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Sustaining the work-related wellbeing of early childhood 
educators: Perspectives from key stakeholders in early childhood 

organisations 

Abstract 

The capacities of early childhood educators to function well in their work environments 

is critical to providing high-quality programs for children. Few studies have investigated 

work-related wellbeing of educators from an organisational perspective. This paper reports 

findings from a qualitative study that investigated the perspectives about the wellbeing of 

educators through interviews with nine senior managers employed in ECEC organisations in 

Australia. Data were drawn from individual interviews and analysed using principles of 

conventional content analysis. Four themes were identified in the data: health and safety 

issues (e.g., supports needed to ensure physical and emotional safety); operational challenges 

(e.g., issues related to work-related stress and importance of recruiting and retaining well-

qualified educators); invisibility (e.g., complexities in educator’s work for which the impact 

on personal wellbeing may not easily evident to others); supportive adult work environments 

(e.g., aspects of workplace design, work and staffing practices). The key stakeholders 

interviewed also identified strategies used to address workplace challenges that impact on 

educator wellbeing. 

 

Keywords: educator wellbeing; early childhood organisations, elite interviews, adult work 

environments, occupational health and safety  

 

Résumé 

La capacité des éducateurs de la petite enfance de bien fonctionner dans leur 

environnement de travail est cruciale pour que des programmes de haute qualité soient offerts 

aux enfants. Peu d’études se sont penchées sur le bien-être au travail des éducateurs d’un 

point de vue organisationnel. Cet article présente les conclusions d’une étude qualitative 

ayant examiné les perspectives sur le bien-être des éducateurs au moyen d’entretiens avec 

neuf cadres supérieurs employés dans des organisations d’éducation et de garde à la petite 

enfance (ECEC) en Australie. Les données sont tirées des entretiens individuels et analysées 
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en faisant appel à des principes d’analyse conventionnelle de contenu. Quatre thèmes ont été 

identifiés dans les données : les questions de santé et sécurité (par ex. le soutien nécessaire 

pour assurer la sécurité physique et émotionnelle) ; les défis opérationnels (par ex. les 

questions relatives au stress lié au travail et l’importance de recruter et retenir des éducateurs 

bien qualifiés) ; l’invisibilité (par ex. la complexité du travail des éducateurs, dont l’impact 

sur le bien-être personnel n’est peut-être pas facilement perçu par les autres); les 

environnements de travail qui soutiennent les adultes (par ex. la façon de concevoir le lieu de 

travail, les pratiques de travail et de dotation de personnel). Les intervenants clés interrogés 

ont également identifié des stratégies utilisées pour relever les défis du lieu de travail ayant 

un impact sur le bien-être des éducateurs. 

Resuen 

La capacidad de educadores de preescolar para desempeñarse bien en su ambiente de 

trabajo resulta crítica para suministrar programas de alta calidad para los niños. Pocos 

estudios han investigado el bienestar ocupacional de educadores desde una perspectiva 

organizacional. Este artículo presenta los resultados de un estudio cualitativo centrado en las 

perspectivas sobre el bienestar de educadores, mediante entrevistas a nueve administradores 

de organizaciones de Educación y Cuidado Pre-escolar (ECEC por su abreviatura en inglés) 

en Australia. Se recolectó información de entrevistas individuales. Los datos se analizaron 

por medio del uso de principios de análisis convencional de contenido. Se identificaron 

cuatro temas: problemas de salud y seguridad ocupacional (p.ej., suministro de ayudas para 

asegurar la seguridad física y emocional); retos operacionales (p.ej., problemas relacionados 

con estrés laboral y la importancia de seleccionar y retener a educadores altamente 

calificados); invisibilidad (es decir, complejidades en la labor del educador para las cuales el 

impacto al bienestar personal puede no ser evidente a otras personas); ambientes laborales 

con apoyo (p.ej., aspectos del diseño del sitio de trabajo y prácticas laborales y de selección 

de personal). Los entrevistados también identificaron estrategias para combatir retos laborales 

que impactan el bienestar del educador.    
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Introduction 

Sustaining a well-qualified early childhood (EC) workforce is critically important 

because of two long-term benefits for society. First, a well-qualified EC workforce supports 

the learning and development of children through the provision of quality early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) services (Productivity Commission 2019). Second, quality ECEC 

services facilitate increased parental workforce participation (Pascoe and Brennan 2017). 

However, these benefits rely on a stable, well-qualified EC workforce that is psychologically 

and physiologically well. This research investigates the knowledge and understandings of key 

stakeholders in early childhood organisations about the work-related wellbeing of early 

childhood educators.  

Early childhood educators play a critical role in ensuring the effectiveness of the 

organisations in which they work. Our use of the term, ‘educator’, refers to early childhood 

staff who work with children and families and possess qualifications, such as approved 

certificates, diplomas, or university degrees (Australian Children’s Education and Care 

Quality Authority [ACECQA] 2019). In Australia, early childhood educators are typically 

employed in for-profit and non-profit organisations providing early childhood programs for 

children, aged from birth to 5 years. These early childhood services include long day care 

centres, as well as preschool/kindergartens1. Educators’ capacities to support children and 

families has been connected to improved child outcomes (Bouillet, Ivanec and Mijevic-

Ridicki 2014); improved child behaviours (King, Johnson, Cassidy et al. 2015); and 

improved workplace environments (Schreyer and Krause 2016; Zinsser et al. 2016).  

Recognition of the long-term benefits of a well-qualified ECEC workforce has led to 

increased interest in educators’ wellbeing and the influences of their work environments on 

that wellbeing. Work-related wellbeing has been understood in terms of employees’ job 

satisfaction (Schreyer and Krause 2016), psychological (Jeon et al. 2018) and physiological 

states (Kuykendall and Tay 2015), as well as their experiences within the organisational 

culture in which they work (Wong and Zhang 2014). We define early childhood educators’ 

work-related wellbeing as a “dynamic state, involving the interaction of individual, relational, 

work–environmental, and sociocultural– political aspects and contexts” (Cumming and Wong 

 
1 Long day care refers to centre-based child care services aimed primarily at children from birth to school age. These services are typically 
open for a minimum of eight hours per day, five days per week and operate for a minimum of 48 weeks per year and may provide a 
preschool and kindergarten program.  Preschools/kindergartens generally cater for children 3-5 years. They are usually open during school 
term between the hours 9am-3pm. (Productivity Commission 2019).  
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2019, p. 276). Work-related wellbeing is the responsibility of individual educators as well as 

the organisations in which they are employed. Yet, researchers and policy makers have been 

slow to investigate influences on educator wellbeing from the perspectives of organisations 

that employ them.  

In the last decade, interest in educator wellbeing has received increased attention (Hall-

Kenyon et al. 2014; Cumming 2017). However, these understandings have focussed on 

identifying associations between individual variables such as stress and job satisfaction, 

rather than the relationships between such individual variables and the structural factors 

affecting the quality of work environments and this is the focus of this research. 

Research on educator wellbeing and the quality of work environments  

There is limited research about the connections between educator wellbeing and the 

quality of work environments. A notable exception is a study by Jorde Bloom (1988) who 

assessed connections between early childhood educators’ job satisfaction and the quality of 

their work environments. Jorde Bloom (1988) called for assessments of organisational 

practices to enable “person-environment congruence” (p. 120) in order to facilitate improved 

job satisfaction. Similarly, Blochinger and Bauer (2016) suggested organisational level 

considerations of reduced workloads can contribute to improving work environments and 

ultimately the health of educators. However, most studies of educator work environments rely 

primarily on self-reports from educators themselves (Bullough and Hall-Kenyon 2018). 

These self-reports tend to overlook the structural characteristics of early childhood 

organisation and operation, such as adequate staff ratios, adequate adult workspaces, 

employment conditions and planning time.  

Structural characteristics of early childhood workplaces have received less attention in 

the research literature compared to the physical and psychosocial characteristics of work 

environments (Ryan and Whitebook 2012). Such limited attention may be due, in part, to the 

existence of regulatory requirements and curricular documents that contribute to 

improvements in the quality of ECEC. Mention of educator wellbeing within regulatory and 

curricular documents is largely absent. For example, the Australia’s National Quality 

Standard [NQS] (ACECQA 2018) gives limited attention to educators’ wellbeing. With 

respect to staffing, Quality Area 4 of the NQS, attends only to issues such as rostering, 

continuity of staffing, collaboration and professional standards. Quality Area 2 and Quality 

Area 4 include consideration of regulations and guidance concerning illness and injury 
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management, and the suitability of outdoor and indoor spaces for purpose. However, the 

regulatory requirements in both these areas are ambiguous about how educators’ wellbeing 

should be considered alongside that of children. 

Few studies have documented educator wellbeing from the perspectives of the early 

childhood organisations in which they are employed. This paucity of research is surprising 

considering the extensive research conducted in organisational contexts, beyond ECEC (e.g., 

Grawitch, Gottschalk and Munz 2006). The research from organisational contexts suggests 

that structural characteristics and practices within organisations promote employee wellbeing 

and lead to improved outcomes for organisations through reduced absenteeism, turnover, 

injury and accident rates and higher levels of employee morale and motivation. The concept 

of workplace psychosocial safety (Hall, Dollard and Coward 2010) offers a systems approach 

to many of these issues through its focus on assessing perceptions of, and structures that 

support shared (rather than individual) psychological safety amongst all employees and 

managers. Low levels of psychosocial safety in a workplace or the broader organisation have 

been connected with lower productivity, and greater levels of sickness, absenteeism, 

presenteeism and potentially, physical injury (Becher and Dollard 2016). Bloechliger and 

Bauer (2016) also suggest that if child care organisations increased attention to the 

environments and conditions in which their educators work it would likely improve the 

overall outcomes for the organisation itself. 

Corr, Davis, Cook, Waters and LaMontagne (2014) examined the effects of 

organisational approaches that impact on educators’ wellbeing, particularly in relation to 

mental health. This Australian study with family day care educators, who provide education 

and care services in their own homes, suggested that the quality of relationships with 

government, organising bodies and families all contribute to the quality of the family day 

care mental health of educators. Corr et al. (2014) advocated for health promotion by 

organisations, with regulatory support, as critical for both educator health and workforce 

stability. Given that home-based and centre-based educators in Australia are subject to the 

same regulatory regimes, and similar organisational structures, it is likely that the findings 

and implications of the research by Corr et al. (2014) could extend to educators working in 

centre-based contexts.  
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The current study 

We propose that an investigation of organisational perspectives on educator wellbeing 

can provide new understandings about the supports and challenges within work cultures that 

impact on educator wellbeing. Moreover, these perspectives can contribute to more holistic 

understandings of educator wellbeing and factors that influence the recruitment, retention and 

sustainability of the early childhood workforce.  

This research addresses the question: What knowledge and understandings are held by 

key stakeholders in ECEC organisations about the work-related wellbeing of early childhood 

educators? 

Methodology 

Research context 

The Australian ECEC sector is the context for this study. This sector, primarily, 

provides services in prior-to-school settings for young children. It operates in a privatised and 

marketised system of private for-profit, non-profit and community owned organisations, and 

these organisations may all be eligible for various forms of government funding to support 

service delivery. Approved services must meet regulatory standards of the national and state 

governments, including the requirements of the National Quality Framework [NQF]. In 

Australia, medium-sized ECEC organisations may have responsibility for between 2 and 24 

services, while there are also larger organisations that have responsibility for more than 25 

ECEC services (ACECQA May, 2019). In 2019, 62% of approved ECEC services were 

operated by medium and large early childhood organisations (ACECQA May, 2019).  

For large organisations that employ hundreds of educators, the impact of compromised 

educator wellbeing are magnified because negative consequences can result in disruptions to 

the continuity of care for children, through staff turnover; increase organisational and 

employment costs through fees paid to employ casual or employment agency staff; and 

increase insurance premiums for workers’ compensation (Kusma, Groneberg, Nienhaus and 

Mache 2012). In Australia, these costs can be particularly burdensome for employers because 

staffing is their greatest expense. The estimated cost of replacing a workplace injury-affected 

educator is 26 weeks of average wages, around AU$24,375 (Safe Work Australia 2015), and 

the level of staff turnover in the ECEC sector is estimated at around 30%.  



7 
 

The unique demands of early childhood educators’ work environments, including 

frequent bending and the need to lift and carry children, place particular physiological strains 

on educators. As a result, the most common causes of early childhood educator workers’ 

compensation claims are musculoskeletal injuries (e.g., sprains and strains, fractures and soft 

tissue injuries), (Cumming, Wulff, Wong and Logan 2020). Rates of injury are the same as, 

or higher than the national average for the three most serious physical injuries – body 

stressing; slips, trips and falls; and being hit by a moving object. While there are fewer claims 

for psychological injury, the average number of days off per claim (154 days) is more than 

three times as high as the average for physical injury (46 days) (Cumming, Wulff, Wong and 

Logan 2020). 

Participants and recruitment 

Each participating organisation was selected according to its size and management 

structure. Medium and large early childhood organisations were selected because they 

represent a significant proportion of the early childhood services in Australia. Each 

participating organisation also had a designated position of workplace, wellbeing manager 

[senior manager] with responsibility for the work-related, wellbeing of educators. Participants 

were therefore considered ‘elite interviewees’ because of their managerial positions.  

A list of 20 early childhood organisations was compiled from databases, web searches 

and researcher networks. Senior managers were recruited on the basis of their knowledge of 

educator wellbeing and how it is managed within their organisations. Recruitment was 

initiated by an invitational email to the CEO/General Manager of each organisation. 

Responses to participate were received from nine organisations, 45% of the organisations 

meeting the study criteria. Given the limited number and influential positions of these 

managers this form of recruitment and the number of participants was appropriate to answer 

the research question (Mikecz 2012). In two organisations both a CEO and senior manager 

participated in the interview. Table 1 provides a description of each participant in the study, 

the nature of their organisational context and an approximate number of educators for whom 

they have responsibility.  

[Insert Table 1 here] 
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Data collection  

Interview questions [see Appendix 1] were developed from the researchers’ 

professional knowledge of the early childhood sector. Beamer (2002) explained that research 

questions in elite interviews should be determined according to the target population. Hence, 

open-ended questions were developed in consideration of the interviewees’ responsibilities 

within their organisations. These questions were provided to each interviewee at least one 

week prior to the interview to enable time to prepare, reflect and to access their organisation’s 

records where relevant.  

Probing questions, such as those related to costs of educator ‘ill-being’, were included 

toward the end of the interview because of the sensitive nature of these questions. Including 

these questions allowed us to understand more about the particular organisational contexts 

surrounding educators’ injuries and added depth to the interview data. Not all analyses of 

specific questions related to staff turnover, nature of injury claims, cost for sick days, and 

staff recruitment are included in the data reported in this paper.  

Individual semi-structured elite interviews of approximately one hour in duration were 

conducted by the first author at the head office of each organisation. The decision to utilise 

semi-structured interviews was based on the notion that this flexibility would give access to 

specialised knowledge (Dexter 1970). Interviews were transcribed in full through the use of a 

professional transcribing service. All participant names used in reporting this research are 

pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality when reporting the data. 

Ethical issues in the use of elite interview data were an important consideration in order 

to preserve the anonymity of senior managers and their organisations. When reporting the 

data, transcripts of interviews were returned to senior managers to review and reflect upon 

the degree of self and organisation identification, which was evident in their transcripts. 

Ethical approval was obtained from Charles Sturt University’s Human Research Ethics 

Committee (#H18029), prior to participant recruitment. 

Data analysis 

The transcripts were analysed using conventional content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 

2005), rather than devising an a priori coding structure. Conventional content analysis is a 

method “for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the systematic 

classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (Hsieh and Shannon, 
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2005, p. 1278). The content analysis of elite interviews can function as a means for 

developing explanations about processes and provide access to the cultural world (Elliot 

2005), in this case, the organisational culture of which the participants were a part.  

Text of each approved transcript from the senior managers interviewed was collated 

according to each of the interview questions and then entered into NVivo. The analysis had 

four phases. First, Authors 1 and 2 immersed themselves in the data by repeatedly reading the 

collated data to familiarise themselves with the data as a whole. Second, Authors 1 and 2 read 

data together and discussed their inferences by making notes about their first thoughts in 

order to assist new understandings to emerge (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This process 

enabled examination of texts beyond identifying exact words, and enabled inferences to be 

made about the overall meaning within the text. This process guided the early analysis. Third, 

descriptive codes were generated that represented key concepts of interest in the data.  

As new concepts of interest were identified by the researchers, new codes were added 

to the coding schema to categorise text that did not fit the initial codes. At times overlapping 

codes were merged or re-defined. Analytical integrity was maintained by the two researchers 

reviewing the coding scheme and cross-checking the data in an ongoing manner to re-

examine existing codes as new codes emerged. These strategies of cross-checking and 

reviewing the data were used to ensure rigour and trustworthiness in the analysis. Fourth, new 

codes were sorted into categories and then grouped into overarching themes according to how 

codes were related. Using the suggestions of King, Horrocks and Brooks (2019) of restricting 

the number of overarching themes to between two and five, as far as data will permit, four 

overarching themes were identified. The final themes and categories are outlined in Table 2.  

Findings 

Four themes were identified in the data from senior managers about educator wellbeing. 

The first theme related to the importance of recognising educator health and safety as a key 

priority in organisations and the supports required to ensure physical and emotional safety. 

The second theme focused on operational issues for management and its challenges, 

especially for staff who are centre directors. The third theme of invisibility identified the 

complexities in educator’s work in providing services to children and families which can 

have an impact on educators’ personal wellbeing and may not easily be evident to others in 

the workplace. The final theme focused on building supportive work environments, including 
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aspects of workplace design and staffing practices. What follows is a discussion of these 

findings from the four themes identified. 

[Insert Table 2 here] 

Health and safety 

Keeping educators physically safe was a dominant concern identified by each 

participant. This was associated with the elimination of hazards associated with slips, trips, 

falls, illness, injuries from dangerous child behaviours and the risks of working long hours in 

environments designed primarily for children. Senior managers’ recollections of service 

accident records suggested increases in the number and frequency of reports of educator 

injuries sustained from dangerous child behaviours. One senior manager explained: 

Where children have got those really big behaviours sometimes educators 

will try to comfort children and they may sit the child on their lap and then 

the child will throw their head back and connect with that educator’s 

face…and that’s resulting in injuries for educators [SM O5]. 

Emphasising educators’ physical safety in policies and procedures is important but it 

tends to overlook the other demands placed on educators to build productive relationships 

with children whose behaviours are challenging and unpredictable. Whitaker, Dearth-Wesley 

and Gooze (2015) suggested that the challenges in teacher-child relationships are associated 

with increased levels of workplace stress. Hence, an educator’s capacity to function well can 

be depleted by working with children who regularly display challenging behaviours. At the 

same time, in some instances, senior managers recalled educators were reluctant to report 

injuries from children’s challenging behaviours due to fears these children may be removed 

from a service. Concerns about the potential impacts for children and families therefore can 

further add to educator’s stress.  

Several managers also reported the importance of educators’ emotional safety in 

relation to reporting complex child and family issues and educators’ preparedness for coping 

with these issues. These situations can involve highly anxious children and parents. Most 

senior managers also indicated a rise in their awareness of educators’ mental health issues, 

even though known mental health claims within their organisations were less commonly 

reported compared to claims for physical injuries. Uncertainties on the extent of educators’ 
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mental health issues was attributed to educators’ reluctance to disclose these experiences. 

One manager reported challenges in identifying mental health issues when she explained: 

…we get a few of them [educators] who actually admit that they suffer from 

anxiety or panic … things like that, which actually gives us a little bit of a 

way of dealing with things like that, instead they’re just taking a sick leave 

or something like that [SM O2]. 

The extent to which mental health issues affects educators was not well-known by 

senior managers. Understanding the seriousness of the issues relied on the effectiveness of 

each organisation’s informal communication channels and formal reporting mechanisms. 

Several managers reported a reluctance of educators to report mental health issues instead 

preferring to record their absences from work as sick days. Managers welcomed initiatives 

such as mental health first aid courses for directors, special awareness days and support 

programs for anxiety and depression. However, most initiatives were newly implemented and 

less tested than formalised controlled interventions.  

Some managers discussed the implementation of healthy lifestyle programs, such as 

support for healthy eating or provisions of exercise classes and gym memberships. One senior 

manager explained: 

Every winter, we order fruit boxes [for educators], and it’s almost like, we 

want to get you [educators] through winter, healthy [SM 09].   

Healthy lifestyle programs were mostly limited to one-off interventions and were 

spasmodic at best. This finding supports the review by Grawitch et al. (2006) of 

organisational improvements, beyond ECEC, which suggested that improvements had tended 

to focus on avoiding unsafe and unhealthy work practices with less attention to promoting 

safe and healthy outcomes. Indeed, healthy workplaces require recognition of how health is 

affected by organisational practices.  

Operational Challenges  

Operational challenges of recruiting and retaining well-qualified educators, particularly 

directors, was identified in relation to work-related stress. Most managers reported the 

recruitment of early childhood educators with teaching qualifications as ‘very hard to source’ 

[SM O4]. Additionally, the retention of educators was impacted by issues about pay, working 
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conditions, and differing expectations about the work. Issues of poor pay and conditions 

cause workplace stress but also have impacts on educators’ personal lives (Irvine, Thorpe, 

McDonald, Lunn and Sumsion 2016). For instance, when educator salaries do not keep pace 

with housing affordability, particularly for services located in inner city areas, educators find 

it difficult to reside near their workplace. They are more likely to experience ‘ill-being’ from 

lengthy commuting hours, that adds physical and financial stress to the length of their 

working day.  

Another challenge in supporting educator wellbeing at service operation levels related 

to the role of the director. Directors and assistant directors play lead roles in developing 

stable and inspiring workplace cultures in early childhood settings (Waniganayake, 

Cheeseman, Fenech and Hadley 2017). Zinsser, Denham, Curby and Chazan-Cohen (2016) 

explained that a director’s emotional competence can play a central role in supporting the 

satisfaction and commitment of staff because they support educators to feel comfortable to 

express their feelings and opinions. Participants described the value of a director’s work in 

dealing with the frontline staffing, child and family issues, and then raising these concerns 

with higher levels of management. As one senior manager explained, directors’ behaviours 

can defuse wellbeing concerns before they escalate into major issues: 

Educators often come to them [directors] in highly stressed and anxious 

states and just being able to manage them is challenging …we need to give 

them [the directors] the tools and direct them to resources where they may 

be able to get assistance [SM O8]. 

Senior managers acknowledged directors often provided emotional support for 

educators suggesting a need to provide directors with adequate resources, such as leadership 

and emotional competence training. However, while tools and resources are important, we 

consider a reliance on tools and resources alone as problematic. Bullough and Pinnegar 

(2009) suggested that educator wellbeing is sustained by trust and time for the quality of 

relationships in the work environments to develop. Hence, the wellbeing of directors, as well 

as educators, is a priority if they are to exercise strong emotional competence and leadership 

skills with staff.  

Other challenges identified related to issues concerning the management and 

employment of relief staff to cover instances of educator illness and turnover. Difficulties in 

recruiting relief staff created pressures and impacts for the wellbeing of existing educators if 
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relief staff had little knowledge of the children and families attending the service. One senior 

manager explained: 

…it does have an impact on educator wellbeing, because staff feel like they 

can’t take sick leave, or they don’t take sick leave, and then they don’t 

perform well at work, and then it becomes a human resources issue, and 

really, they just needed to take a few days… but there’s no-one to cover 

them if they do. So, it is a real issue… we have to think creatively in that 

space and at the moment we’re looking at fly-in, fly-out options (for relief 

staff in remote towns) [SM O6]. 

The recruitment and employment of relief staff, particularly in rural and remote areas, 

was a challenge for most organisations. Compromises to pedagogical quality as well as 

educator wellbeing mean that further attention is needed about how to manage adequate and 

flexible staffing levels to support these services.  

Invisibility  

The theme of invisibility relates to understanding the many emotional complexities in 

educator’s work that many be less transparent to managers, and even to the educators 

themselves. Senior managers acknowledged that educators use a lot of emotional energy in 

their daily work with children and families and such psychological demands may engender 

significant stress. For instance, the responsibilities in reporting issues of child protection, 

family trauma and family relationship breakdown were described by the participants as being 

stressful and multi-dimensional, and sometimes dangerous work for educators. Yet, senior 

managers were not always able to account for the full impact of these difficulties or the 

reasons why these situations occurred. In part, this was connected to educators’ commitment 

to supporting and maintaining relationships with children and families at costs to their own 

wellbeing. One senior manager explained: 

… so [educators] don’t report incidents where they’re being bitten, or hit, 

or kicked, or sustained an injury that’s been a result of a child. So, we 

haven’t been able to capture that data and get a full picture of what the 

impact is on our educators … none of our educators want to see children 

excluded from a service, and that’s their fear if they do start reporting 
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these things. Yeah, it’s got nothing to do with themselves, it’s all about the 

child [SM 06]. 

Not being able to fully account for the complexities of educators’ work tends to 

overshadow how educator wellbeing can be supported, because educator wellbeing may have 

a lower priority in relation to the wellbeing of children. Hence, educators can become 

invisible players in the service they provide. In this context, their wellbeing is easily 

overlooked within their organisations and by the educators themselves.  

Notably absent was a discussion of educators’ wellbeing in terms of their ‘emotional 

exhaustion’. Most senior managers acknowledged the emotional load of educators’ work but 

appeared at least one step removed from the emotional energy required to work directly with 

children over long periods of time. This degree of separation contrasts with a study of self-

reports from educators that rated very high to extreme levels of emotional exhaustion despite 

feeling positive about their work environments (Løvgren 2016). Hence, while emotional 

exhaustion appears complex, it also has a level of invisibility within the broader context of 

ECEC organisations.  

Ways in which operational matters were communicated within organisations was also 

difficult to pin down within the interviews. Another senior manager explained: 

I think people find focussing on educator wellbeing [is] difficult because of 

things like rostering and staffing and shifts and we don’t have the 

resourcing or the structure to have people out of classrooms all the time 

[SM O1]. 

Many organisations utilised forms of employee assistance programs (EAPs) that were 

externally provided. Such services generally provide confidential financial advice and 

counselling services for educators experiencing difficulties in their work and personal lives. 

A review evaluating the effectiveness of EAPs suggests these programs enhance individual 

and organisational outcomes (Joseph, Walker and Fuller-Tyszkiewicz 2018). However, our 

study revealed managers’ recollections of the uptake of these programs by educators was 

small. EAPs were mostly accessed when educators’ wellbeing was seriously compromised. In 

many cases, these instances were reported as difficult to resolve.  



15 
 

Supportive adult work environments  

Work environments designed primarily for children do not take account of an adult’s 

personal and professional needs. This can lead to educators feeling undervalued by their 

organisation and undervaluing their own wellbeing. For example, the type and availability of 

staff rooms for work breaks provided needed respite from working directly with the children 

but were not always available. One senior manager explained how meeting rooms were re-

designed to provide respite spaces: 

Our meeting rooms have been converted with sofas and armchairs for 

educators to spend time in there [during designated breaks]. There’s a chill 

out room with a TV and a game console … and recognising that some 

educators had their own spiritual and religious wellbeing was really 

important too [SM O7].  

Well-designed break rooms created better work environments, and it was recognised 

that educators’ wellbeing can suffer without relief from the physical and emotional work 

demands. The importance of aesthetically pleasing materials and resources was also 

identified as a sign that educators felt valued within an organisation. As one senior manager 

explained: 

… some of them [educators] wanted NutriBullets [high speed blenders], so 

they could make smoothies at lunch, because it’s quick and easy and they 

can get back to the children…or a set of matching mugs, so they can all just 

drink out of a nice mug when they’re at work [SM O6]. 

These comments highlight the importance of resources for educators that communicate 

their value to their organisation. However, a deeper underlying issue is the need for managers 

to reinforce the importance of taking adequate breaks. Resources that provide quick and easy 

solutions to meal breaks (such as NutriBullet blenders) may encourage educators to take 

shorter breaks and hence work in ways that are counter-productive to their wellbeing. 

Inadequate staffing to cover the breaks for educators can raise tensions for staff who may be 

expected to take on unreasonable demands in caring for additional children.  
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Discussion 

The evidence presented in this study revealed that key stakeholders in ECEC 

organisations were aware of the multiple and complex demands of educators’ work and the 

importance of this work for the success of their organisations. Several organisations were 

initiating new strategies to support educator wellbeing – such as refitting break rooms or 

offering healthy snacks. However, the implementation of these strategies was largely 

piecemeal. Some strategies focussed on somewhat superficial needs expressed by individual 

educators or teams (Bullough and Hall-Kenyon 2018), perhaps reflecting a lack of 

recognition or invisibility of the scope and complexity of educators’ work. However, in most 

instances the effectiveness of these strategies had not been measured.  

At a fundamental level, an organisation’s response to educators’ wellbeing through the 

provision of resources is valuable and affirming, but it can divert attention away from the 

structural and organisational climate that compromises educator wellbeing on a larger scale. 

This research indicated an absence of coordinated and embedded attention to educator work-

related wellbeing in policies, practices and regulatory requirements. Kalliath and Kalliath 

(2012) explained that unless work-environment issues are addressed, beyond a focus on 

individual performance, supporting high levels of employee performance can be counter-

productive. Further, one-off interventions are unlikely to support sustained educator 

wellbeing. Approaches in the work health and safety systems to prevent and remediate harm 

can include reducing job stress; altering ways in which individuals perceive stress and cope 

with it; and treating, rehabilitating and compensating those with workplace injuries 

(LaMontagne, Keegel and Vallance 2007). Introducing policies and practices that actively 

enable a psychosocial safety climate for all within organisations is another aspect in such a 

systems approach (Becher and Dollard 2016). Policies and practices to support educator 

wellbeing do not seem to be comprehensively embedded within ECEC organisations or 

mandated by the national regulatory frameworks that could provide directions to 

organisations in order to guide the operation of services.  

The findings about ‘invisibility’ reveal some aspects of educators’ work-related 

wellbeing that have not been previously been reported. This included the specific pressures 

that may affect directors’ wellbeing through the role that they have to provide emotional and 

practical support to their staff. A key finding concerned the under-reporting by staff of 

incidents when educators may not report injuries and draw unwanted attention, for potentially 
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minor concerns, and the difficulties that then ensued for organisations to implement 

emotionally ‘safe’ and effective reporting mechanisms. Given the low rates of worker’s 

compensation claims for psychological injury, but the high number of average days off 

required when claims are made (Cumming, Wulff, Wong and Logan 2020), it seems that 

educators’ mental health should be an area of greater concern for organisations. This includes 

mechanisms and a workplace climate that enables educators and directors to believe that they 

are ‘allowed to’ report psychological difficulties or injuries. These findings also reaffirm the 

findings by Corr et al. (2014) regarding the need for better mental health promotion strategies 

in early childhood sectors. Moreover, high levels of educator stress can increase the 

likelihood that educators are unable to engage children in supportive learning experiences 

(Whitebook, King, Philipp and Sakai 2016). Low professional status, low pay and poor 

working conditions can contribute to worry about financial insecurity and contribute to 

educators’ stress. 

Our study also provides support to the existing research that has raised concerns about 

difficulties of attracting and retaining well-qualified early childhood educators in the 

workforce (Irvine et al. 2016). In particular, it sheds new light on early childhood 

organisations’ experiences of such difficulties, notably in rural and remote early childhood 

services. Giving more focussed attention to the needs of educators, directors and 

organisations working in rural and remote areas is another important area for future research. 

Conclusion 

This study identified a range of issues that impact on educators’ wellbeing that may not 

have been strongly recognised in previous research. The costs to organisations, children and 

families when educator wellbeing is not effectively supported should prompt greater attention 

to ensure safe work environments. These efforts need to be holistic and should recognise the 

need for structural and cultural changes. In this research, by highlighting the challenges from 

an organisational perspective, through interviews with senior staff in organisations, we have 

provided new insights that could guide development of actions and interventions to improve 

educators’ wellbeing, reduce workers’ compensation claims, and the turnover of staff in early 

childhood organisations.  

We highlighted a concept of invisibility in relation to educator wellbeing. The 

invisibility of emotional pressures that are inherent in the work of educators was a concern 

for the senior managers participating in this research who recognised the importance of these 
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pressures in order to support educators’ emotional wellbeing. Further research is required on 

the emotional complexities in educators’ work that can contribute to emotional exhaustion. 

While the findings of this research are not able to be generalised more broadly across the 

early childhood sector in Australia, because of the limited number of interviews conducted, 

as well that these participants were representatives from medium and large ECEC 

organisations. However, this research does add to existing body of research about wellbeing 

of educators in early childhood services through its identification of four important themes 

that emerged from the perspectives from senior managers. Challenges identified included the 

importance of the physical and emotional safety of staff; the operational challenges to address 

work-related stress; as well as the need for greater recognition of the emotional complexities 

inherent within educators’ work. These may be less clearly visible to others but can have 

significant impacts on personal wellbeing. The importance of ensuring supportive adult work 

environments was also recognised.  
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Appendix 1 

Interview questions 

1. Can we begin by discussing your role here in [organisation X]? What’s 

involved? What areas do you oversee? 

2. How do you understand educator wellbeing? 

3. Educator wellbeing is becoming increasingly important. Why is it important? 

And why is it important for your organisation? 

4. What approaches does your organisation take to supporting educator wellbeing? 

5. What factors do you think influence educator wellbeing? 

6. How would you describe the turnover rate of staff? Does it vary much from year 

to year? 

7. Do you see any patterns related to staff turnover?  

8. Could you comment on staff turnover rates and job descriptions? 

9. Could you comment on staff turnover rates and qualifications? 

10. Are staff turnover rates related to any particular factors? (For instance, is there a 

relationship between age and years of experience?) 

11. Can you give me an indication of the cost of claims for: 

• Sick days (per annum)? 

• Cost of injuries? 

• Cost of recruitment? 

12. Does the cost of casual staff vary much from year to year? 

13. What sort of injuries to EC educators commonly experience? 

14. What sort of illnesses to EC educators commonly experience? 

15. What sort of reasons do staff give for leaving the organisation? 

Prompts: Other questions to elicit more information could be added such as: 

• Can you tell me more about what you mean by that? And 
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• Can you talk me through the last time a situation like that affected your 

decisions about educator wellbeing? 

• What happened then? 

• So, what did that mean for your practice/organization? 
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