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Abstract

The early childhood education (ECE) workforce plays a key role in promoting early childhood development by their interac-
tions with young children during formative years. However, the inherent demands of the profession and the work conditions
within ECE settings affect job satisfaction and overall health and well-being. This study applied the Job Demands-Resources
Model (JD-R) and administered a cross-sectional survey (n=137) to examine disparities in personal and external demands
and resources that may impact job satisfaction and turnover rates among ECE staff who provide care for preschool children
(3-5 years of age). ECE staff reported higher levels of personal demands, including depression and perceived stress, and
external demands, including workload and staffing concerns, compared to the national workforce (all p <.01). The data also
illustrated disparities related to resource access; ECE staff reported lower levels of personal resources, including mindful-
ness, and less access to external resources including safety climate, resource adequacy, role clarity, respect, and management
relationships (all p <.01). Only 34% of ECE staff reported being very satisfied with their work compared to 49% of the
national workforce (p <.01). External resources were significantly and positively associated with job satisfaction (B=.09,
p <.01). These findings suggest that ECE staff experience significantly higher demands and have access to significantly fewer

resources in the workplace, and that bolstering job-related resources may translate to increased job satisfaction.
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Introduction

The early childhood years are a time of rapid growth and
development for most fundamental skills. During these criti-
cal years, children develop the cognitive, language, motor,
and social-emotional skills necessary to support a productive
and happy life (O’Connor et al. 2018; Shonkoff 2010). The
early childhood workforce plays a key role in promoting the
development of these skills through their interactions with
young children in their care during these formative years
and by constructing environments that foster the healthy
development of children in early childcare education (ECE)
settings (Whitebook et al. 2016). The mental and physical
health of ECE staff (e.g., lead teachers, assistant teachers,
directors, administrators, family support staff) can either

< Charlotte V. Farewell
charlotte.farewell @ cuanschutz.edu

Rocky Mountain Prevention Research Center, Colorado
School of Public Health, 13001 East 17th Place | Building
500 Rm E3353 |, Aurora, CO 80045, USA

enhance or limit the interpersonal and physical engagement
that staff have with the children in their care, which then
impacts the children’s overall development. Despite the
importance of the health and well-being of those responsi-
ble for providing safe, stable, and nurturing environments
for children, it is often overlooked.

Working in ECE settings is stressful. The inherent
demands of the profession and the work conditions within
ECE settings affect staff’s psychological, emotional and
physical health and well-being. Demands of the early child-
care workforce, specifically those who care for children aged
3-5 years of age, include: low pay (the average yearly sal-
ary for an early educator is $21,000 USD) (Linnan et al.
2017), poor working conditions, including long hours, high
job demands (especially among directors and administra-
tors), and low job control (with teachers and classroom
workers reporting the lowest levels of job control) (Linnan
et al. 2017). Additionally, ECE staff are at increased risk of
infectious diseases due to close proximity to children who
have less developed immune systems; increased risk of
injury and falls due to lifting and moving children regularly;
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and increased risk of encountering environmental hazards,
such as toxic cleaning materials and art supplies (Shuai
et al. 2014). A systematic review of 30 nationwide studies
found that these challenging work conditions are related to
a high risk for injuries and other occupational hazards, as
well as adverse effects on workers’ psychological, emotional,
and physical health (Bright and Calabro 1999; Cumming
2017; Gratz et al. 2002). The unfavorable work conditions
in ECE settings play a role in the fact that ECE staff are
disproportionately impacted by chronic mental and physi-
cal health conditions. For example, ECE staff have a higher
prevalence of being overweight, obesity, heart disease and
diabetes compared to the general population (Linnan et al.
2017; Sharma et al. 2013; Whitaker et al. 2013).

The national staff turnover rate for early educators is
between 24 and 40% annually in the United States (Toten-
hagen et al. 2016). Although poor compensation and lack of
benefits have been cited as reasons for high turnover among
ECE staff, studies have found that compensation alone is
not an indicator of turnover and job satisfaction (Torquati
et al. 2007; Wells 2015). Poor compensation coupled with
external factors relating directly to the work environment,
such as stressful demands and poor working conditions,
may be predictors of job dissatisfaction and turnover rates
(Torquati et al. 2007). For ECE staff working in Head Start
settings, a federally funded preschool program in the United
States which provides free care to low-income families with
children 3-5 years of age, the demands may be particularly
significant. Children in Head Start settings experience dis-
proportionately high numbers of adverse early childhood
experiences (ACEs), compared to the broader population
of young children 3-5 years of age in the US. For example,
one study found that among a sample of 628 preschool-aged
children enrolled in Head Start, 63% of parents reported that
they experienced three or more ACEs and 40% of these chil-
dren had already experienced three or more ACEs (Blodgett
2014). Given the additional challenges of working with this
high need population, it is critical to understand how the
demands and resources faced by this sample of ECE staff
compare to the national workforce.

The authors applied the Job Demands-Resources Model
(JD-R) to examine demands and resources that may impact
job satisfaction among ECE staff serving Head Start pop-
ulations. The JD-R model is used in occupational stress
research to predict employee satisfaction, burnout and
turnover in demanding professions (Bakker and Demerouti
2017). This model examines personal and external factors
that relate to work demands and work resources, which
may impact overall job satisfaction, turnover and burn-out
(Dicke et al. 2018). Demands can include personal factors,
such as poor mental health, and external factors including
workload, staffing-related issues, and job stress. Resources
are positive factors that help support job satisfaction and
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may mitigate turnover. Personal resources include mindful-
ness and resiliency, whereas external resources include role
clarity, supervisory support, and respect. The JD-R model
theorizes that poor job satisfaction and high burnout and
turnover results from a lack of balance between these two
categories (Bakker and Demerouti 2017; Demerouti et al.
2001). Figure 1 displays the application of the JD-R model
and personal and external factors that are hypothesized to
impact job satisfaction and turnover rates among ECE staff
serving Head Start populations. This purpose of this study
was to explore personal and external demands and resources
that were related to the unique needs of the ECE population,
compare these data to normative samples, and investigate
how these demands and resources may impact job satisfac-
tion. Findings may be used to inform strategies and poli-
cies to mitigate poor job satisfaction and high turnover rates
experienced by ECE staff.

Materials and Methods
Participants

All ECE staff employed at Head Start-funded ECE centers
that had established previous partnerships with the Culture
of Wellness in Preschools (COWP) program were eligible
to participate. Researchers at a large public university in the
United States developed the COWP program in 2012. The
goals of the multi-level, multi-component intervention are
to increase fruit and vegetable consumption and the physi-
cal activity of preschool-aged children and their families.
As of 2019, the COWP program had been implemented in
150 ECE centers serving roughly 48,000 low-income chil-
dren and their caregivers in 14 counties in Colorado. The
research team invited all ECE staff (e.g., teachers, directors,
administrators, family support staff) who worked at Head
Start-funded ECE centers in three urban counties in Colo-
rado (n="77 ECE centers) to participate in an online survey
to understand the demands and resources faced by ECE staff
who serve high-need populations. The research team gath-
ered eligible participants’ emails from existing contacts or
ECE directors.

Procedure

The Colorado Multiple Institutional Review Board
(COMIRB) approved all procedures involved in this study.
Participation was voluntary and data was kept confidential.
According to the IRB, individual informed consent was not
required for this study. In September of 2019, the research
team sent an information sheet electronically to ECE direc-
tors of all eligible Head Start centers. This sheet noted that
participation in the study was voluntary, that by answering
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Fig. 1 Conceptual model depicting the application of the Job-Demands Resources Model to personal and external demands and resources that
may impact job satisfaction and turnover rates among the Early Childhood Education workforce

the questionnaires consent was given, and that individual
responses would be kept confidential and not shared with
anyone other than key research personnel. Directors shared
this information sheet with their staff.

Participants received an email invitation with a link to
the electronic survey via REDCap in October of 2019.
REDcap is a secure web-based platform for building and
managing online databases and surveys approved by the
COMIRB (funded by NIH/NCRR Colorado CTSI Grant
Number UL1 TR002535) (Harris et al. 2009). Eligible
participants received a total of four emails (one initial
invitation and 3 subsequent reminders). The survey was
enabled for data collection for a total of 3 weeks (October
4, 2019-October 25, 2019). The initial scheduled time-
frame for survey participation was 22 weeks. However,
researchers provided an extension of 1 week to increase
participation rates. The survey took approximately 10 min
to complete. Participants received an incentive of a $10

Target gift card, which was delivered electronically within
a month of survey completion.

Researchers sent email invitations with links to the
electronic survey to 302 eligible ECE staff. Of these invi-
tations sent, 140 surveys were completed. Researchers
excluded three duplicate surveys from the sample. This
resulted in a final analytic sample of 137 ECE staff surveys
(45%) from preschools representing 32 Head Start-funded
ECE centers in three urban counties in Colorado.

Instruments

Multiple validated tools described below were included
in the survey to assess personal and external demands and
resources that may impact job satisfaction among ECE
staff.
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Personal Factors (Demands and Resources)

Personal demands were evaluated using two measures
including the: (1) Cohen Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) and
(2) Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-8). The Cohen PSS
is a validated tool and is designed to measure “the degree
to which situations in one’s life are appraised as stressful”
(Cohen et al. 1983). The PSS consists of 10 questions meas-
ured with a 5-item likert scale. Example questions include,
“In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and
“stressed?” and “In the last month, how often have you
felt confident about your ability to handle your personal
problems?” The Patient Health Questionnaire-8 is a brief
measure of depression. Using a cutoff score of > 10, the
PHQ-8 has a sensitivity of 70% and a specificity of 98% in
the general population for any depressive disorder (Kroenke
et al. 2009). Sample questions include, “How often during
the past 2 weeks were you bothered by little interest or
pleasure in doing things.” Personal resources were evalu-
ated using two measures including the: (1) Brief Resilience
Scale (BRS), and (2) Mindfulness Attention Awareness
Scale (MAAS-5). The BRS is a 6-item reliable and valid
tool for assessing resilience as the ability to bounce back or
recover from stress (Smith et al. 2008). Sample questions
include, “I tend to bounce back quickly after hard times”
and “I have a hard time making it through stressful events.”
Finally, the MAAS-5 is a tool that includes 5-items related
to mindfulness and shows high internal validity (MacKillop
and Anderson 2007; Osman et al. 2016). This tool asks how
frequently or infrequently they currently have each experi-
ence such as, “It seems I am “running on automatic, without
much awareness of what I’'m doing”.

External Factors (Demands and Resources)

The Quality of Worklife (QWL) module was originally
developed as a special section of the General Social Sur-
vey (GSS) which is administered through the National Data
Program for Social Sciences at the University of Chicago
(Quality of Worklife Questionnaire 2018). Researchers
selected 20 items out of a total of 76 from the QWL module
for this survey based on the relevance of the questions to
demands and resources faced by the ECE workforce. Con-
structs assessed included 3-single item constructs related to
demands (workload, job stress, staffing) and 8-single item
constructs related to resources (safety climate, supervisory
behavior, role clarity, resource adequacy teamwork, respect,
trust, management relationship). All 76 questions from the
QWL module were not included in the survey because of
limited time and incentives available for survey completion,
as well as limited relevance to the ECE workforce.
Worklife satisfaction was also assessed via the QWL
question: “All in all, how satisfied would you say you are
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with your job?”” Reponses were collected on a 3-item Likert
scale (not satisfied, somewhat satisfied, very satisfied) and
were dichotomized for regression analyses [not satisfied or
somewhat satisfied (0), very satisfied (1)].

Covariates

The following demographic variables were included in the
regression models: Ethnicity [not Hispanic (0), Hispanic
(1)], education level [some college or less (0), college degree
(1)], and supervisory status [no (0), yes (1)]. Race and gen-
der were not included in the models due to a lack of variation
within the sample (75% white, 92% under 59 years of age).

Data Analysis

Researchers exported data from REDCap into SPSS version
25 for analyses (IBM SPSS Inc. 2012). First, the authors
ran univariate and bivariate analyses. Two-proportion
z-tests were used to compare the sample responses (%) with
responses from the 2018 GSS national sample (national
workforce) for the survey items that relate to external
demands and resources (QWL survey). Two proportion
z-tests (%s) and independent sample z-tests (mean and stand-
ard deviations) were run to compare these data with nation-
ally available normative data related to personal demands
and resources (e.g., PHQ-8, BRS). The demographics of
these normative samples vary due to the different normed
scales currently available in the literature, Therefore, the
comparisons should be interpreted cautiously. Alpha (@) was
setat 0.01. A more conservative correction (e.g. Bonferroni)
was not utilized to account for multiple comparisons because
of the exploratory nature of this pilot study (Vasilopoulos
et al. 2016).

To test the JD-R model, the authors ran two mixed-
effects logistic regression models. The first model included
a random ECE center effect to account for the clustering of
associations between demands and resources (independent
variables) and job satisfaction (dependent variable) among
ECE staff within centers (Interclass Correlation Coefficients
(ICC)=.13). First, personal demands (composite score of
PHQ-8 and PSS; m=22.06; SD=10.35; Range =1-49;
Cronbach’s a=.80), external demands (composite score
of 3-items; m=6.38; SD=1.69; Range =3-11; Cronbach’s
a=.62), personal resources (BRS and MAAS-5; m=37.72;
SD=7.39; Range =17-55; Cronbach’s a=.51) and external
resources (composite score of 8-items; m=32.44; SD=3.89;
Range =23-40; Cronbach’s a=.81) were included in the
model, controlling for covariates. Next, centered interaction
terms between personal demands and resources and external
demands and resources were added as potential moderators
to assess if resources buffered associations between demands
and job satisfaction.
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Results

Table 1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of the
analytic sample, comprised of the 137 ECE staff members
who completed the survey. Within the analytic sample, 52%
of respondents served in supervisory roles. Approximately
a third (35%) of respondents identified as Hispanic/Latino,
75% identified as white, 92% were between the ages of 18
and 59 years of age, and 70% of respondents possessed col-
lege degrees.

Table 2 displays (1) personal and external demands and
resources and (2) overall job satisfaction among this analytic
sample and nationally available normative data.

Demands

ECE staff reported higher levels of personal demands com-
pared to nationally representative data. For example, in this
sample, ECE staff scored higher on both the PHQ-8 and the
PSS compared to the normative samples (Cohen et al. 1994;
Kroenke et al. 2009); 20% of ECE staff reported experienc-
ing moderate or moderately severe depression compared to
8% of the national sample (z=— 4.6, p<.01) and on average,
ECE staff scored 16.7 (SD=6.5) for perceived stress, which
is significantly higher than the national average (m=13.7,
SD=6.6; t (2522)=5.2, p<.01). ECE staff also reported
significantly higher external demands, including workload

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of ECE staff included in ana-
lytical sample (n=137)

Variable n (%)
Supervisor

Yes 65 (51.5)

No 69 (48.5)
Age

18-59 years 119 (92.2)

60+ years 10 (7.8)
Race

White 103 (75)

Black 13 (9.5)

American Indian or Native American 6(4.4)

Asian 5(3.6)

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 1(1.0)
Ethnicity

Hispanic 45 (35.2)

Non-Hispanic 83 (60.6)
Education

High school graduate 5(3.9)

Some college 34 (26.3)

College graduate 90 (69.8)

and staffing concerns, compared to the national workforce.
Approximately two-thirds (62%) of ECE staff agreed or
strongly agreed with the statement, “I have too much work
to do everything well” compared to 35% within the national
sample (z=— 6.5, p<0.01). Additionally, the majority of
ECE staff (82%) felt there were always, sometimes, or often
not enough people or staff to get all the work done compared
to 61.0% within the national sample (z=- 5.0, p<.01).
However, responses related to job stress, or feeling used up
at the end of the day, were not significantly different between
these two groups (z=1.9, p=.06).

Resources

Personal resources that may support job satisfaction of
ECE staff were assessed in this sample. On average, ECE
staff scored 3.6 (SD=0.7) on resiliency compared to nor-
mative data who scored 3.7 (SD=0.7) although these dif-
ferences were not statistically significant (¢ (979)=1.8,
p=.07). This sample also reported significantly lower lev-
els of mindfulness (m=3.2, SD=1.2) compared to norma-
tive data (m=4.0, SD=1.0) (¢ (1043)=7.9, p<.01). ECE
staff reported significantly less access to specific external
resources, including safety climate, resource adequacy, role
clarity, respect, and management relationship, compared to
the national workforce. For example, ECE staff were less
likely to describe the safety and health conditions of their
workplace as good (z=3.2, p<.01), were less likely to
report that conditions in their job allow them to be as pro-
ductive as they could be (z=— 5.7, p<.01), were less likely
to know exactly what is expected of them at work (z=4.6,
p<.01), and were less likely to report that at the place where
they work, they are treated with respect (z=3.4, p<.01)
compared to the national workforce.

Job Satisfaction

These data suggest that there are differences in overall
job satisfaction between this sample of ECE staft and the
national workforce. Only 34% of ECE staff reported being
very satisfied with their work compared to 49% of the
national workforce (z=3.5, p<.01). Notably, in both sam-
ples less than 50% of survey respondents report being very
satisfied with their jobs.

Table 3 presents results from the mixed-effects logis-
tic regression models. Model 1 examined the association
between demands, resources and job satisfaction after adjust-
ment for the fixed effects of ethnicity, education, and super-
vision status, and the random effect of ECE center. Personal
and external demands were not significantly associated with
job satisfaction, holding all other variables in the model con-
stant (p=.99, p=.51, respectively). However, for each one
unit increase in personal and external resources, individuals
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Table 2 Demands and resources among a sample of Head Start-employed early childhood education staff and nationally-representative samples

Constructs Survey item ECE staft (n=137) National sample+ z Score (%) or p value
t-test (m(SD))

Demands
Personal factors

M (SD) M (SD)

Mental health Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 16.7 (6.5) 13.7 (6.6) 5.2 .00
% PHQ-8 Score> 10

Mental health Patient Health Questionnaire Depres- 19.7 8.6 —-4.6 .00

sion Tool (PHQ-8)
External factors
% agree or strongly agree

Workload I have too much work to do every- 62.0 35.0 - 6.5 .00
thing well
% very often or often
Job stress In the past month, how often have 43.8 36.0 1.9 .06
you felt used up at the end of the
day?

% always, often or sometimes

Staffing How often are there not enough peo- 81.8 61.0 -5.0 .00
ple or staff to get all the work done?

Resources

Personal factors

M (SD) M (SD)
Resiliency Brief Resilience Scale (BRS) 3.6 (0.7) 3.7(0.7) 1.8 .07
Mindfulness Mindful Attention Awareness Scale 3.2 (1.2) 4.0 (1.0) 7.9 .00

(MAAS)
External factors
% agree or strongly agree

Safety climate The safety and health conditions 89.0 95.0 32 .00
where I work are good

Supervisory behavior The place where I work is run in a 69.4 78.0 2.4 .02
smooth and effective manner

Resource adequacy Conditions in my job allow me to be  72.2 88.0 -5.7 .00
as productive as I could be

% always, often or sometimes

Role clarity On my job, I know exactly what is 86.2 95.0 4.6 .00
expected of me

Teamwork How often do you take part with 81.7 75.0 -1.8 .07
others in making decisions that
affect you?

Respect At the place where I work, I am 854 93.0 34 .00
treated with respect

Trust I trust the management at the place ~ 78.1 82.0 1.2 24

where I work
% very good or quite good

Management relationship In general, how would you describe ~ 57.0 71.0 -3.6 .00
the relations in your workplace
between management and employ-
ees?
Overall job satisfaction
% very satisfied

Job satisfaction 34.3 49.0 3.5 0.00

+ Sample sizes: 2387 [PSS (Cohen et al. 1994)]; 198,678 [PHQ-8 (Kroenke et al. 2009)]; 908 [MAAS (Osman et al. 2016)]; 844 [BRS (Smith
et al. 2008)]; and QWL constructs [range from 5876 to 8994 depending on question (Smith et al. 2019)]
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Table 3_ Mixed-effects logistic Characteristic QOdds ratio 95% CI
regression model of factors
related to job satisfaction of Lower limit Upper limit
ECE staff (n=137)
Model 1
Personal demands .99 .94 1.07
External demands .89 .62 1.27
Personal resources 1.10% 1.01 1.20
External resources .57 1.26 1.94
Ethnicity
Not Hispanic - - -
Hispanic 1.26 .39 4.02
Education level
College graduate - - -
Some college 12 21 247
Supervisor
Yes - - -
No 1.38 .50 3.82
Model 2
Personal demands*personal resources 1.00 .99 1.01
External demands*external resources .99 .88 1.13
*p<.05
**p<.01

are 1.10 times and 1.57 times more likely to report that they
were very satisfied with their jobs (OR 1.10, 95% CI11.01,
1.20, p=.04; OR 1.57, CI1.26, 1.94, p <.01), respectively,
holding all other variables in the model constant. Model
2 examined whether the association between demands and
job satisfaction varied by personal and external resources.
Neither personal nor external resources significantly moder-
ated the direct relationships between personal and external
demands and job satisfaction (both p > .45).

Discussion

This study is the first, to the authors knowledge, to investi-
gate how personal and external demands and resources faced
by ECE staff who serve Head Start populations compare to
normative samples (personal demands and resources) and
the national workforce (external demands and resources).
Framing this study using the JD-R model is novel and
highlights the resources and demands that may contribute
to the poor job satisfaction, turnover, and burnout experi-
enced by this high-need population (Demerouti et al. 2001).
Although the JD-R model has been applied to teachers in
secondary school settings, application of this model for ECE
staff is particularly innovative (Bakker et al. 2007). Over-
whelmingly, these findings suggest that ECE staff experience
significantly higher demands and have access to significantly
fewer resources in the workplace. This imbalance may trans-
late to poor job satisfaction, high turnover and burnout rates,

and significant health disparities (Bakker and Demerouti
2017; Bauer et al. 2014). Mixed-effects models that applied
the JD-R model to these data suggest that personal and exter-
nal resources may have a larger impact on job satisfaction
compared to personal and external demands among ECE
staff. Personal and external resources, such as resilience
and being treated with respect, positively and significantly
impacted job satisfaction.

ECE staff within this sample reported significantly
higher demands compared to normative samples (personal
demands) and the national workforce (external demands).
Personal demands, including depression and perceived
stress, were significantly higher among ECE staff. For
example, reported rates of depression in this sample were
2.3 times higher compared to nationally available normative
data. These findings align with past studies that have found
that the rates of depression among ECE staff are three times
the national average (36% vs. 12% clinically depressed)
(Linnan et al. 2017). Additionally, perceived stress has
been found to be negatively correlated with work satisfac-
tion among preschool teachers (Lee and Quek 2018). These
personal demands may have detrimental impacts on the qual-
ity of care provided to children in ECE settings (Cumming
2017; Gratz et al. 2002; Lee and Quek 2018; Linnan et al.
2017).

This sample of ECE staff also experienced disparities
related to external demands. ECE staff reported signifi-
cantly higher workload and staffing concerns compared to
the national workforce. In a recent study, researchers applied
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the JD-R model to examine demands among early-career
teachers teaching in primary and high school settings in Fin-
land (n=2038) (Dicke et al. 2018). Results found that high
external job demands associated with teaching include work
overload and a poor physical work environment. Another
study, which similarly highlights this demand in the teaching
profession, reported that higher job satisfaction among pre-
school teachers was associated with lower teacher-to-child
ratios (Lee and Quek 2018). These studies support the iden-
tified external demands experienced by this sample of ECE
staff; however, the findings from this sample suggest that
these demands may not significantly impact job satisfaction,
and potentially turnover rates, among ECE staff.

Personal resources, including resilience and mindfulness,
varied between ECE staff and normative samples. Although
resilience ratings were comparable between the two groups,
reported mindfulness was significantly lower among ECE
staff compared to normative data. A past study found that
higher reported mindfulness of Head Start-funded preschool
teachers was associated with lower depressive symptoms,
as well as higher quality relationships with children in their
care (Becker et al. 2017). A study by Garner et al. (2018)
also found that an increase in mindfulness of ECE teachers
resulted in an increase in emotional well-being and job satis-
faction. Findings from this study suggest that there is a need
to bolster mindfulness and resilience supports for this sector
of the workforce to promote the job satisfaction of ECE staff
and positively impact the children in their care.

This study also identified significant disparities in access
to external resources, including safety climate, resource
adequacy, role clarity, respect, and management relation-
ships among ECE staff compared to the national workforce.
Among preschool teachers, resource adequacy has been
identified as a key job resource that contributes to overall
job satisfaction. One study found that when teachers per-
ceive more adequate resources in their work environments,
they are statistically significantly more satisfied with their
job (Lee and Quek 2018). Additionally, management rela-
tionship has been found to be strongly associated with job
satisfaction among preschool teachers. Relationships with
colleagues and management, including communication
with supervisors, has been identified as a critical resource
to promote job satisfaction among ECE staff (Aldridge and
Fraser 2016; Lee and Quek 2018; Shen et al. 2012). Strong
management relationships may also be correlated with role
clarity and perceived respect, which were both identified
as resources that were lacking in this sample of ECE staff.

Supervisor support was not significantly different in this
sample of ECE staff compared to the national workforce
based on the alpha of .01. However, 51% of this sample were
supervisors which may have biased these findings and mini-
mized the implications of these supervisory support reported
data. Dicke et al. (2018) found that among primary and high
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school teachers, external job resources including supervisory
support, access to information, innovative school climate,
and social climate served as important sources of support for
teachers and directly impacted burnout and overall satisfac-
tion. Collectively, these external resources in this sample
were significantly associated with increased job satisfaction,
highlighting the importance of bolstering these supports in
the workplace. These disparities in external resources may
partially contribute to the low job satisfaction and high turn-
over experienced in this sample of ECE staff.

Overall, these findings highlight the disparities between
ECE staff and nationally available normative samples with
respect to demands and resources as well as the protective
impact of personal and external resources on job satisfac-
tion. Compassion fatigue may explain some of the elevated
demands reported by this sample of ECE staff serving Head
Start populations. This term originated in the fields of social
work and counseling, but in more recent years has been
applied to additional help-giving fields including health-
care, child protection services, and teaching (Conrad and
Kellar-Guenther 2006; Peck et al. 2015). Fundamentally,
ECE staff’s professional requirement to support and respond
to the trauma of families they serve can espouse feelings
of helplessness, poor job satisfaction, and isolation (Figley
2002). These feelings of helplessness may then spill into
their home life and impact their job satisfaction and overall
health and well-being. ECE staff serving Head Start families
are at particular risk for compassion fatigue because they
serve low-income families who often experience significant
adversities (Bride et al. 2007). Additional workplace-related
factors associated with compassion fatigue include lack of
support from administration, time constraints, and lack of
autonomy (Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2009). The findings from
the current study demonstrate that ECE staff dispropor-
tionately experience personal and external demands, plac-
ing them at further risk. Importantly, compassion fatigue
is highly treatable. Therefore, understanding predictors of
compassion fatigue and demands and resources among ECE
staff is important to inform workplace policies and interven-
tions to support this population.

Although novel, this study is not without limitations.
Data from this study can only be extrapolated to ECE staff
employed in: (1) Head Start-funded ECE settings, since
these settings may be particularly unique and serve exclu-
sively high-need populations, and (2) urban settings. ECE
staff working in rural areas may experience additional and/
or unique demands. Additionally, a comparison group that
represents a national sample of solely ECE staff did not
exist. The authors recognize that comparisons to normative
samples including the national workforce as reported by the
GSS is limiting because employment in ECE settings repre-
sents a specific type of employment and demographic char-
acteristics of the comparison samples may vary. There may
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also have been response bias among ECE staff who chose
to complete this survey since only about half of those who
were eligible completed the survey. Finally, this is a cross-
sectional snapshot of demands and resources experienced by
ECE staff in the beginning of the school year (fall). These
data may change depending on the time period of data col-
lection (e.g., beginning or end of academic year).

Conclusion

These findings have significant implications. Although this
was an exploratory study, the preliminary results suggest
that ECE staff experience significantly more personal and
external demands and significantly fewer personal and exter-
nal resources compared to nationally available normative
samples and that personal and external resources impact job
satisfaction. Next steps include: (1) investigating analyti-
cally which specific external demands and resources have
the greatest impact on reported job satisfaction; (2) explor-
ing differences in reported demands and resources among
ECE staff in varied ECE settings (outside of Head Start
settings); and (3) the development of ECE setting-based
interventions that are targeted towards mitigating identified
demands and promoting identified resources for ECE staff
in order to improve their job satisfaction, decrease turnover
and burnout, and improve overall health and well-being of
this important and disadvantaged sector of the workforce.
Promoting resources and mitigating demands faced by ECE
staff serving high-need populations may improve job satis-
faction and overall health and well-being, in turn promoting
high-quality relationships with children in their care and
fostering resilience.
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