, duties and 
expectations of SBP roles growing. Some participants indicated that they were not part of the 
senior leadership team (SLT) and others explained that they were ‘officially’ part of the team but 
often found themselves left out of major decisions and curriculum matters.

 ‘SBMs needs to be an SLT role formally’

Those that indicated formal inclusion and input into decision making explained that despite their 
role being a senior role in their school, they questioned how much impact they had in SLT 
meetings, or in governor’s meetings due to how their input was valued by others present. The 
consensus across the group was that the value of SBPs roles was influenced by a continued 
historical cultural divide between teaching staff and ‘support’ staff. Many felt that this created 
barriers within schools at all levels, especially senior leadership level, and could often be a 
demoralising issue with a negative impact on professional confidence and the potential of SBPs to 
contribute to schools

‘We are classed, identified and positioned as support staff, or worse, as non-teaching staff’

‘Dispense with the ‘non-teaching’ staff label. To be a non-entity is demoralising, no one should be a 
‘none’ staff member’.

It was felt that the profession requires significant investment from all stakeholders – from a variety 
of staff in schools, to professional associations and policy-makers – to promote greater SBP voice 
and ensure greater equality is embraced at all levels, especially leadership levels. The diversity of 
perspective was highlighted as important to schools due to the changing context and increasing 
complexity of school operations and improvement, however, many participants felt that SBP was not 
valued in decision-making to the extent it should be which was increasing the risk to schools, 
especially financially. It was also felt that the equality of access to qualifications and continuous 
professional development (CPD) across the wider sector required improvement.

The work of ISBL along with the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) and the Association 
of School and College Leaders (ASCL) on promoting the importance of the profession was 
highlighted as important and highly valued by participants of the groups. However, all groups 
reported the need to see increased partnership in addition to an increased focus on the promotion 
and equality of the profession by the Department for Education (DfE). Furthermore, it was felt by 
most participants that SBPs have a key part to play in raising the profile of their role in schools and 
across the sector by networking and collaborating with other SBP professionals and fellow school 
leaders. It was felt that by SBP sharing their success stories, as well as involving themselves in op-
portunities to collaborate and promote their work, and in some cases leading knowledge events at 
both local and national level, this would help to raise their profile and showcase the impact of the 
profession in schools.

‘As an SBP you need to take ownership and do things, like training or 
attending events…or keeping up to date’

Lack of status and recognition
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However, there was a shared concern that there was a lack of confidence around assertiveness 
across the profession. Several participants who have worked in system-level role or as mentors to 
other SBPs reported that they have encountered many professionals would have found it difficult 
to assert their voice due to the power dynamics at local levels and have struggled to challenge 
teaching colleagues. Other participants explained that they have tried to constructively challenge 
teaching colleagues yet have found that their voice is ignored due to their lack of qualified teacher 
status despite them often holding considerable experience and qualifications in the matters they 
are seeking to challenge.

‘You have to stand up for yourself and stop justifying everything you do and do it.’

‘…doing the right thing rather than doing the thing that people think is right’

Many participants stated that they had found their qualifications and professional networks had 
been helpful in bolstering their confidence, with many indicating that their local SBP colleagues 
were crucial in supporting their resilience as professionals, especially when they felt devalued. 
Others reported the value of local networks in helping them find the courage to challenge and 
assert matters of compliance when teaching-leaders did appear to appreciate or understand their 
credibility in leading on various matters. Many also felt that it was important to work together as 
a profession to continually support members in what they can change in their local context, which 
may be eventually influential to a shift in mindset around SBPs roles

‘There appears to be so much that we can’t change about the sector, so we should focus on what 
we change in our schools and our roles’ 

Overall, many participants reported the ongoing frustration and continual ‘fight’ in having to prove 
themselves at local levels, with many stories of working hard for years to gain credibility amongst 
teaching colleagues. Although there was a sense of challenge-fatigue shared by many across the 
groups, those with more ‘forward-thinking’ SLTs who understood the importance of school business 
management and the role of the SBP had found this support vital in finding the resilience and 
energy to continue to challenge views and gain credibility in a wider setting, along with support 
from their professional networks.

The head teacher role appeared as a ‘gatekeeper’ for SBP input at SLT level and the relationship 
between SBPs and head teachers was felt to require a strong alliance as a strategic partnership to 
enable schools to grow and thrive in the future, especially considering changing accountabilities 
and increasing complexity at school level in matters of business and finance compliance

‘The head teacher can be a huge ally and supporter for the role – if they understand the work and 
its importance to schools…’

However, there was a mixture of experiences in participants stories as head teachers appeared either 
as enablers or barriers to SBP impact, contribution and professional growth. The consensus was that 
head teachers who understand the SBP role and the importance of business functions in school 
often enable SBP impact in school and can positively influence the professional confidence and 
growth of SBPs. Conversely, head teachers who did not appear to understand or value the SBP role 
or appreciated the importance of business leadership in school, often became a difficult barrier for 
SBPs to negotiate which in turn negatively impacted on the ability for participants to contribute in 
school and was felt to be a hindrance to professional confidence and growth.
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‘Often Heads and SLTs don’t understand the business or governance aspects 
or they don’t see it as that important, so you are constantly having to fight for recognition to be 

taken seriously…’

During the discussion, the majority of SBPs in English schools facing structural changes through 
academisation or Trust formation (e.g. forming a MAT) felt they did not have enough input into the 
development of governance, leadership and infrastructure in their settings. Many reported their 
frustration at not being able to contribute considering their backgrounds placing them in a strong 
position to positively participate, however, the common story was that they were without a platform 
to do so.

 ‘I have a background in governance and worked at a senior strategic level but discussions about 
whether we should form a MAT with our local schools happen without me…’

However, there were some participants who held an opposite view and said they felt included and 
consulted from the outset of MAT formation and had achieved a positive impact in their settings. 
However, this was the minority story and those not facing structural change, such as those based in 
LA schools in England and Wales, were quite wary from their observations of structural change, 
particularly in terms of how much voice they would have in larger structures when it had already 
been a long journey to gain a level recognition in their current settings.

It was also heavily felt that as local accountabilities evolve, head teachers, and those aspiring to 
Headship, appear to have an increasing knowledge-gap regarding school business management. 
This was felt to be influencing how the school business profession is understood and valued in 
schools. Concerns and questions around the content of teacher training and senior leadership 
training programmes, such as NPQH, were raised by all groups, with many participants feeling there 
is lack of focus on governance and business leadership in qualifications for school leaders. Many 
participants shared the view that SBPs have the skills that many senior leaders and teachers are 
lacking and must work to increase their confidence in asserting their views, challenging ideas or 
gaining inclusion.

‘SBPs are highly qualified, skilled and experienced as professionals 
who understand the needs of their schools and should act upon requirements, 

initiatives and strategic goals, not seek permission’.

However, the ability to critically challenge teachers, SLTs and governors was presented with a mixed 
view as many debated their own degree of confidence in challenging their colleagues due to the 
power dynamic of the head teacher and SBP relationship, with some suggesting that SBPs should 
report to the chair of the governing body/board to avoid difficulties

‘You must be willing to challenge the head, the SLT and governors and 
not live in fear of any personal repercussion from that. You have to be that 

critical friend - it’s your job to do that!’

Two groups shared mixed stories of challenging their head teachers with some indicating that it had 
led to tension and others explained it had negatively impacted on their inclusion to 
decision-making. However, the consensus from all groups was how important it is for SBPs to 
challenge those in their settings especially where matters of compliance are involved, such as health 
and safely or employment law, and financial standards. 

Overall, there were interesting debates around the knowledge and understanding of SLTs and head 
teachers and the level of recognition and appreciation this influenced in regard to SBP input and 
how this is valued by SLTs, but the main theme was that a ‘forward-thinking’ head teacher who 
understands the SBP role can be an important ally in what can be quite an isolated role in schools.Se
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Conversations around strategies that could help to raise the status of the profession often turned to 
continuous professional development (CPD). All groups shared similar comments on the need for a 
deeper investment in CPD and qualifications for the profession at a sector-wide level, reporting their 
frustrations at a lack of equality in school leadership CPD. With such rapid reforms influencing the 
school context, a clearer career pathway was heavily expressed as necessary from all participants.

‘Predicting a future career path is hard. There is a question or whether you specialise or not; what is 
the way to protect our roles and careers?’

The growing diversity of the sector, especially in England with the MAT agenda, along with a 
consensus around increasing accountabilities at schools-level, presented the variety of context in 
which participants were operating. A sense of confusion around the future of the ‘generalist’ role 
and the more emergent nature of ‘specialist’ roles at local and executive levels was apparent as 
many debated whether to specialise to increase their job security. Many participants shared fears 
around a lack of transferability of their generalist business qualifications into executive structures 
(e.g. in settings like MATs), with some participants commenting that they have undertaken, or are 
considering undertaking, qualifications or training to ‘specialise’ as a way to future proof their role 
and ‘survive’ in the changing school context in England

 ‘the generalist role is in danger and will change but where should we specialise? It’s not so clear – 
finance, HR, premises? All are vital but what should we be thinking about?’

Several participants were struggling to see a place for themselves in larger MAT-type structures 
based on the qualifications they currently held in comparison to what they have witnessed MATs 
recruiting for. For example, two groups raised the question: ‘What is the best finance route for 
SBPs? Should we consider CIPFA, CIMA or ACA? A heavy debate around accountancy qualifications 
followed and whether the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) role will dominate the landscape at both 
school (local) and executive (Trust) level, or whether a more generalist COO role will survive in local 
and executive settings. All groups shared the view that help is required to understand the different 
financial qualifications available and which ones might be more helpful to them and their school, 
and which are the most transferable, or whether they are necessary at all. Those working in a MAT 
presented some insight into financial qualifications with some explaining that they already had an 
accountancy qualification and were employed as the CFO, or they themselves were a generalist with 
an accountant employed in the trust as a specialist to support them. However, those in MAT settings 
shared the concerns of those who were not working in MATs as to how SBPs role would evolve if 
MATs grew and agreed that clarification around finance qualification routes would be helpful.

Furthermore, all groups felt that more work was needed by a range of professional bodies across 
the sector and by the government to enhance the status of the profession in schools and its 
equality in terms of accountabilities, pay and conditions and access to CPD. However, at a more indi-
vidual level, there was a clear agreement from participants that SBPs themselves had to take owner-
ship of their own development and be more assertive in putting across their needs in schools. It was 
also felt important for SBPs to take an active role in developing the profession by getting involved 
in networking and knowledge-sharing events, as well as role-modelling the professional standards 
and values and mentoring others in the profession through coaching programmes and ISBL Fellow-
ship. Although time and resources were both heavily debated as common barriers to being able to 
get involved in professional development, mentoring and networking, it was felt important to assert 
this as a priority for the benefit of the individual and of the school and many participants spoke of 
the value this brought to their own development 
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‘We need to give ourselves permission to do things…’

‘As an SBP you need to take ownership and do things, like training or 
attending events or taking time to develop plans; stop asking for permission 

and saying ‘can I do x, y or z. Instead, say I am doing x, y or z’.

Overall, all participants felt that SBP mentoring and coaching would be advantageous and felt ISBL 
Fellowship was an important aspect of role-modelling the profession as well as strong alliances with 
head teachers and key governors. However, this was underpinned by the need for greater equality 
in school leadership and clearer guidance around career-pathways and the generalist/specialist role 
debate. Strategies for growth that could help to raise the profile and status of the profession were 
felt to include wider joint networking and knowledge events and CPD for all current and aspiring 
school leaders and to provide more platforms for SBP voice to influence policy and practice at a 
local and wider level.
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5.3 Summary

Overall, a lack of professional status, recognition and equality – particularly at leadership 
level – appeared as key themes and were felt to be the biggest challenges to the future growth of 
the school business profession. As matters of structural reform, funding constraints and increasing 
accountabilities were highlighted, there were considerable debates about the diversity of job titles 
and role focus in relation to generalist and specialist roles, in addition to levels of pay not reflecting 
the increasing accountability of SBP roles. Many discussions around the uncertainty of 
career-pathways and the transferability of qualifications also featured in relation to evolving local 
structures. It was felt that there was a need for clear endorsement of SBP roles at all levels in school 
systems by head teachers and governors; indeed, the head teacher role was agreed as crucial in 
enabling the inclusion, input and growth of the profession. However, a strong theme appeared 
across the data suggesting that SLTs, and in some cases head teachers, do not understand the 
importance of business leadership and management in changing contexts, e.g. when moving into 
large MATs, to fully appreciate and value the contribution of profession.

A joint marketing exercise by various stakeholders was felt overdue, with more work by professional 
bodies, the Department for Education (DfE) and other groups highlighted as helpful and necessary. 
It was felt this could include showcasing good practice case studies and SBP impact studies that 
present a variety of contexts and the illuminate value the profession can bring to schools. It was 
also felt by many participants that a formal and more detailed DfE census of the profession would 
be helpful in aiding a better understanding of the profession and the variety of roles undertaken 
in schools so that training and CPD can be further tailored and contextualised. It was also felt that 
greater equality in pay and conditions across SLT and the wider school workforce is required to 
reflect the increasing accountability of SBP roles. Furthermore, it was agreed that SBPs themselves 
need to be increasingly assertive and constructively challenge the current system to gain more 
recognition and pro-actively seek opportunities to raise their own profile and that of the wider 
profession.
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Section 6: Interview findings
6.1 Introduction

This section offers the key findings from a thematic analysis of phase three of the data collection 
which involved ten semi-structured interviews held with school business professionals. It begins 
with an overview of the interview group sample, then moves to an overview of the key findings, 
before exploring each theme in turn and concluding with an overall summary of the interview 
findings. The list of interview questions can be found at Appendix 4

Interview sample

A total of ten SBPs were interviewed individually; nine from English schools and one from a Welsh 
school. They represented a range of backgrounds, different levels of in-school experience and varied 
school contexts. The interview group were 50 Per cent male (n=5), 50 per cent female (n=5) with an 
age range from early-thirties to mid-sixties. Most interviewees indicated being in their mid-to-late 
career, with their years of in-school experience ranging from just under three years to thirty years 
with their total career experience ranging from fifteen years to forty-five years. A mix of role titles 
were offered by the interviewees, with many indicating ‘director’ titles, however, most had seen their 
title change in the last few years with their previous titles most commonly indicated as ‘school 
business manager’. Although the level of responsibility of their roles varied across their settings, 
which ranged from individual schools to multi-school settings, most interviewees identified as a 
‘generalist’ overseeing all business functions in their setting at a senior level. Two interviewees 
identified as finance specialists in their settings, one of which was quite a recent re-focus from a 
more generalist role, however also had oversight of other business functions but had specialists 
managing the day to day operational aspects of those functions. A further two interviewees 
explained that they had a more generalist role, but they were becoming increasingly 
finance-focused in their role due to increasingly accountabilities for financial management and 
reporting.

All interviewees were the equivalent of degree level educated and held a range of 
business-related qualifications. Six of the ten interviewees indicated holding finance qualifications, 
including two identifying as certified chartered accountants and three identifying as accounting 
technicians. Five out of ten interviewees held bespoke school business management qualifications 
and a further six interviewees held postgraduate degree-level qualifications in business, leadership 
or strategy. Interviewees also had a variety of professional sector designations or memberships, with 
the most common being finance-related.

The school-type of each interviewee was purposefully selected to represent a range of schools, 
which included: four local authority-maintained community schools including a Welsh school; two 
standalone academies including a grammar school; three multi-academy trusts (MATs); and a 
foundation trust school. The education phase was evenly represented including primary, 
secondary, special educational needs (SEN) and other cross-phase settings. Like survey respondents, 
most recent judgements of school performance (i.e. Ofsted/Estyn outcome) were generally positive 
across the interviewee’s settings and current deficits and future deficit predictions were also similar 
to the survey respondents. The schools ranged in size with the number of pupils on roll commonly 
ranging between 200 and 1500, reflecting a range of small to large schools.
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Table 2 presents an overview of the interviewees.
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6.2 Interview findings: key themes

There was considerable consensus across the interviewees as to the major challenges facing the 
profession and its future growth, as well as the matters influencing professional confidence and 
growth. The biggest challenge was perceived to be the lack of status and recognition of the 
profession, with the majority explaining that, although their role was formally recognised as a part 
of the senior leadership team (SLT) in their setting, the level of input they were able to have, and 
how this was received, valued and recognised by their colleagues faced various tensions. 
The greatest frustration was around how their contributions and input were often not seen to be of 
equal status to that of teaching-members of their SLT.

This lack of status presented concerns around decision-making in schools especially considering 
the many responsibilities interviewees indicating their roles held for matters of compliance and 
resourcing. Much of the tensions around status were felt to be driven by a lack of understanding 
and knowledge of business functions. Indeed, interviewees all shared many concerns around the 
knowledge-base of SLTs, head teachers and governors as local accountabilities were felt to be 
developing beyond the capability of current school leaders in relation to strategy, finance, 
compliance and organisational complexity.

All interviewees felt that it was important to build strong relationships with SLTs to begin to 
overcome the apparent status barrier to SBP input. Furthermore, it was strongly felt that head 
teachers could be crucial allies in enabling business leadership and SBP input at SLT level and across 
the school or Trust. However, reports of positive partnerships with head teachers were mixed across 
the sample with some interviewees describing very positive experiences that increased their impact 
in school, whereas others indicated considerable barriers which had left them feeling frustrated, and 
in some cases devalued.

The impact of policy reforms, funding and structural change and increasing accountabilities were 
also raised as key challenges and barriers to the growth of the profession and were often linked 
back to the issue of professional status and a lack of voice in local matters and at policy level. This 
was apparent as tensions were raised around capacity and the increasing workload and complexity 
of SBPs roles in an increasingly diversified structural landscape. This led to discussions around 
reducing support, the sustainability of roles, redundancy, succession planning and whether to 
specialise as a current generalist, as interviewees raised the sense of uncertainty they felt was 
increasing across the profession. In this context, the multi-academy trust (MAT) agenda was often 
raised and there was a mixture of opinion as to the value of academisation and MATs in England. 
Some interviewees indicated the potential that new structures could present in creating more 
career opportunities; however, others reported the local reduction of support, reducing support 
staff numbers and redundancy issues across their local settings and barriers to input in the 
development of new structures. Furthermore, several interviewees, including those who worked at 
a system level, were sceptical of the centralisation of business services and questioned whether this 
would benefit individual schools in the long-term and felt more investigation was needed across the 
section through case study reports.

Overall, it was felt that there was much the profession can contribute to schools and local structures; 
however, tensions around professional status often appeared as a key barrier to professional growth 
as many interviewees felt their input did not receive the recognition that it should have despite their 
background, expertise, experience, training and qualifications. It was felt that substantial work is 
needed at all levels across the sector to raise the status of the professional so that SBPs can begin 
to contribute more fully as key strategic and operational players in a turbulent and evolving policy 
landscape.
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The thematic analysis of the interview data, which will now be explored, presented the key themes 
as:

Structural reform: the impact of change, policy and funding cuts

Capacity, workload and resilience

Business understanding in schools and the role of head teachers and senior leaders

Role Development: CPD, qualifications, role models and succession planning

Professional Status: issues of voice, recognition and inequality

Summary: Professional confidence and purpose in challenges times

Professional Status: voice, recognition and inequality
Longstanding inequalities in the school workforce emerged frequently as interviewees shared a 
common struggle to be seen as equals alongside teaching colleagues, particularly at leadership 
level. Many interviewees highlighted a ‘cultural divide’, sharing similar frustrations that ‘barriers are 
endemic in our culture...’ as they reflected on ‘the glass ceiling of QTS’ when reaching more senior 
positions. A common story appeared around a lack of SBP voice, status and recognition in various 
matters across their schools with all interviewees feeling that many individuals within the teaching 
workforce do not adequately understand or appreciate the work of the profession and its role in 
schools

‘Teachers don’t actually quite get what you are doing day in day out, so really there is that overall 
needs to raise the profile of the role.’

‘...I know how important the teaching is but without the support structure to go with that you 
haven’t got an effective school...’

‘I don’t think that people understand the complexity of [SBP] roles’.
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Many interviewees reflected on their frustrations of being perceived as ‘just admin’ finding that 
their views were sometimes not taken as seriously as other senior leadership team (SLT) colleagues, 
despite their expertise and background. Many interviewees felt the influence behind this issue of 
status was a lack of understanding from teaching colleagues of business functions and the value 
of SBP roles as they highlighted historical and recent experiences of being positioned in ways that 
had made them each feel somewhat frustrated or under-valued at various points. For example, one 
interviewee spoke about entering her school as a business manager and the long ‘battle’ she had 
fought over her years to gain the recognition from teaching staff that her role went beyond that 
of a school receptionist. However, despite her efforts and inclusion into the SLT in a more strategic 
capacity, she stated ‘I do have concerns about senior management and how they see my role’ after 
receiving comments from senior staff that she is ‘just the ‘money’ person or the ‘budget’ person... 
or well, ‘you’re reception’. For interviewees with long-standing experience in schools, this journey to 
inclusion and the barriers that followed were a familiar story despite the growth of the profession 
over the last two decades

‘The role has evolved at a rapid pace in recent years, but I don’t feel that acknowledgement of the 
responsibility of the role has.’

Furthermore, there were several reflections from interviewees about a wider misconception of what 
the word ‘business’ means and involves in a school setting, which was felt to be influencing the 
inclusion of SBP roles. For example, one interviewee stated

‘I have had people say to me in public ‘what do you do’ and I tell them I am a school business 
manager and they ask: ‘well what do you do?’ Well, I say ‘I manage the business of the school’ and 

then they say ‘oh I don’t like this idea that schools are businesses!’

Indeed, many interviewees raised their concern that the word ‘business’ seems to be too often 
linked with commercial activities and profit-making by those who do not understand school 
business management and how SBPs work to enable the operation and growth of a school on a day 
to day basis

‘People do react to that word [business] but that is exactly what it is. It’s not a business in terms of 
making money because it’s absolutely not about that, but it’s a business from my point of view – it’s 
a service provider – and it’s probably one of the most important service providers that you can be 

because you are educating young people for the future so it is a business...’

As discussions around the perception of business, SBP roles and their development unfolded, 
several interviewees reported that, in the main, they felt that the senior leadership team (SLT) in 
their school did recognise their role as a formal member and they felt included at leadership level. 
Indeed, about half of the interviewees that felt that their SLT were inclusive and open to their input 
and they reported a good level of support and understanding of business management by their 
head teacher. However, the other half raised concerns around their inclusion to meetings and how 
their input and decision-making was valued by senior leaders as compared to that of teaching 
colleagues, which is explored further in a later theme (Section 6.4).

‘...when I listen to other business managers and how they don’t sit on the leadership team, I do 
understand that on the whole I am well supported, but I still get that feeling when you are sat in 

meetings and you might add some of your ideas and thoughts... there is still a bit of a... 
well – you’ve never worked in a classroom so what do you understand about it.’
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‘...support staff... are not of equal status and I think there is a cultural shift needed across quite a 
large proportion of the teaching profession. But I think where it does work, that’s where you’ve got 

the head teachers with the different mindset.’

Indeed, regardless of their time in a school setting, or within the education sector - which ranged 
from just under three years to thirty years - all interviewees shared experiences of struggling to 
have input into the leadership of their schools often finding their voice was not taken with equal 
weight as teaching colleagues or they were not included in key strategic planning or key-decisions. 
The discussion around this tension often returned to the wider perception of the business 
management function and SBP roles by the teaching workforce. Several interviewees spoke of how 
they had to ask, push or argue for their inclusion in certain meetings and many highlighted the 
need to be assertive and pro-active in their roles rather than waiting to be asked or included

‘...I said to the head teacher that I wanted to attend the curriculum meetings and I do attend that 
now and find it quite valuable as I can hear about what different teachers are planning to do in their 

subject areas...’

 ‘When decisions are made without discussion or involvement from me or considering the 
implications and there are consequences to then manage, it reflects the lack of awareness about the 

SBP role. Governance and procedures are often not followed in matters like that; it is not taken as 
seriously as it needs to be. But it is more about lack of awareness and seriousness of matters and 

due process... sometimes time is not taken to cost or think about things and there is no 
consideration of SBP involvement.’

Frustrations around a lack of access and inclusion into the wider school community were often 
raised. For example, one interviewee stated ‘I had never attended a teachers’ meeting and things 
are often decided about the curriculum with resources’ and outlined the difficulties this often 
brought to the budgeting process and how she had pushed for her inclusion which had been 
accepted and had resulted in a positive impact. Several other interviewees also outlined their efforts 
to challenge the perception of their role in the wider context of the own settings, however, this 
appeared to have mixed outcomes as interviewees shared their experiences. Some reported that 
their efforts had been successful in relation to their SLTs, but many struggled with raising the 
interest of the wider teaching staff in matters related to business leadership and management

‘We are dealing with teachers in the main and they are struggling in their own roles with demands 
on them should Ofsted come in... I don’t think we are ever going to get the rest of the school 

community understanding or even caring...’

 ‘...I explain to [new staff] what my role is as soon as they start in school ...that is definitely helping...’

‘I think other’s just think I manage the money and that’s it. And that is something I need to address 
really in terms of marketing what my particular role is. But ...I can’t get access to people to be able 

to do it’

It was also strongly felt by all interviewees that SBP levels of pay, terms and conditions do not 
reflect the growing accountabilities and responsibilities of SBP roles in relation to their teaching 
colleagues and members of the senior leadership team (SLT). Several interviewees explained their 
‘fight’ to be more formally recognised alongside other SLT members and have their pay reflected at 
similar levels
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 ‘...it is not all down to pay, but sometimes that is quite a good reference to how you’re valued... if 
you did something drastically wrong, you would have to hold your hands up and say ‘I cannot do 

this anyone as I have lost my credibility’ just like any other type of leader ... and it’s not so much the 
money, it is the level you are working at and the responsibility level’.

 ‘The profession is very de-valued in certain areas, so I think that where you have your school 
business manager sitting on the SLT I think there isn’t general recognition that they should be at the 
same level [of pay as teachers] but I think again that you have to fight for that as individuals and put 

that case forward’

Despite a sense of growing frustration around a lack of recognition of their input, many 
interviewees felt that there was much work that could be done to raise the status of the profession 
from different stakeholders yet understood that this would take time. For example, many 
interviewees felt that ‘teachers often lack an awareness of schools in that wider context and that 
different are roles needed’ with many wondering how matters of governance are portrayed in initial 
teacher training (ITT) programmes to highlight how schools work holistically. Many interviewees 
also raised the inclusion of business leadership and governance in training content for school 
leaders, such as the National Professional Qualification (NPQ) training programmes, and felt 
perhaps these programmes could be helpful in raising awareness of the profession

‘...our deputy head is currently doing the NPQH training, and even though we are so many years 
after what Estelle Morris said about a business professional in each school, the only time she has 

asked me any questions about my role, she sort of had to ask me about what I actually do in school 
yet she has worked here 5 years ...I wonder what is being said in these sort of qualifications about 

what a business manager does and what strategic input can be given by a business manager.’

It was felt by many interviewees that ISBL had done some important work to promote the role to 
practitioners, and collaboration with professional bodies, such as the National Association of Head 
Teachers (NAHT) and the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL) was felt to be positive 
and moving in a positive direction. However, interviewees wanted to see increased partnership work 
across the sector to further raise the status of the profession, such as collaboration with broader 
teaching unions, the National Governors’ Association (NGA), the Department for Education (DfE), 
as well as more localised work with local authorities, Trusts, Parent Teacher Associations (PTA) and 
other local groups.

 ‘I am very impressed with the work that NASBM, now ISBL, have embarked on... the 
competencies framework they put together, but that’s the sort of thing that would skip merrily 
within three seconds from the head teachers desk straight onto the business managers desk 

without the head teacher actually reading it. But this is about awareness, and it will take a 
generation to shift the mindset.’

 ‘The NASBM professional standards that came out, it is a great document that explains [the role] 
but where is that publicised other than in the profession itself. Does anybody know about it outside 

of the profession? I am not sure they do...’

58



Se
ct

io
n 

6:
 In

te
rv

ie
w

 fi
nd

in
gs

Other suggestions to raise status included joint networking events for SBPs and teaching-leaders, as 
well as widening access to training and qualifications across the sector to encourage the inclusion 
all school leaders, not just teaching leaders, as well as national funding to support this. There was 
considerable passion and responsibility for the future growth of the profession as each interviewee 
spoke about the importance of the role and its impact on schools, with many emphasising the need 
for individuals to help to promote the profession. However, concerns around a growing sense of 
complacency within the profession were raised, especially by interviewees working at a system level 
as ISBL Fellows or SLEs. All interviewees reflected on their interactions with others across the 
sector at events, or in their network groups and all felt there was a need for the profession to 
become more assertive in demanding equality and recognition. For example, one interviewee with 
considerable experience in the private sector reflected on the nature of the public sector

‘...you shape your own destiny to a certain point and you have to drive it a bit as individuals... but if 
there’s a bit of complacency, which I think there can be in the public sector where people are sitting 

around waiting for someone else to do it for them... then it isn’t going to happen... you are more 
used to more creating your own pathway and your own shape in the private sector...’

In the discussions around complacency, some interviewees also reported their own sense of fatigue 
as they spoke about their on-going battle for recognition in the face of growing accountabilities 
and reducing funding and support. One interviewee indicated having thoughts of leaving the 
profession due to a lack of professional recognition and inclusion of her role as she felt that her 
expertise was not valued by the sector but could be better utilised in other areas of public sector; 
two others also questioned the profession as a long-term career option due to how accountabilities 
are increasing yet professional inclusion was not, which had left them facing barriers and growing 
frustrations. However, despite this, all interviewees felt the profession has a valuable role to play 
in the development of the education sector and were keen to see the profession develop into new 
and emerging landscapes, particularly in taking a business leadership role as schools increasingly 
self-manage and local authority support declines. Some interviewees also felt that MAT structures 
could perhaps offer an opportunity to redress the issue around status

‘I wonder if we can get a high-profile SBM to become a MAT chief executive and do some really 
good stuff as I think that would be a really telling story ...it would take a shift in a governing bodies 
viewpoint to say actually to run the business we don’t need a teacher we need a business-person 
and that change of mindset, I haven’t seen it happen yet anywhere, but I suspect it will at some 

point...’

Overall, a lack of status and recognition was consistently highlighted a key barrier to the growth of 
the profession which often led to reports from several interviewees of feeling undervalued and 
frustrated. This led to concerns around perceived inequalities at senior leadership level as the 
majority of interviewees felt that their voice and input were received with less value than that of 
their teaching colleagues. Many interviewees reported the need to be more assertive around their 
inclusion to decision-making and spoke of their on-going struggle for greater recognition, with 
some receiving more status in their school from years of work to embed their role at leadership 
level, however, this was not the story for all interviewees. Matters of accountability and levels of pay 
were raised as interviewees elaborated on leadership equalities in school, and across the 
wider school workforce. Many felt the increasing need for various agencies and stakeholders to 
come together to promote, market, and develop the profession in a variety of ways, from individual 
SBPs, head teachers, Governors, and their associated professional bodies, and policy-makers
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As interviewees spoke of the increasing complexity and breadth of their roles, they shared 
experiences of considerable change across the sector and the impact of this on their day to day 
work

‘I feel I am very experienced in doing what I do ...I don’t feel incompetent or incapable of doing 
anything... for the future, it is very uncertain... those policy changes on a national level, if they are 

implemented, they will have a huge impact on us [SBPs]...’

Many interviewees reported a reduction of support from their local authority (LA) and spoke of the 
impact of policy reforms, such as the new national funding formula (NFF) policy and the MAT 
agenda on their schools as they shared the consensus that schools were increasingly having to 
self-manage and take on more accountabilities despite a lack of appropriate funding to do so

‘The LA, they don’t do anything for us but with NFF funding they will be holding a chunk back for 
SEND and other things, which isn’t right...’

‘...It’s the finance... schools need more money... I think it is a big challenge to work more strategically 
and to make the necessary cuts which schools inevitably have to do because the 

funding is reducing.’

There was strong consensus that policy reforms are increasing the breadth and volume of business 
management activities in schools and creating heavier workloads. Those in English schools 
acknowledged the ‘shrinking’ of local authority support and the pressure this was placing on many 
schools to consider joining or forming multi-academy trusts (MATs) in some areas. As reforms 
brought new local accountabilities, and were influencing new structures, interviewees felt there was 
a ‘diversification’ of the profession especially as the variety of structures and roles widens.

 ‘The diversification of the profession, as in the MATs, the academies, the maintained ...schools 
always had a variety of settings with foundations schools, grammar schools, special schools, but on 
the whole the business management role you could cover it with one job description... but now it’s 

very diverse. ...’

The school business professional role is changing, you know it’s different – there’s so many different 
versions of it now’

There were concerns around fragmentation of the SBP roles and skill-sets required to lead and 
manage business functions without a clear pathway for those who had been in the profession for 
some time or those entering from other sectors. Tensions around the historical tradition of the 
school business manager role as a ‘generalist’ role and the emergence of ‘specialist’ roles in the 
sector, particularly in academies and MATs in England, were often raised. Interviewees shared a 
common depiction of a ‘specialist’ role as one that is focused on a specific business function, such 
as finance or premises management, either at school level or more commonly at Trust level in a 
‘central service’ spread across several schools. However, the ‘generalist’ role – understood as leading 
and managing a wide range of business functions – was one that was felt quite necessary to 
individual schools with concerns around the future of this role in relation to MATs and multi-school 
structures

‘the ‘generalist’ school business manager role is very much changed ...whether the role will almost 
disappear in the future because you will have COOs working with finance directors, HR directors, 

premises director and maybe the school business management role as it currently is will disappear 
in the future.’ 

Structural reform: the impact of change, policy and funding cuts
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Interviewees held mixed opinions around the MAT agenda in England with many sharing concerns 
around the future security of SBP roles, particularly the ‘generalist’ roles in schools, with others 
acknowledging that larger collaborative school structures, like MATs, could present opportunities for 
SBPs to grow and upskill. Many interviewees raised the possibilities of a longer-term career 
pathway, especially for SBPs who were perhaps working at the upper-most level they could within 
their schools, with larger structures offering progression to higher levels. For example, one 
interviewee stated ‘there are a lot of people who will embrace [MATs] and see career development 
into COO, CFO roles...’ However, the future of ‘generalist’ roles was at the centre of the concerns 
raised as there were questions as to how this role would look in larger structures and whether they 
would survive in smaller schools

‘I think a lot of business managers, particularly in primary schools, are worried about their schools 
forming or becoming part of MAT. I know that they feel very vulnerable...’

Hence, the MAT agenda was viewed with uncertainty in the context of the future security of SBP 
roles with many interviewees reflecting on how a ‘fear of the unknown’ is growing across the 
profession which they felt was driven by uncertainty around the MAT agenda, centralisation of 
business services and the pressure of funding cuts. However, several interviewees challenged this 
and felt that there were examples of successful professional growth in multi-school settings. It was 
suggested that case studies of successful SBP growth through MAT formation should be sought and 
shared by professional bodies to distil some of the myths and showcase the potential of what can 
be achieved.

‘I think it’s fear of the unknown... rumours about redundancies as schools go into MATs and you 
might not need a business manager in every single school operating to [...] so, it’s fear of the 

unknown in terms of organisational structure... we need successful 
examples.’

 ...I would love to speak to a business director of a trust or the COO of the trust ... where it works 
really well and find out how it works successfully and how they have done that.’

However, redundancy was a tension in relation to the MAT agenda, with three interviewees saying 
that they felt their role was no longer secure under MAT formation with comments such as ‘my role 
is definitely vulnerable...’ and another interviewee having been ‘offered a package’ to leave, stating 
that ‘other people in my circle are also being made redundant...’ Furthermore, where MATs were 
intending to grow after formation and add further schools, there were tensions around what this 
could bring if growth does not occur as anticipated

‘it has been said to me that as the trust hasn’t grown that my job is at risk 
of redundancy... my job is one that could just be lost... 
my role has been kind of side-lined [since formation] 

...because they do feel it is an expensive role that they could 
do without and have almost made it so that they can do that.’

Indeed, many interviewees felt that the centralisation of business services across larger structures 
was the key area of tension driving sector concerns around job security with many feeling that 
decisions to form or join a MAT and centralise certain business or administrative functions were 
often motivated by funding pressures and seen by school leaders as a way to reduce expenditure.

‘I can see many schools are thinking that ‘if we centralise that role and have one business 
professional for 3 or 4 schools, you save x amount of money by cutting back on that level of 

support’. But what have you lost in the process? I think that message needs to also go out there 
as I am quite concerned that otherwise we might start losing the role.’
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However, some interviewees felt that the centralisation of services could create positive 
opportunities for the profession and felt it could be a strategy that could help to improve the 
education landscape by increasing the sharing of knowledge and good practice. However, it was felt 
this was only possible if the capacity for growth was carefully considered at the outset strategically 
and developed through planned transitions

 ‘...if you view centralisation’s role as providing a framework in which to operate and aligning 
process and approaches, I don’t think there is anything to be feared in that, I think there is lots to 
be gained from being part of a MAT that operates that way because that is where you will be able 
to easily share best practice and better ways of working. You have to make sure you have the right 
capacity to be able to look after the schools because if you just continually grow and have a small 

central team, all you will do is de-centralising again and bring back all of the inherent problems that 
were in the local authority model.’

For example, for one interviewee, the formation of a MAT had been a success story in terms of 
SBP role security and the growth of her role. This interviewee reported considerable inclusion and 
voice in the strategic planning of new ‘central services’ across the MAT and had led the transition 
of business functions from local level to Trust level without any reduction in staff, hours or support. 
However, she did also indicate her uncertainty as to how her role would change in the future as the 
MAT grew, but faced this with a positive attitude based on her recent experiences of change and her 
status in the MAT

 ‘I don’t worry about change. As long as my job is secure, I don’t care what I do. Don’t reduce my 
hours and don’t reduce my pay but I’ll do anything. ...change doesn’t worry me as long as I am 

secure, so yeah I am excited by the thought of it and I know that is the only way to survive going 
forward in the future’

Other interviewees who had transitioned into a MAT structure had a different story and spoke of 
how they felt their job had become insecure or found that they struggled to have input into Trust 
set-up or growth with some indicating they had to continually argue for appropriate structures and 
personnel. For example, one interviewee had found her role becoming more operational since 
being moved into a role a Trust level and was finding it hard to lead staff based in different schools

‘When I meet with my teams, I am not able to give the direction I previously would have been able 
to do [before MAT formation]... the niche of the organisation is very much top-down but in my 
department it is bottom-up as they are informing me of what they are being asked to do ...and 

sometimes you wonder where the strategy is.’

All interviewees raised the importance of SBP input into structural change in their settings, 
especially in relation to the formation of trusts, collaborative partnerships and centralised services 
and how funding cuts, policy changes and increasing accountabilities were influencing the work of 
SBPs in various structures. However, change management in schools was often reported to be 
predominantly led by teachers and most interviewees felt that there was not enough consideration 
of the value the SBP contribution can have. Interviewees felt there was a lack of diversity in 
perspective with many senior leaders lacking the experience and skills in areas of infrastructure, 
business and governance, yet were often leading on these matters and not utilising SBP expertise 
to the degree they could be. This was a point of frustration for interviewees and was felt to increase 
the level of business risk to their schools
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You need different thinkers... if you are always doing what you’ve always done and always recruit 
from the same sector you are always going to get the same style of thinking and then nothing 

moves forward.’

 ‘There seems to be a lack of strategic planning, especially when MATs are formed, and often the 
SBP does not play a central role or is left out of structural decisions or service innovations. A lack of 

ability to contribute is too often the story.’

‘...people are going to think: ‘I can’t use my initiative, my ability, my skillset, I will go and look for a 
job in the NHS or elsewhere’ and that would be such a shame.’

Furthermore, several interviewees, especially those in MATs, highlighted issues around power 
structures, governance and leadership in their settings. A common story across interviewees was 
that local structures of governance and governing bodies were not always as strong or as 
challenging as they could be with strategic leadership often lacking as senior teams appeared more 
operationally focused on the short-term. This was raised as an increasing risk in decision-making 
around major change, like academisation and MAT formation or merger. Moreover, many 
interviewees raised the issue of a growing gap in the knowledge and understanding of SLT 
members in matters of governance, compliance and business in evolving context, particularly in 
relation to the formation of new structures like MATs

‘I think that the multi-academy trust agenda is a huge challenge... if it is governed well and led well 
that I think it can work but I think there needs to be really strong governance and leadership in 

place and you have to be realistic as to what the projections are for the Trust’

 ‘A trend in terms of academisation is that the senior team have huge power over their governing 
body. There’s not many governing bodies that stand up to them...’

‘Most of the academies that are set up now, which are MATs, are set with a small group of a sub-set 
of trustees and those 4 or 5 people work very closely with the head teacher or the senior team and 

they run the show...’

Indeed, all interviewees felt that considerable change across sector in recent times had meant many 
senior leaders were struggling to keep up with standards and legislation around matters of 
compliance or did not understand the changing context had left the school more accountable than 
ever before. Many interviewees questioned the suitability of the traditional role of a school head 
teacher to head up large and complex organisations where many aspects of compliance sat outside 
of their skillset, training and experience as educators and leaders of education standards. 
Furthermore, many also felt that the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) role in a MAT structure was quite 
a broad role and should focus purely on leadership, direction, growth and overall compliance in a 
MAT structure, with support from a range of specialists from across different functions.

...the skillset [at CEO level] for me is leadership and purely leadership: it is the motivation and 
structure of your workforce because it’s your workforce that will make it happen so it’s about 

leading them and being visionary. So, I just think it’s about being an open minded strategic thinker 
who responds and can respond to change and be innovative at the same time and can lead...
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Overall, austerity and policy reform were felt to be driving major changes to the structural 
landscape with a reduction in local authority support, increasing local accountabilities and pressures 
in schools, funding cuts and the MAT agenda in England impacting on SBP roles, workloads and 
accountabilities. As reform was felt to be influencing the diversification and fragmentation of the 
profession, views were mixed around new emergent structures with concerns around the future of 
the profession in the face of such rapid structural change with uncertainty in how to move forward 
with career development. However, there were strong feelings that there is a key strategic role for 
SBPs going forward. The consensus was that with more SBP input, along with support for business 
functions and capacity from the outset of structural change, there were opportunities to create 
sustainable structures and opportunities for innovation and growth in schools, as well as for SBP 
career development

When interviewees were asked how they felt about their workload, comments such as ‘...workload? 
Well, it’s horrendous isn’t it...’ and ‘...capacity-wise...workload is high...’ featured across all interviews. 
However, a sense of acceptance of long hours as a ‘part of the job’ often presented along with a 
sense of the responsibility each SBP felt in ensuring the work was completed.

‘...how many hours do you work?’ I honestly couldn’t tell you but it’s a lot... I’m here early in the 
morning and I am certainly here long into the night, I would go home and put the kids to bed and 
then sit on my laptop and do more work... I sleep easier knowing I’ve taken it home and finished 

things that need to be done... in the school day you don’t get that time to sit and do a task for 2 or 
3 hours and see it through due to interruptions and disruptions during that time are huge, but if it 

wasn’t done it would have a lasting impact.’

The interviewees all highlighted an increase in the tasks they must complete as accountabilities at 
school level grew within existing structures, or in some cases within a shrinking structure of support 
sharing concerns of how they, and their teams, are being ‘expected to cope’ and ‘expected to do 
more work with the same hours...’ Despite this theme of decreasing capacity and increasing 
workloads, all interviewees spoke of feeling more than willing and professionally able to meet new 
challenges and tasks, yet were concerned around the sustainability of their capacity for the future, 
and that of those they lead

‘I am really concerned about the stress on my office team about the continual delegation of tasks 
coming down from the local authority that we are expected to pick up. ...there doesn’t seem to be 

the understanding from the leadership group as to what the impact of that it’

Being drawn into a variety of operational matters and facing considerable interruption was reported 
by all interviewees, who each worked in different types of school, predominately in senior generalist 
roles. However, being pulled into ‘the detail’ and lacking capacity to work at a more strategic level 
featured for some interviewees, and at times being ‘front of house’ was a tension for those in 
smaller schools. However, many interviewees felt that their SLT also needed to become more 
strategic in their work, particularly in terms of financial planning to avoid ‘having to find funds’ for 
mid-year budget request, and at times interviewees felt frustrated by the lack of strategic focus and 
planning which could often cause additional workload

‘I think the frustration that certainly I have, and I know colleagues have, is that you get involved in 
an awful lot of detail and I think, certainly from my experience senior leaderships teams in certain 
settings get too involved in the details and I think that is where the frustration is. So, rather than 

focusing on the strategic, the leading, the driving, you can get very bogged down in broken 
projectors bulbs and temperatures of rooms and that sort of thing...’

Capacity, workload and resilience
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There were also many examples of how interviewees had worked to assert and embed strategic 
thinking at senior leadership level which, although not always successful, appeared in conversations 
as an on-going development of their own roles.

‘When I took my role, it was a bursar role and operational. Within 6 months I knew that if I was 
going to get involved in various support services across the school and make improvements, I 

realised that I couldn’t do that and do the operational role so I went to the Head to ask for 
additional support so I could delegate and look more at the strategic stuff ...and we restructured.’

It was felt by many interviewees that there was unlikely to be an influx of new funding or support to 
schools, and that pressures from reforms were unlikely to ease, and so many felt the answer to their 
workload issues were to be assertive in managing themselves, encouraging increased strategic 
planning and to be innovative and creative in school, especially as expectations on schools to 
self-manage increase.

‘...you need to manage your own workload and be quite innovative and generate money back into 
a structure that can support you and the school. This adds to workload but ultimately it will pay off 

for the school if you are more enterprising.’

Overall, despite a sense of change-fatigue from constant reforms and the concern around workload 
sustainability, all interviewees accepted that a high workload was a part of the SBP role. However, 
the growing risk to the sustainability and well-being of SBPs was highlighted around increasing 
stress and the need for more support. Innovation, creativity and enterprise featured in discussions 
as a n increasing core aspect of SBP work as many spoke of undertaking efficiency savings and 
income generation activities to support their schools. However, it was felt there is a great need to 
have the right structures of support in place to embed enterprising behaviours that can be of 
benefit to schools. Hence, there was a sense that workload issues could improve but with 
recognition that this was only possible if there is understanding across the education sector that 
SBPs are vital and it is important to protect their capacity from reducing further.

Business understanding in schools and the role of head teachers and 
Interviewees that reported a strong alliance with their head teachers spoke of having considerable 
impact and success in their settings, however, those who reported a challenging alliance spoke of 
their struggles to have impact and presented a more negative outlook for the future growth of the 
profession. Where head teachers and SLTs were described as ‘strategic’, forward-thinking’, ‘inclusive’ 
with a strong understanding of business matters and SBP functions, there were stories of impact, 
success, growth and opportunity for the future. Where these elements were lacking, there was 
‘frustration’, ‘concern’, and ‘risk’ to school improvement and structural arrangements.

‘In my new school I am privileged to have inherited a leadership team in the school that recognised 
the importance of business management & strategic leadership and it has increased my confidence 

as a result in carrying out my role’

The alliance between head teachers and school business professionals appeared to be influenced 
by the level of the head teacher’s understanding of school business functions and the potential 
that SBP roles can have in adding value to schools. Indeed, the head teacher role was often cited as 
playing a crucial part in embedding the SBP role into the senior team and influencing the status of 
the role within the SLT.
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‘...a good relationship and support from the head teacher and chair of governors is vital for SBPs’

 ‘...[my role] is completely understood [by SLT].. ‘I sit on the senior leadership team to ensure that 
every decision we make as a school has a business reality or perspective. Otherwise it’s too easy to 

make some decisions in school without having a financial reality check at some point.’

‘Sometimes I do find that meetings have been held and I have thought I really needed to be there 
or put some financial input into it... it doesn’t happen often as I have a good relationship and 

support with the head teacher’

However, despite most interviewees identifying as the senior business professional in their context, 
some were not SLT members and many interviewees reflected on their journey of ‘fighting’ a long 
‘battle’ for acceptance and recognition as a credible member of the SLT. However, as highlighted in 
earlier themes in this section, most interviewees reported challenges of being accepted at a senior 
level, raising tensions around their input being either ‘ignored’, or ‘side-stepped’ or not taken as 
seriously as other SLT colleagues

‘A point of strain, and it’s probably a universal thing, whereby if you are the guy who is having to say 
no, then you become an obstacle and that has changed quite a lot. So I have found myself in the 

last year or two being cut out of discussions. ...that become a source of tension as in ‘he is the guy 
who is going to say no so we won’t ask him.’

 
‘When I hear something has been done and the implications or long-term outcomes of that 

decision have not been considered, ...it’s quite frustrating when procedures, and governance, isn’t 
followed.’

Although all interviewees stated some form of attendance at governors or trustee meetings, this 
was varied from observer roles at full board meetings to advisor roles in committee meetings.
 However, the support of governors and trustees for the school business function was highlighted 
as important by all interviewees. Indeed, several SBPs highlighted how a good partnership between 
the chair of the governing/trustee body, and the lead finance governor, along with a strong alliance 
with the head teacher, can be extremely beneficial for the sustainability and development of the 
school’s vision, and for the development of the SBP role.

 ‘I have good support from the head teacher and what also helps is a good relationship and support 
with the chair of governors’

However, across the different settings the interviewees represented, they all shared their growing 
concerns around increasing accountabilities and the knowledge-base of senior leaders in relation 
to business leadership which was felt to be a key barrier influencing the lack of recognition raised. 
From those who had been in the sector for more than eight years, there were many reflections of 
times when funding was more abundant, local structures were less diverse, and local authorities 
offered more support or were there to ‘bail out’ struggling schools, which was depicted as a stark 
contrast from the current context

‘...it’s only in the last few years that it is really beginning to bite that we haven’t got enough money 
and actually head teachers don’t know how to operate in that environment because they haven’t 

had to operate in that kind of environment before.’ 

...[there’s] an age profile for head teachers whereby they’ve never had to deal with this stuff in their 
career and all of a sudden they are starting to have to deal with business aspects...’
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Particularly, a lack of understanding of strategic financial decision-making, governance, risk 
management and legislative compliance in an increasing climate of accountability were common 
concerns across the interviewees. The five interviewees holding ISBL Fellowship shared 
considerable concerns around the lack of business understanding of senior leaders highlighting it as 
a sector wide risk, particularly in terms of strategic financial leadership, business risk and legislative 
compliance.

‘When I arrived in post [as SBP over 5 years ago], I was quite shocked actually at head teachers 
knowledge of absolutely basic things like HR, public sector finance rules, compliance rules for 

premises ...and I arrived and said ‘you can’t do this, you can’t do that!’ and to start with you are seen 
as a little bit of a handbrake because you are seen as a bit of a bureaucrat, but actually all you are 
trying to do is bring them up to speed with what is actually employment law and what is actually 

health and safety law and that there are certain things that you have to comply with.’

All interviewees spoke of their concerns around the developing state of the sector and the current 
knowledge-base of their senior leadership teams and teachers around school-wide compliance 
matters and felt there were short-comings that needed to be addressed in an increasingly 
self-managed school system.

‘Head teachers haven’t been trained in business management ...I think this is a big failure at middle 
leadership level because you’ll find that when someone gets to head of department level, they’ve 

never had any interaction with the budget and they’ve never had interaction with governors...’

 ‘...you look at head teachers, and I look at my executive head – and as good as a manager and 
leader as he is within his context – he just doesn’t have the experience and the training 

interventions along the way to give him the skillset to understand where we are heading...’

This knowledge-base and training of head teachers was an increasing point of concern for many 
interviewees in relation to large and complex school structures, like MATs

 ‘I wouldn’t presume to question the ability of [the head teacher] to run a secondary school, but 
when you start to get to the proportions of [growing a large MAT], [the head teacher] evidently 

does not know how to run an organisation of that size; he is not familiar with the accountability and 
the structures that will be required...’

This perceived knowledge-gap was felt as often leading to increased worry and concern in-school 
about the sustainability of activities, especially in constrained financial climates, with all participants 
speaking about how much time they spent working on balancing the school budget, but also 
worrying about its sustainability

‘Our budget is very tight and because my principal doesn’t understand the budgetary constraints 
within which we are working and she will make decisions without consulting me... it gets harder and 

harder and it means that for 365 days of the year I now worry about the budget, whether I am in 
school or out of school; I am worrying about the budget all the time and I do not have a principal 

who understands what I am worrying about’.

Despite the stress and worry highlighted around budgeting, most interviewees felt they can 
manage their current duties and presented a sense of confidence in taking on current challenges 
and initiatives. Indeed, all interviewees presenting as agile and adaptable professionals. However, a 
sense of future insecurity presented across the sample to varying degrees with the lack of business 
understanding and recognition of the contribution of the SBP role an underpinning factor.
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‘I think more training for head teachers on the [SBP] role and its impact is needed... there is an 
expectation that you can water down that role across schools and that is can still work and my view 
is that you still need a business manager sitting on the SLT in each school and actually understands 

the working of that school...’

For several interviewees, the tensions around business and its understanding in schools had meant 
a ‘need to be assertive about their involvement’ in decision-making and business leadership in 
school as well as driving the profession forward and challenging barriers. Indeed, despite the 
frustration at school level, several participants spoke of looking externally to their schools to the 
wider profession and their networks. Many accounts of local support, mentoring work and national 
representation were offered by interviewees of how they had bolstered their confidence and sought 
opportunities to grow the wider profession through networking, taking on system-level roles or 
coaching other SBPs. However, the frustration of working with senior leaders who do not 
understand the value and input of SBPs was taking its toll on some interviewees; one Fellow was 
considering leaving the professional after seventeen years and another had taken early retirement 
and spoke of struggling to see the school business profession as a long-term career option for 
younger SBPs.

‘I haven’t got any doubt in my professional ability to be competent in the role, but I think that you 
can’t be competent in isolation and not knowing what the direction and strategy of the trust is, it is 
impossible to do that. ...I have been giving this a lot of thought recently and I think I would possibly 

want to go completely outside of education’

Overall, the role of the head teacher was presented as a key ally to SBPs with a strong partnership 
seen as a vital asset to schools and the growth of the profession. However, experiences were mixed 
with two contrasting stories appearing: the first, a strong partnership resulting in considerable 
in-school impact, contribution and professional growth; and the second, a lack of appreciation, 
recognition and value of the SBP role and the impact it can have, often resulting in frustrations 
around a lack of contribution, stress and worry over job security and the school’s financial health. 
The underpinning factor common between these stories was the level of knowledge and under-
standing of business management functions, the leadership of business and the value of the SBP 
role by SLTs and head teachers. In the experiences offered by the interviewees, the head teacher 
role presented itself as both a key enabler and potential barrier to the professional confidence and 
future growth of SBPs. Head teacher as allies thus appeared as a strong theme, with a strong 
alliance and trusting partnership continually expressed by interviewees as key to the future growth.

Role Development: CPD, qualifications, role models and succession planning
As earlier themes in this section have highlighted, particularly in discussion around reform across 
the sector, the changing nature of SBP roles was a key challenge and concern to the future growth 
of the profession across the interviews. In discussions around increasing accountabilities, local 
structural changes, funding issues and new policy initiatives it was clear that, as new requirements 
develop, school-types in England diversify and local authority support diminishes, this has driven a 
sense of fragmentation across the profession as various SBP roles and specialisms emerge alongside 
the traditional role of the school business manager.

‘There is more diversity of roles now and this means: diversity of needs, diversity of structures, 
diversity of expectations, yet there is still this mindset about the profession and its status across the 

wider education sector’
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It was felt that the lack of status of the profession had influenced a lack of focus and investment 
from policy-makers and the wider education sector on professional development and 
career-pathways for SBPs, which was felt as increasingly necessary given the changing expectations 
placed on schools and the need for sustainable structural arrangements. Although it was 
acknowledged that much work had been done by professional associations in the sector, it was felt 
there was a still long way to go to raise the status of the profession across the sector, with a key role 
for individual SBPs to play within that

‘Information about our roles being circulated through the different channels through things like 
ISBL, ASCL, NAHT but we also need to take responsibility as a profession ourselves don’t we. We 

need to recognise each other [...] we need to support each other and promote the profession...it’s all 
about us helping each other’

‘ISBL have clearly mapped a career pathway and the qualifications you might need to achieve that 
career pathway so that is fine for your high-fliers who are very self-motivated. But what do you do 

with all those other people who are not that motivated to develop themselves, what is the role 
going to be for them in the future? I think, to a degree, individuals have got to take responsibility 

for themselves?’

As noted earlier in theme 6.1, a sense of complacency within the profession was highlighted by 
many interviewees in discussions around the status of the profession, as demotivation, a lack of 
voice, and change-fatigue appeared in discussions. However, many interviewees felt that part of 
journey to raise the status of the profession had to come from within the profession itself, yet many 
interviewees – especially Fellows and those working at a system level – felt there was often a 
confidence issue and a lack of assertiveness to drive this

‘I think there has been a tendency for business professionals to think that somebody else needs to 
solve my problems, somebody else needs to get me on the SLT, somebody else needs to solve the 

fact that they I don’t get paid enough... but what are they doing themselves?’

Despite this concern around complacency, there was great appetite for growth across the 
interviewees as they spoke of their own strategies and how they have sought different 
opportunities to raise the profile of the profession and contribute to its development in-school, 
locally and nationally.

‘...you have to have a vision for your own career development and understand the pathways that are 
open to you; mentoring, case studies and steering groups would be very helpful when reaching a 

career cross-roads’

Tensions around the confidence in challenging school leaders was raised earlier, however, there was 
a strong agreement that the SBP role needs to be a critical friend to colleagues in school by 
assertively and constructively challenging situations, decisions and practices and asking questions

‘Not being afraid to ask the questions, not being afraid to engage support and expertise where you 
know that you need it and then you learn from your experience [...] knowing where your weaknesses 

or lack of knowledge is and making sure you’ve got things in place to support and develop that...’
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Indeed, all interviewees spoke of how they had sought to continually develop themselves no matter 
their career length or amount of experience in schools. Continuous professional development (CPD) 
was a frequent topic, not only highlighted as an opportunity to develop career opportunities, but 
also as a ‘given’ requirement of what constitutes a ‘professional’. Indeed, it was felt by all 
interviewees that the onus must be on professionals to keep learning, sharing and building 
knowledge and furthering the interests of the profession across the sector.

‘You don’t stop learning ... from a CPD perspective, for me, it is about external engagement. My CPD 
is absolutely focused on making sure that I’m not just looking inwards to my organisation. ...For me, 

that is my CPD, so national conferences and local business managers groups...that is really how I 
mostly keep up to speed...’

Networking was especially considered to be a crucial aspect of the SBP role and an increasing core 
part of career-development.

‘...networking gives you confidence as we are in quite isolated in our roles in schools and what is 
happening in your school is happening elsewhere and sharing good practice gives confidence to 

look for solutions to a government agenda, share good practice again’

Indeed, all interviewees, felt that networking and engagement with others across the sector through 
knowledge-sharing platforms, such as local SBP groups and national events, are vital and that all 
SBPs should invest time and resources to further their knowledge, share good practice and give 
voice to debates that can influence structural arrangements and national policy

‘...get out there and see how different kinds of countries and different people and different areas do 
things differently is vital ... it just opens your eyes to managing people so much better.... I think it’s 
important to have that experience... I think the sharing of experiences and good practice, or even 

sharing bad practice, is incredibly worthwhile...’

As the conversations around CPD turned to qualifications, all interviewees held business 
qualifications and/or bespoke school business or finance qualifications, with some considering 
undertaking more. However, in the main, most interviewees felt well-qualified and their CPD efforts 
appeared more focused at maintaining and developing their wider contextual knowledge and 
managing the impact of sector reform in their own settings through networking and 
knowledge-sharing activities

‘As a business manager in a school and it might be isolated but there are quite a framework of 
qualifications behind my role that I can draw on.’

‘CPD... it’s just getting out there. I think that if you just stay in school in your office all day everyday 
then you are not going to develop... you need to get out there and see people, speak to people, not 

just kind of in the schools close by, you need to go much wider than that... the [ISBL] national 
conference, ASCLs national conference... subscriptions…’

Furthermore, it was felt that despite the considerable development of bespoke school business 
management qualifications during the last decade, the momentum feels somewhat lost with the 
diversification of the profession and there was concern that some of the long-standing historic 
qualifications were at risk of being devalued. Current offers around general school business 
management qualifications were also questioned as to whether they would continue to be fit for 
purpose and valued in the future school landscape.
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‘...how the whole professional area is moving, especially with the academic qualifications, is a 
fantastic step. I just hope it continues… and [that] it doesn’t just stop… the previous [C/DSBM] were 
a stepping stone and suddenly that was it, it was done and it was finished… the funding was cut and 

everyone was sort of I expect left as to continue on their way in life with no career path, with no… 
you know - how do I get better at my job.

Across the sample, many felt there was a lean in SBP recruitment towards financial qualifications 
and specialist roles in finance, with all interviewees agreeing that clearer guidance was needed 
around the ‘generalist’ and ‘specialist’ debate with clarification around the different pathways and 
qualifications required across the sector. Indeed, several interviewees felt a sense of uncertainty and 
insecurity in their roles due to their more generalist background and qualification base. This led to 
debates about whether to undertake further qualifications and training as a way to sustain a career 
within the sector and achieve better career-progression

‘There is a part of me that wishes that rather concentrating on school business management 
qualifications that I had actually studied accountancy qualifications because I think in large Trusts 

that seems to be the it’s moving... but what I loved about my job previously was the variety, dealing 
with finance but dealing lots and lots of other things and I don’t know whether for me to go down 

the finance director route is the route I would particularly want to go down at this stage in my 
career. I think it is quite a difficult time for the school business management profession.’

Yet all interviewees, including those more recently joining the sector, felt that contextual experience 
was extremely valuable and those that identified as specialists, mostly in finance, recognised their 
own knowledge-gap and need to upskill as they became exposed to the other school business 
functions, with some speaking of the work they had needed to do to increase their knowledge-base 
around health and safety, premises matters and people management

‘...It’s the site side of stuff, the health and safety, that has been hard and that’s just because I don’t 
have experience in it so it is a lot harder for me to understand. If I don’t have experience, you don’t 
know what you don’t know. So, when you feel more responsible for something you feel a lot more 

vulnerable.’

Indeed, there was debate across most interviews around the growing diversity of the sector and the 
transferability of SBPs between contexts, school-types and phases, including between England and 
Wales

‘...the gulf is really growing I think, some aspects of the job – certainly for people who did this job in 
Wales before – the skills you had could transfer to any school whereas now it would be very difficult 

for somebody to go from a Welsh school to an English school in the academy sector as it’s just a 
different ball game really.’

Hence, there was considerable consensus of the unique nature of the school context and the need 
for bespoke and contextual forms of professional development. This was felt to be important 
alongside qualifications that were transferable and sustainable as well as understood and valued by 
the entire sector and the school leaders who are recruiting SBPs as many felt that finance 
qualifications were now preference yet only covered part of the role in many cases. Qualifications 
were also felt to be privileged over contextual experience, yet all interviewees felt this was not 
necessarily a positive way forward for the sector as both were seen as equally important.
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‘‘...being a school business manager has a certain skillset that is probably developed… I certainly 
haven’t got it as I never developed through that role from receptionist to administrator to school 

business manager. More schools look for professionally qualified as opposed to experienced 
individuals who have gone through from floor-up, so you will lose that something that makes 

schools what they are…’

Furthermore, all interviewees spoke of the considerable people management responsibilities they 
had within their settings and all were line managers of other staff, ranging from small teams to a 
large and varied workforce across multiple schools. This was raised as a particularly important area 
of development in uncertain times as funding cuts, structural changes and local authority change 
was impacting on workforce relations, redundancies, staff expectations and conflict

‘there is a lot of conflict in the central services team due to bringing so many different people in 
different schools together and to manage a transition like that requires excellent conflict resolution 
and people management skills; I am having to negotiate conflicting expectations and demands and 

more and more time is spent on managing people problems...’

As many interviewees raised increasing complexities in people management, it was highlighted that 
CPD and training was needed to help SBPs at all levels develop and improve people management 
and leadership skills, along with conflict resolution, and training to develop resilience and 
assertiveness.

‘I have had to work on being firmer and more assertive, but I need to be more resilient with it – with 
the emotional side of managing people – I need to develop my people leadership skills’

‘...I don’t necessarily see anything in [SBP articles] that talks about managing people and... I can’t 
think about a recent article, that talks about managing people...’

However, despite their concerns and fears around the uncertainty facing the profession, all 
interviewees felt that the profession has a great deal to offer to the sector and there was a 
considerable appetite for more strategic involvement present across interviews. This was in 
addition to a desire to contribute to development and change within their settings and to wider 
sector debates. The importance of role-modelling and succession planning across the profession 
were also highlighted throughout the interviews as an important but often under-emphasised area 
of work for SBPs, particularly in the context of discussions that featured concerns around increasing 
accountability, workload, breadth of knowledge, stress-levels and the need for professional 
increasing resilience and a focus on well-being

‘I don’t have natural successors ...the interesting thought is: do I make my role look attractive? Do 
people that I work with only see the really long hours and think [I am] always stressed...’
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Indeed, in terms of succession planning, there was a debate as to whether the school business 
profession is the sort of career that others might consider or aspire to as a career choice. 
Questions were raised around how it can be promoted as a long-term option for those who come 
into entry-level roles in schools and develop through the school to a senior level, in addition to 
those entering a ‘second career’ as specialists or generalist from other sectors. Furthermore, as 
there were concerns that the profession is under-valued, role-modelling a variety of SBP roles, 
functions and contexts was thus felt an important part of raising the profile and status of the 
profession at all levels to inspire professionals to consider different pathways for their own career 
development as well as create opportunities for individuals to mentor and coach others

‘... peer trust and the recognition of your work from those in your sector encourages confidence 
and allows greater opportunity to share what you are doing and to help others’

Wider knowledge-sharing platforms and networking events for a range of school leaders without 
segregation between teachers and SBP were also felt to be key strategies to improve 
professional status, confidence and growth. It was also strongly felt by most participants that the 
profession needs to invest in mentoring schemes and coaching networks, with much reference to 
the importance of Fellowship, the need to increase the number of Fellows and a focus on schemes 
that help to coach SBPs towards Fellowship. Indeed, ISBL Fellowship was seen by all interviewees as 
a key enabler to the growth of wider profession through advocacy and sector-level work in addition 
to supporting other SBP with career development.

Overall, the diversification of the school landscape and policy reforms were felt to be creating a 
variety of roles and needs across the profession. This presented challenges around career-pathways, 
CPD and qualifications and their credibility and transferability across the school sector. The need 
to specialise or not and the future of the generalist role were highly debated, and it was felt more 
clarification and support was needed by policy-makers and professional associations to map out 
career pathways and routes and embed the value of existing qualifications and experience levels 
as well as advocate for new developments. However, a key role for individual SBPs was strongly 
highlighted with much to be achieved through local and national networking and participating in 
knowledge-sharing platforms, mentoring programmes and role-modelling professional standards 
and values.
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6.3 Summary: Professional confidence and purpose in challenging times
Challenges to the profession and its future growth was raised by all interviewees. This included 
concerns with the status of the profession across the school sector due to continuing struggles 
around the value of SBP voice, and credibility in school despite the considerable experience, 
qualifications and expertise held by interviewees. There were also considerable concerns around the 
increasing diversification of the profession under policy reform, structural developments, funding 
cuts and the growing expectations on schools to self-manage yet a lack of recognition to how this 
is influencing business leadership at school level and the role of SBP as workloads increase, 
structures change, and accountabilities grow.

Furthermore, inconsistencies in the level of business understanding in schools and the recognition 
of the contribution of SBPs was also an increasing concern with all interviewees highlighting the 
importance of the Head teacher role as an ally in enabling SBP impact and contribution. However, 
yet a mix of positive and negative experiences were offered around the inclusion and value of SBP 
roles and their input in schools, especially at leadership level. Role development was also a 
challenge to the growth of the profession as interviewees highlighted concerns around the
availability and accessibility of CPD and the transferability of qualifications across contexts, raising 
the need for role models, mentors and an increased focus on career pathways and succession 
planning the wake of sector reform.

‘Professional confidence …is knowing that you are contributing and that you are having an impact 
and influence on the education setting - and you know you are having an impact - you’ve got the 

knowledge, you’ve got the skills, you can make a difference and I think it’s having that drive to move 
it forward and not sit around... and If you feel strongly about something you usually are right and it 

is having that confidence to keep on that journey’

Despite all of the challenges presented by interviewees, most presented with great confidence in 
their professional capability. However, they all shared a range of concerns for the future around their 
capacity and ability to grow and develop in such uncertain times. Although the impact of the 
challenges they highlighted had influenced some interviewees perceptions of the profession as a 
long-term option, generally, there was considerable passion for the growth of the profession and 
the contribution that it makes to schools

‘We can do the best things in the world, but if the children don’t see or feel the impact of what we 
do then it’s pretty pointless doing it. ...in reality that’s what we are all here for, regardless of what 

role you play...’

 ‘It is a great job because you are working with children at the end of the day ...children are benefit-
ing from your work and actions even if you aren’t on the ‘frontline’ so to speak.’

Indeed, all interviewees spoke of the purpose and impact of their roles, which often highlighted the 
unique contribution and increasing potential that the profession has as a key player in the 
developing education landscape

 ‘I love the fact that, although I don’t directly change what happens in children’s lives, but that what 
I do in the background does change children’s lives.’
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