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SOCIAL LEADERSHIP IN EARLY YEARS 

Why might Social Leadership be helpful in improving Early Years (EY) provision? 

 

We argue that the theory of Social Leadership might be helpful in improving EY provision on 

the basis of three key factors:  

1. EY provision is an essential part of working towards social justice in any society  

2. EY provision faces many day-to-day operational challenges, including difficulties with 

recruitment, retention and staff wellbeing  

3. Embedding a strong sense of social purpose at the heart of EY provision (through the 

Social Leadership approach) may support the sector’s contribution to social justice 

while also enabling it to overcome day-to-day operational challenges.  

Each of these factors is explored in some more detail below.  

 

EY provision is an essential part of working towards social justice in any society 

Evidence from multiple bodies of literature, including psychology, sociology and 
neuroscience all support the significance of early experiences in a child’s life. EY provision is 

therefore not just providing 
parents with the opportunity 
to go out to work, it is about 
helping to set the lives of 
children on particular courses 
– courses that either reinforce 
existing social inequalities or 
challenge them. Excellent EY 
provision, whether through 
nurseries or childminders, is 
therefore key to improving 
social mobility and achieving 
social justice.  

 

EY provision faces many day-to-day operational challenges, including difficulties with 
recruitment, retention and staff wellbeing  

As a result of frequent policy and funding changes, EY providers have to adapt constantly. 
There are frequent changes in:  

 Qualifications and training pathways for those working in the sector 

 The extent to which different types of provision (voluntary, statutory, hybrid and 
private organisations) feature in the sector 

 Funding for EY provision and how this is distributed  
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As well as these changes to the sector overall, the conditions of work encountered by EY 
staff are typically a source of disgruntlement and concern. Most staff in nurseries work long 
hours and receive poor remuneration. Linked to this, managers struggle with issues around 
the recruitment and retention of staff with the necessary attributes and training to excel in 
their work with children.  

 
Embedding a strong sense of social purpose at the heart of EY provision (through the 

Social Leadership approach) may support the sector’s contribution to social justice while 

also enabling it to overcome day-to-day operational challenges 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Given the context described above, we need to apply theoretical frameworks that address 
recruitment, retention, the improvement of working conditions, and the adaptability of 
organisations to change. But we also need theory to help position these operational 
challenges in relation to a strong sense of social purpose. Certainly we require an optimistic 
outlook that moves us away from ‘collective impotence’ (Bauman, 1999, p. 2) and moves us 
towards ‘courageous leadership’ (Long, Souto-Manning & Vasquez, 2016) capable of 
changing the world for the better.   

Although the theory of Social Leadership comes from the world of business – and there is 
understandable scepticism among EY academics about applying business models within the 
sector (e.g. Osgood, 2004) – we are interested in the possibility that Social Leadership 
models might help EY leaders to think differently about some of the major operational 
challenges they face, while also offering a framework for bringing social purpose and 
passion to the fore of what they do. What if rather than seeing social purpose as a ‘nice add-
on’ for a few ‘special’ nurseries, we saw it as the central force in creating EY organisations 
that meet the operational challenges of the current context?  
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