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Abstract
We studied the working conditions in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC). The aim was to explore how ECEC staff 
experience work demands and resources and how these relate to turnover intentions. The research was based on a modified 
Job Demands-Resources model (Bakker and Demerouti in J Manage Psychol 22(3):309-328, 2007) according to which job 
strain is influenced by both job demands and resources. The sample was identified through trade union registers and the 
data were collected via a survey (N = 538). The findings show a rather high proportion of turnover intentions. Both general 
workload and emotional workload were related to turnover intentions, and they were mediated by participation. However, 
leadership satisfaction did not mediate the relationship between workload and turnover intentions. This study contributes to 
the knowledge on risk factors related to intentions to leave the ECEC profession in the Finnish as well as the international 
context. It is urgent to know more about factors related to turnover because a high rate undermines trust in the ECEC sector 
and negatively impacts staff and children.

Keywords Turnover intentions · Demands · Resources · EARLY childhood

Introduction

Increasing attention is being paid to the relationship between 
early childhood educators’ well-being and their ability to 
deliver high-quality education and care (Cumming 2017; 
Hall-Kenyon et al. 2014). Lately, the field of Early Child-
hood Education and Care (ECEC) in Finland has undergone 
policy and curriculum changes, and at the same time, the 
focus has shifted toward the importance of children receiv-
ing high-quality ECEC (e.g. Alila et al. 2014; Heckman 
2008). As McDonald et al. (2018) state, a skilled, engaged, 
and professional early childhood workforce is critical for 
positive life trajectories among children. In order to support 
the development of children’s wellbeing, it is important that 
caregivers experience wellbeing themselves (Boyer 2000).

Work-related stress and poor mental health constrain 
educators’ abilities to deliver ECEC of high quality (Grant 

et  al. 2016, 2018; Groeneveld et  al. 2012). Working in 
ECEC is generally considered to be intrinsically rewarding 
(McDonald et al. 2018) but also emotionally demanding and 
challenging, as it involves close interaction with children, 
parents, and members of the staff (e.g. Cumming 2017; Hall-
Kenyon et al. 2014). As a result, ECEC teachers appear to 
be susceptible to emotional exhaustion and burnout (Barford 
and Whelton 2010; Cumming 2017; Jungbauer and Ehlen 
2014; Koch et al. 2015; Løvgren 2016; Seery and Corrigall 
2009), with rates of burnout symptoms or risk of burnout 
ranging from 10 to 56% (Koch et al. 2015; Løvgren 2016; 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
[OECD] 2014).

Studies conducted internationally report turnover rates 
in ECEC as high as 30–40% or even higher (Grant et al. 
2019; Thorpe et al. 2020; Totenhagen et al. 2016). Turno-
ver results in a skill loss, especially since studies report 
that the most qualified educators, including degree-quali-
fied early childhood teachers, are most likely to leave the 
ECEC sector (Phillips et al. 2016). Reasons for turnover in 
ECEC are low pay, poor working conditions, and expecta-
tions to improve qualifications (Amin et al. 2003; McDon-
ald et al. 2018; Phillips et al. 2016), whereas intentions 
to stay have been associated with supportive workplaces, 
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opportunities for participation, having a career, and per-
sonal satisfaction (McDonald et al. 2018; Thorpe et al. 
2020). The same trend can be seen in the Finnish ECEC 
context. A study carried out by the Finnish Ministry of 
Education and Culture (Eskelinen and Hjelt 2017) showed 
that 31% of the staff consider quitting their jobs. The rea-
sons for this turnover are low pay, increasing workloads, 
and a more demanding job description, coupled with a 
limited scope for advancement, scarce resources, and few 
opportunities for participation. These factors burden the 
staff and lead to a shortage of these caregivers, and dif-
ficulties acquiring qualified workers. Hence, in Finland, 
recruiting competent staff seems to be a constant concern.

Finnish ECEC is part of the Nordic welfare tradition 
and builds on core values such as democracy, caring, and 
competence (cf. Einarsdottir et al. 2015). The values in the 
national core curricula are based on national and interna-
tional agreements (cf. Finnish National Core Curriculum for 
Early Childhood Education and Care 2018; UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 1989). Finnish ECEC 
adopts an integrated approach to care, education, and teach-
ing with an emphasis on pedagogy. Education for children 
aged 0–5 years (day care) and for children aged 6 years (pre-
primary) is an integrated part of the educational system. 
All children are entitled to ECEC, and the attendance rate 
in 2019 was roughly 77% for children aged 1–6 years (Säk-
kinen and Kuoppala 2020). All 6-year-old children must 
attend pre-primary education. The number of ECEC staff 
members is regulated, based on the number of children in 
each group and the age of the children. Municipal day care 
centers are the main form of ECEC services, along with a 
relatively small number of publicly subsidized ECEC set-
tings. The situation in Finland is characterized by a recent 
reform, which has added strain to the staff’s ability to deliver 
quality day care. The aim of the revised law, which came 
into effect in September 2018, was to create well-functioning 
multi-professional teams with a more distinct division of 
labor among the staff members. One group focuses on peda-
gogical goals (ECEC teachers with an academic bachelor’s 
or master’s degree), the second focuses on social interaction, 
collaboration, and care (ECEC social workers with a poly-
technic degree), and the third focuses on basic care (those 
with practical nurse qualifications). With a high turnover rate 
and shortage of staff, this goal is difficult to reach. The new 
legislation has caused some concern and conflicts, and the 
reform risks leading to job divisions that split the staff into 
distinct and competing groups instead of an integrated and 
multi-professional team. In order to be able to navigate in 
this new environment, we hypothesize that good leadership 
skills are of the utmost importance. This study focuses on 
Finnish ECEC staff’s turnover intentions from the perspec-
tive of workload and leadership at a time when the law was 

not yet in effect, but in the planning (preparatory) stage and 
already lively debated among ECEC staff.

Theoretical Frame

The theoretical framework of the study is based on the 
Job Demands-Resources model developed by Bakker and 
Demerouti (2007). According to this model, job strain is 
influenced by both job demands and job resources. The 
demands are different aspects of the job that come with cer-
tain requirements or costs and can be exemplified by high 
work strain or emotionally demanding clients (Demerouti 
et al. 2001). The resources are the physical, psychological, 
social, and organizational aspects of the job that enable the 
achievement of goals, reduce work demands, or stimulate 
personal growth, learning, and development (Bakker 2011; 
Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Schaufeli and Taris 2014). 
These resources can include factors that are tied to (a) the 
organization as a whole, for example, salary and job security, 
(b) how the work is organized, for example, considerable 
influence over the work and a clearly defined work role, or 
(c) the nature of the work, for example, varied and mean-
ingful tasks, autonomy at work and feedback (Bakker and 
Demerouti 2007). The resources may also include interper-
sonal and social relationships in the workplace, that is, the 
social support provided by colleagues and superiors as well 
as the prevailing atmosphere in the workplace.

Demands: General Workload and Emotional 
Workload

In our study, we define general workload and emotional 
workload as job-specific demands. Early childhood prac-
tice involves a high degree of emotion work (Jeon et al. 
2016), which refers to work of which emotion regulation 
and expression are central parts and which often involves 
influencing someone else’s feelings, behavior, or attitudes 
(Hochschild 1983; Näring et al. 2006; Zapf 2002; Zapf and 
Holz 2006). In work that involves a high degree of emo-
tional work, in order to perform their job properly staff must 
express certain emotions and avoid expressing others. The 
staff members need to have good emotional self-regulation 
skills. The desirable emotional expressions are determined 
by spoken or unspoken display rules in the organization 
(Grandey 2000; Hochschild 1983). General workload refers 
to aspects such as time pressures and amount of work.



401Early Childhood Education Journal (2022) 50:399–409 

1 3

Resources: Leadership Satisfaction 
and Participation

However, autonomy or participation at work, strong social 
support, and the ability to deal with one’s own and others’ 
emotions, have shown to counteract the negative conse-
quences of emotion work (Grandey 2000; Lee and van Vlack 
2018). In the ECEC context specifically, work climate, such 
as relationships with colleagues and perceived influence over 
one’s work (Hur et al. 2016; Whitaker et al. 2015) are impor-
tant resource factors. Perceived control and rewards have 
been associated with fewer burnout symptoms (Blöchliger 
and Bauer 2018), whereas unclear work role expectations 
have shown to lead to greater burnout (Goelman and Guo 
1998; Løvgren 2016).

One review has shown that leadership impacts the work-
load and well-being of staff, although the pathways of this 
are still mostly unidentified (Skakon et al. 2010). The reason 
for this may be that the leaders create various job resources, 
such as quality of relationships and social support, participa-
tion in decision-making, feedback, opportunities for growth, 
and autonomy. The sense of community and quality of lead-
ership have been identified as important contributing factors 
to job satisfaction among ECEC staff (Kusma et al. 2012). 
The leader both defines and influences the day care work 
environment (Bloom 2004; Mullis et al. 2003) and therefore 
affects staff well-being and job performance. The leader’s 
task is to envision goals, affirm values, motivate staff, ensure 
that the staff have the same purpose, and strive for continu-
ous improvement (Bloom 2004). However, a concern in the 
Finnish context is that in some cases, center directors are 
remote from daily practice and pedagogical leadership is 
shared with the teachers (Heikka et al. 2018). Therefore, the 
qualifications of ECEC teachers are not the only important 
aspect; their ability to create and develop fruitful practices 
and pedagogical environments are also essential (Sims and 
Waniganayake 2015; Venninen et al. 2012). To establish and 
maintain a well-functioning day care environment, a prereq-
uisite is trust between the director and the staff, as well as 
an even distribution of responsibilities and power between 
different organizational levels (Burke et al. 2007).

The nature of the ECEC context has been regarded as so 
challenging and complex that it requires the efforts of more 
than just a single person or a single team (O’Connor and 
Day 2007). However, there has been an increasing inter-
est in distributive leadership, even though research on this 
has focused more on the school sector and has been scarce 
in ECEC contexts (Colmer et al. 2015; Heikka 2014). One 
review study (Heikka et al. 2013) suggests that distribu-
tive leadership has a positive effect not only on teachers 
and leaders but also on education, as long as the leadership 
is well managed, goal oriented, and continuously planned 

and developed. Distributed leadership has also been seen to 
encourage development practices and highlight the role of 
the staff in the development process (Kangas et al. 2016).

In sum, multiple job demands and the newly revised 
act implicate new demands for ECEC leadership to ena-
ble different categories of staff to find their identity and 
to specify their roles and their competencies so that the 
staff can work together as a multi-professional and uni-
fied team. This requires a good work climate in which all 
stakeholders are valued and appreciated members who can 
participate in decision-making (Ebbeck and Waniganayake 
2003; Rodd 2013).

Aims of the Study

This study focuses on how ECEC staff groups experience 
work demands (general workload and emotional workload) 
and resources (leadership satisfaction and participation) 
and how these relate to turnover intentions. We hypoth-
esize that workload factors, employee participation in 
planning and decision-making, and the employee’s satis-
faction with leadership play an important role in estimat-
ing and preventing intentions to leave the profession. The 
aim was to analyze the relationships between intentions to 
quit the ECEC profession and workload, including emo-
tional workload, the employee’s view of their relations 
with the leader, and their participation in planning and 
decision-making in daily work. We also tested whether 
leadership satisfaction and participation may mediate the 
relations between workload and turnover intentions. This 
means that when staff experience higher satisfaction with 
their leader and higher degrees of participation, despite 
their workload, they will have lower turnover intentions. 
Hence, the study seeks to test a model in the whole sample 
with leadership satisfaction and participation as mediating 
factors between workload and turnover intentions (Fig. 1).

The specific research questions are:

• How does the staff perceive their demands and 
resources and do staff groups differ from each other?

• Is there a relationship between workload and turnover 
intentions?

• Is there a relationship between workload and leadership 
satisfaction?

• Is there a relationship between workload and participa-
tion?

• Do leadership satisfaction and participation mediate the 
relationship between workload and turnover intentions?

Our hypotheses were that:
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1. Emotional workload and (general) workload are directly 
related to turnover intentions.

2. Participation and leadership buffer the effect of workload 
(both emotional and general) on intentions to leave and 
are thus indirectly related to turnover intentions.

Methods

Sample and Data‑Collecting Procedure

Data were collected in May 2018 via an electronic sur-
vey. The sample was identified through the registers of 
three main trade unions. In Finland, 73% of all workers 
were members of a trade union in 2017 (Findicator 2019). 
Altogether 3635 surveys were sent to all categories of 
ECEC staff, covering the whole country. Of these, 676 
surveys (18.6%) were returned and n = 33 were excluded 
due to too much missing data. Leaders and assistant lead-
ers (n = 62) were also excluded. In addition, n = 43 did not 
meet the qualification criteria for their positions and were 
excluded. The final sample consisted of N = 538 inform-
ants (14.5%). The average age was 37.2 (sd = 9.20), the 
youngest teacher was 21, whereas the oldest was 64 years 
old. Of the staff, 138 (25.3%) were early childhood educa-
tion teachers (university bachelor’s degree), 272 (49.9%) 
were social workers in early childhood education (poly-
technic), and 128 (23.5%) were licensed practical nurses.

Measures

The electronic survey consisted of separate variables and 
standardized validated scales including 106 items that 
were divided into eight different aspects. In the current 
study, we looked at sociodemographic variables (age, 
education), and questions on workload and emotional 
workload, intentions to leave job and change profession, 
leadership satisfaction, and perception of opportunities to 
participate in planning and in decision-making.

Sociodemographic Variables

Education was measured by asking the respondents to 
choose one of five options (a) teaching degree, bachelor’s 
in education; (b) social work degree or similar qualifica-
tion; (c) licensed practical nurses or similar qualification; (d) 
master’s in education; or (e) other. People who did not have 
qualifications suitable for the ECEC context were excluded, 
which resulted in a sample that included only qualified staff.

Demands: Workload and Emotional Workload

Workload was measured by four items on a Likert-type scale 
ranging from one to five (“The workload is acceptable”, 
“The resources are adequate”) and all items were recoded so 
that 1 = low demands to 5 = high demands. Cronbach’s alpha 
for the sum scale was α = .86. The items were inspired by 
the Job-Demand Resources model (Bakker and Demerouti 
2007) and the Job-Demand Resources scale (Jackson and 
Rothmann 2005).

Fig. 1  Mediating model for 
relationships between work-
load and turnover intentions. X 
(emotional work and workload) 
represents the independent 
variables, Y (turnover) is the 
dependent variable and M (lead-
ership satisfaction and participa-
tion) represents the variables 
that mediate the relationships 
between X and Y
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Items related to emotional workload and work-related 
emotional requirements were measured by eight items. The 
items were based on the Frankfurt Emotion Work Scale 
(FEWS; Zapf et al. 1999) (e.g., “My work includes situa-
tions that arouse feelings within me”, “In my job I often 
have to suppress emotions in order to appear ‘neutral’ on 
the outside”). The scale ranged from 1 = completely disagree 
to 5 = completely agree. Principal component analysis was 
conducted to investigate the structure of the scale and for 
the sake of dimension reduction. Two items had low com-
munality, h2 < .10, and were therefore excluded from fur-
ther analysis. In the final factor solution, two components 
emerged with four items loading to component one and two 
items loading to component two. The rotation method was 
Varimax, loading was set at ≥ .40 and the final factor solu-
tion explained 66% of the variance. The first component was 
named emotional workload and reflected an emotional dis-
crepancy or conflict between feeling and overt reaction and 
behavior. We constructed a sum scale based on these four 
variables, α = .81. The second component reflected work-
related emotional requirements, but the alpha coefficient 
was fairly low at α = 0.57 and thus this component was not 
further used in the study.

Resources: Leadership Satisfaction, Opportunities 
to Participate

This section consists of 18 items divided into three catego-
ries that reflect the different aspects of the work environment 
(participation; fair task distribution among colleagues and 
social support in the job). All items were measured by a 
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 
5 = completely agree. The items were inspired by the Job-
Demand Resources model (Bakker and Demerouti 2007) and 
the Job-Demand Resources scale (Jackson and Rothmann 
2005). Data reduction applied Principal Component Analy-
sis with Varimax rotation and loading set at ≥ .40. The final 
factor solutions resulted in two components, which were 
named Participation and Leadership satisfaction. Participa-
tion was measured by eight items (e.g. “I am involved in the 
planning of my work”, “I can influence my work”,), α = .86, 
and leadership satisfaction was measured by 4 items (“I feel 
appreciated by the director”, “I get enough guidance in my 
work”), α = .87. Table 1 presents the four sum scales.

Table 1  Sum scales, reliability and range

All sum scales were made using the mean function

Scale Alpha Range

Workload .86 1–5
 The workload is acceptable
 I have enough time to complete my tasks
 The demands are reasonable
 The resources are adequate

Emotional workload .81 1–5
 In my job I often have to express emotions towards children which do not match my actual feelings
 In my job I often have to express emotions towards parents which do not match my true feelings
 In my job I often have to suppress emotions in order to appear ‘neutral’ on the outside
 I often have to exaggerate emotions (positive/negative) on the outside while actually feeling indifferent inside

Participation .86 1–5
 I receive sufficient information on decisions that involve me
 I am involved in the planning of my work
 My views and ideas are taken into account when planning the activities
 I can express different views to the director
 I can influence my work
 I have sufficient rights to make decisions
 I get to use the skills and competencies I have
 I have sufficient opportunities for personal growth in my work

Leadership satisfaction .87 1–5
 I get on well with the director
 I feel appreciated by the director
 I get enough guidance from the director
 I get enough guidance in my work
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Turnover Intentions

Intentions to quit the ECEC profession and leave the sector 
were elicited by one item (“Do you plan to change profes-
sion?”) which was dichotomous and coded as 1 = yes/0 = no. 
This variable measured the potential to quit the profession 
and leave the ECEC sector altogether.

The study follows the Ethical principles of research in the 
humanities and social and behavioral sciences and propos-
als for ethical review (2009) issued by the Finnish National 
Board on Research Integrity (TENK). As the data collection 
was electronic, it was anonymous.

Statistical Methods

Data Analysis

Data reduction of the scales was conducted using princi-
pal component analysis, which is described in detail in the 
Measures section. The reliability of the scales was measured 
using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. Differences between the 
groups were calculated using ANOVA. The relationship 
between two nominal variables was measured using χ2. A 
point-biserial correlation was run to determine the relation-
ship between turnover and continuous variables using the 
Pearson correlation coefficient. The theoretical model was 
tested using PROCESS macro (Hayes 2017). Bootstrapped 
confidence intervals for the indirect effects were computed 
on the basis of 5000 samples. IBM SPSS Statistics 24 
was used to analyze the data. Statistical significance was 
accepted if p > .05.

Results

How does the Staff Perceive Their Demands 
and Resources and do Staff Groups Differ from Each 
Other?

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, reliability 
coefficients, and correlations among the variables included 
in the study. The variables were positively and significantly 
related, showing small and moderate correlation coeffi-
cients. The staff seems to perceive their opportunities to 
participate as good. The three staff groups did not signifi-
cantly differ in these variables. Nevertheless, they reported 
a high average level of workload and a fairly high level of 
emotional workload. Regarding emotional workload, no 
statistically significant difference between the three staff 
groups was found. However, workload differed statistically 
significantly, with ECEC teachers (Bachelor) scoring high-
est Mped = 3.8, Msoc = 3.6 and Mnurs = 3.3, F(2,535) = 11.684, 
p < .001. Leadership satisfaction also differed statistically 
significantly, with ECEC teachers (Bachelor) scoring lowest 
F(2,533) = 3.693, p < .05 (Mped = 3.8, Msoc = 4.0, Mnurs = 4.0). 
Turnover intentions were rather high, with more than half 
reporting intentions to quit their ECEC profession. Turno-
ver differed statistically significantly between the groups 
(χ2(2) = 8.177, p < .05), with ECEC teachers having the 
highest proportion of turnover intentions at 61.3%; ECEC 
social workers at 55.4% and nurses at 44.0%. 

Correlations Between the Variables Included 
in the Model

Workload and emotional workload correlated positively with 
turnover intentions. Workload explained 9.6% of intentions 
to leave the ECEC profession, whereas emotional workload 
explained 9.1%. Workload and leadership satisfaction cor-
related negatively, and workload explained 13.8% of the 

Table 2  Means, standard 
deviations, and correlation 
coefficients between variables 
included in model

M and SD represent mean and standard deviation, respectively
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

n (%) M SD 1 2 3 4 5

Demands
 1. Emotional workload 3.0 .87 –
 2. Workload 3.6 .97 .202** –

Resources
 3. Leadership satisfaction 4.0 .73  − .157**  − .371** –
 4. Participation 3.8 .74  − .211**  − .390** .666** –
 5. Turnover intentions .310** .301**  − .217**  − .294** –

Yes 289 (54.2)
No 244 (45.8)
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variance. Emotional workload and leadership satisfaction 
correlated negatively, and the determination coefficient (r2) 
was 2.5%. Workload and participation correlated negatively, 
with a determination coefficient of 15.2%. Emotional work-
load and participation correlated negatively, and the effect 
was 2.5%.

Leadership satisfaction correlated negatively with turno-
ver intentions and explained 4.7% of the variance of inten-
tions to leave ECEC, and participation also correlated nega-
tively with turnover intentions and explained 8.6% of the 
variance. There was also a high positive correlation between 
participation and leadership satisfaction (r2 = 44%).

Relationships Between Workload, Work 
Environment Factors, and Turnover Intentions

The full model was significant, χ2(4) = 105.99, p < .001, and 
according to Nagelkerke, pseudo-R2 explained about 24% 
of the variation in the dependent variable (turnover inten-
tions). Figure 2 summarizes the unstandardized regression 
coefficients.

The indirect effects of neither emotional workload, 
B =  − .003, 95% CI [− .04, .02], nor workload B =  − .01, 
95% CI [− .10, .09], were significant in terms of leadership 
satisfaction. However, the indirect effects of both emotional 
workload, B = .07, 95% CI [.02, .14], and workload, B = .17, 
95% CI [.07, .29], were significant in terms of perceived 
participation. Thus, the way in which the staff perceived 
their opportunities to participate in their work environment 
(planning decisions and implementing them) mediated their 
intentions to leave the ECEC profession.

Discussion

The results of our study showed that a rather high propor-
tion of ECEC staff consider quitting the ECEC profession 
(44–62%). Intentions to leave differed statistically signifi-
cantly between the groups, with ECEC teachers having the 
highest proportion of turnover intentions (62%). Turnover 
intentions in Finland have previously been reported as being 
as high as 31% for all staff and 39% for teachers (Eskelinen 
and Hjelt 2017). This is in line with previous international 
studies reporting turnover figures of up to 30–40% or higher 
(Grant et al. 2019; Thorpe et al. 2020; Totenhagen et al. 
2016), often attributed to challenging working conditions 
and low pay (Amin et  al. 2003; McDonald et  al. 2018; 
Phillips et al. 2016). The results show that workload, both 
general and emotional, was also high on average. We found 
significant differences in general workload, with the ECEC 
teachers scoring higher than the others. The groups did not 
differ in terms of emotional workload. Leadership satisfac-
tion was high on average among the staff, but significant 
differences were found, with the teachers scoring lower than 
the others. Participation was high on average among the 
staff, and the groups did not differ, which is a good result, 
as it shows that all the staff groups perceived having simi-
lar opportunities to participate. However, the distribution 
had variance. The suspicion of division between the staff 
groups due to the new law could only partly be confirmed 
in this study because emotional workload and participation 
did not differ in the three profession groups. The law was 
not yet in force at the time of data collection, but it is highly 
important that we follow its effects as its purpose is to strive 
toward seamless, unified multi-professional teamwork in 
order to enhance work engagement and prevent turnover. 
ECEC teachers in particular, who seem to express the high-
est turnover and general workload combined with lower 

Fig. 2  Results of the mediating 
model. Unstandardized regres-
sion coefficients (B) for the 
relationships between workload, 
work environment factors and 
turnover intentions
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leadership satisfaction, need to be carefully followed. This 
is in line with previous reports that the most qualified educa-
tors, including degree-qualified early childhood teachers, are 
most likely to leave the ECEC sector (Phillips et al. 2016). 
The higher turnover among the teachers may possibly be due 
to expectations to gain qualifications (McDonald et al. 2018; 
Phillips et al. 2016).

We hypothesized that job demands (general workload and 
emotional workload factors), and resource factors (employ-
ee’s sense of participation, as well as employee satisfac-
tion with leadership) are all related to intentions to leave 
directly and indirectly. The results give partial support to 
this hypothesis, as both general workload and emotional 
workload are related to intentions to leave and are medi-
ated by participation. Previous studies show that work cli-
mate, such as relationships with colleagues and perceived 
job influence (Hur et al. 2016; Whitaker et al. 2015), are 
important resource factors and that personal satisfaction as 
well as supportive workplaces are related to intentions to 
stay (Thorpe et al. 2020). Somewhat surprisingly, in this 
study, the employee’s satisfaction with leadership did not 
mediate the relationship between workload and intentions to 
leave the ECEC profession. However, leadership satisfaction 
had a strong and statistically significant positive zero order 
correlation with participation.

The reasons for our results can probably partly be traced 
to the fact that our leadership satisfaction was not measured 
on the basis of a theory or standardized instrument. This 
does not change the fact that leadership is one of the key 
factors in preventing turnover intentions, or that community 
and quality of leadership have been identified as important 
factors contributing to job satisfaction among ECEC staff 
(Kusma et al. 2012). As discussed earlier, it is the job of the 
leader to both define and affect the day care work environ-
ment (Bloom 2004; Mullis et al. 2003) as well as staff well-
being and job performance. It is also important to envision 
goals, affirm values, motivate staff, ensure that staff have 
the same purpose, and strive for continuous improvement 
(Bloom 2004). Alongside these factors, the opportunity to 
participate in decision-making and influencing one’s job is 
also related to leadership: in fact, it is a vital component of 
distributed leadership. The results in this study may reflect 
how distributed leadership mediates the impact of workload 
on intentions to leave the ECEC profession, while satisfac-
tion with leadership per se does not.

It has been suggested that distributive leadership has posi-
tive returns in this context, as long as continuous attention is 
paid to how leadership is organized, planned and developed 
(Heikka et al. 2013). A prerequisite for efficient leadership 
would hence be that all staff members perceive themselves 
as valued team members and feel that they actively take part 
in decision-making (Ebbeck and Waniganayake 2003; Rodd 
2013). However, the Finnish context faces challenges in the 

form of directors who are remote from daily activities and 
a pedagogical leadership that is shared with the teachers 
(Heikka et al. 2018). Therefore trust, as well as the distribu-
tion of responsibilities and power between different organi-
zational levels, are essential aspects (Burke et al. 2007). Not 
only the qualifications of ECEC teachers are important; their 
ability to create and develop fruitful practices and pedagogi-
cal environments is also central (Sims and Waniganayake 
2015; Venninen et al. 2012).

To conclude, ECEC staff perceive their general and 
emotional workload as high. The proportion of intentions 
to leave the ECEC profession is rather high and the require-
ments of the revised law pose the risk of a split among the 
staff. Leadership in this situation requires the distribution 
of tasks and responsibilities that authorize staff members 
to independently conduct and develop their work roles and 
work identities in order to work as a well-functioning multi-
professional team. The role of the leader will be to create an 
atmosphere of active participation and togetherness. There-
fore, to create well-functioning multi-professional teams, 
good leadership that emphasizes participation seems to be 
of utmost importance.

Limitations

We are aware of the limitations of cross-sectional studies 
and therefore cannot make any causal inferences about 
turnover intentions and the factors related to demands 
and resources. The data in this study were self-reported 
and social desirability bias is a potential risk factor, even 
though the data were collected anonymously. The response 
rate being relatively low (14.5%), we cannot assume that 
the sample was representative of the work force in ECEC. 
The possibility of attrition bias or unequal loss of partici-
pants from study groups must be taken into account, as the 
response rate of social workers was higher than that of the 
teachers and nurses. Also, we cannot rule out the possibil-
ity that persons who were more likely to leave have replied 
to our survey, especially since the data was gathered at a 
time when the new law was in the planning (preparatory) 
stage and already lively debated among ECEC staff. As 
the respondents had to belong to a trade union, workers 
who did not were excluded from this study. However, trade 
union member rates are relatively high in Finland, with 
73% of all workers belonging to a trade union in 2017 
(Findicator 2019). In this study we focused on the relation 
between turnover intentions and factors related to work-
load and leadership satisfaction, and we believe that the 
relations between turnover intentions and other factors are 
likely to be replicated in other samples. Also, the fact that 
we studied turnover intentions when the law was still in a 
preparatory stage gives us the possibility to compare the 
turnover outcomes of the new law in a follow-up study.
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We used measures inspired by validated scales and sin-
gle-item measures in the study. The reason for this was that 
none of the validated scales were completely suitable for 
the ECEC context. One concern is the use of single-item 
measures for the dependent variable (turnover intentions).
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