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CHAPTER 1
1.1 Background 
The  Early Years sector is a major part of the UK’s childcare and education system. Nursery practitioners support children during a period of rapid development and are responsible for care, learning, safeguarding, planning, observation and communication with families. Evidence links the quality of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) with children's development and with the quality of adult-child interactions (Melhuish, E.et al., 2015; OECD, 2021; Slot, 218). . The workforce is therefore central to the quality and sustainability of provision.
1.2 The workforce problem
The sector continues to face recruitment and retention pressure. Recent National Foundation for Education Research(NFER) Evidence for England reports significant staffing challenges, including a 16% turnover rate among staff in group- based providers in 2024, together with concerns about low pay and limited career progression (Flemons, L. and Worth, J.,2026). The 2026 annual report warns that workforce growth may have plateaued on the staffing levels may remain below estimated requirements for expanded childcare(Flemons, L.  and Worth, J.,2026). These data are England- specific and are used as comparator evidence rather than as UK-wide statistics.
1.3 UK and Wales context
This dissertation addresses the UK early years sector while recognising that child care and education policy is devolved. The empirical research took place in Cardiff Wales so Welsh policy provides the immediate context. The Welsh government's workforce planning places recruitment,, skills, capacity and professional support at the centre of its approach (Welsh Government, 2017; Welsh Government, 2024). Evidence from one UK nation is therefore not treated as evidence for all Four Nations.
1.4 Need for the study
National report showed the kale of workforce pressure but cannot fully explain how staffing shortages are experienced in everyday nursery practise. Qualitative research is appropriate when the purpose is to understand experience, meaning and perception (Creswell,J. W.,2012; Flick,U., 2014; Gray, D.E., 2018). This study explores practitioners views of recruitment, retention, workload, wellbeing, pay, professional recognition and effects on children and families.
1.5 Aim and objectives
The aim of this study is to explore nursery practitioners perspective on the staff shortage crisis in the UK early year sector. The objectives are to explore experiences of shortages, identify recruitment barriers, examine workload and well-being, consider effects on children and families and identify possible improvements.
1.6 Research questions 
RQ1: What factors influence nursery practitioners to enter, remain in or leave the Early Years sector?
RQ2: What are the main recruitment and staffing challenges experienced by nursery practitioners?
RQ3: How do staff shortages affect practitioners and children?
1.7 Researcher position and insider status 
The researcher is an insider to the research context. Insider research can support access, report and contextual understanding, but it can also increase the risk of assumptions and bias(Dwyer, S. and Buckle, J. L.,20018: Berger, R., 2015). Reflexivity was therefore important. The researcher kept analysis close to participants, compared the two accounts undistinguished participant evidence from interpretation.
1.8 Scope and limitations 
Only two people were interviewed, both working in one private nursery in Cardiff, and each interview lasted approximately 30 minutes. Participant 1(P1) had approximately 38 years experience and help the practitioner/managerial role; Participant 2 (P2) was a senior nursery practitioner with approximately 8 to 9 years nursery experience and previous private nanny experience. The findings cannot represent the UK workforce, establish prevalence or causation, or be generalised across nations and provider types. No claim of data saturation is made. The purpose is to provide too detailed practitioner perspectives.
1.9 Chapter structure 
Chapter 2 critically reviews current and established literature. Chapter 3 explains the research methodology, including alternative methods, sampling,  interviews, ethics and insider reflexivity. Chapter 4 analysis the two interviews and synthesises the findings with the literature. Chapter 5 concludes the study, identifies strengths and limitations, answers the research questions and makes recommendations. This structure moves logically from the problem, to existing knowledge, to method, evidence, interpretation and action. 
CHAPTER 2-LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Introduction
The previous chapter established that the early years workforce is central to quality but continues to face recruitment and retention pressure. This chapter reveals the literature that helps explain why. It moves from the importance of early years quality to workforce recruitment, retention, workload, well-being, professional identity, leadership and continuity. It also introduces concepts from the research methods and employability reading list where they help frame the professional and interpretive dimensions of the study. The review then identifies the gap that the present small-scale qualitative study addresses. Recent studies reinforce the importance of examining workforce sustainability as more than a staffing- number problem. Heilala, C. et al. (2024) found relationships between work demand, work resources and turnover intentions in Early Childhood Education and Care(ECEC).  
Markowitz, A. J. and Bassok, D.(2022) identified substantial longitudinal turnover in publicly funded early childhood settings. More recent work links positive work environments, meaningful work, professional development and organisational support with retention, while low wages, paperwork, weak onboarding and lack of recognition are identified as turnover pressures (Dearth-Wesley, T. ,Herman, A. N. &Whitaker, R. C., 2023; Vicente,D., Venegas,M. and Guerrero, A.D.,2025). A recent mixed methods study also linked emotional exhaustion, pay satisfaction and workplace culture with intention to live (Macquire University research team, 2024). These studies are mainly international, so they are used comparatively rather than as direct evidence of UK prevalence. 
2.2 Early childhood and education 
The importance of the early years can be understood through ecological, developmental and sociocultural theories. Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979) viewed child development as taking place within interconnected environments. Vygotsky,L.S. (1978) emphasised social interaction and the role of more knowledgeable others in learning. Shonkoff, J. P.  (2010)showed how early experiences are linked to later development, while Melhuish, E. et al. (2015) reviewed evidence that high-quality Early Childhood Education and Care can support children’s development. 
Quality is not simply a matter of having a building, equipment or a formal ratio. Structural characteristics include group size, ratios, staff qualifications and working conditions; process  quality includes relationships, interactions and the experiences children actually receive (Fenech,M., 2011).
Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) and Sylva et al. (2004) Also demonstrate the importance of pedagogical practise and adult-child interaction. This is directly relevant to staffing stability because practitioners who know children well can respond to their individual needs more easily,
2.3 Relationships and continuity
Relationships are especially important in early years settings. Attachment theory emphasises the importance of consistent and responsive relationships for children's emotional security (Bowlby, J.,1980; Ainsworth, M. D. S. et al., 1978). Research on classroom quality similarly links the quality of adult child interactions to children's experiences and development (Pianta et al., 2005; Howes et al., 2008). Staff turnover can therefore have consequences beyond administration and scheduling.
The literature does not mean that every stuff change causes harm. Children can develop relationships with several adult. P2 believed this was desirable because it gives children continuity when one practitioner leaves.  But ,repeated changes may make it more difficult to maintain stable relationships. Cassidy, D. j. et al. (2011) and Jeon, L.  et al. (2014) highlight the relevance of teacher turnover and workforce ability to early childhood settings. The participants’ concerns about children and parents can therefore be understood within a wider body of evidence about continuity and interaction quality.
2.4 Recruitment and the image of Early Years work 
Recruitment depends partly on how a profession is understood. Early Years work has sometimes been undervalued or reduced to the idea of ”just childcare”. The Social Mobility Commission (2020) explicitly identified this under-appreciation as part of the wider problem of recruitment and retention. 
Osgood, J.(2006), Moss, P. (2006) and Urban (2008) similarly discuss tensions around professional identity and the status of Early Childhood work. This matters because both participants described unrealistic expectations among some new entrants. Participant 2 said some people believe the work it is  mainly playing with children, while participant 1 said some believe it is easy. When the reality involves safeguarding, planning, paperwork, behaviour management and responsibility, an employee expected an easy job may quickly become dissatisfied. Wanous, J. P. (1978) argues that realistic job information can help new employees develop accurate expectations.recruitment campaigns should therefore communicate both the rewarding and demanding sides of the role. 
2.5 Qualifications and entry route
A skilled workforce required appropriate knowledge and qualifications. Manning, M.et al. (2017) and Manning,M.  et al. (2019) found associations between teacher qualification and aspects of Early Childhood Education and Care quality. OECD (2018;2020) also places workforce competence and professional development at the centre of quality. However, P1(participant 1) identified the qualification and training requirements as a possible barrier for some applicants. 
The policy challenge is therefore one of.balance. Standards cannot simply be reduced to make recruitment easier, because quality and safeguarding depends on competent staff. at the same time, entry routes need to be accessible and supported. Apprenticeship, mentoring, founded qualifications and work based learning can help. 
The Association of Supervisors and Executive Trainee (2013) Good practise guidance is relevant here because it emphasises the importance of structured work-based learning and clear support for learners and professional environments. 
2.6 Retention and turnover
Recruiting staff is the only one part of work for sustainability. retention is equally important. Mobley, W. H. (1977) ,described turnover as a process influenced by job satisfaction and other intermediate factors, while Hom, P. W. et al. (2017) show that turnover theory has developed into a complex field involving job attitudes, alternatives, organisational factors and personal circumstances. In Early Years, the Social Mobility Commission (2020) found that one in six workers in its data left their jobs within a year, and identified pay, work demands, training and  organisational climate among the key barriers of stability. 
More recent English evidence confirms that retention remains a challenge. National Foundation for Education Research (NFER) reported a 16% turnover rate among staff in group- based providers in 2024, twice the rate reported for school-based providers ( Flemons, L. and Worth,J.,  2025).  
NFER’s 2026 report continues to identify retention and working conditions as risks to workforce stability (Flemons, L. and Worth, J.,2026). These figures are England-specific and should not be treated as UK-wide statistics, but they provide an important national comparison for the present Cardiff-based study.
2.7 Pay and professional value
Bay is one of the strongest teams in the workforce literature. The Social Mobility Commission (2020) found that Early Years workers in England were paid substantially less than comparable groups and linked low pay to movement between employers and exits from the sector. The report also argued that Early Years workers often experience a mismatch between their qualifications and financial reward. NFER’s more recent work similarly finds that Early Years pay remains low relative to comparable workers (Flemons, L. and Worth, J., 2025; Flemons and Worth, 2026). Recent evidence also identifies pay equity and inadequate wages as continuing barriers to attracting and retaining early childhood educators (Liu, L. et al. ,2025). 
The participants independently identify pay as a possible solution. P1 argues that the responsibility of caring for other people's children deserves greater recognition. P2 believed that better pay could make Early Years work more attractive as a long term career. These comments are consistent with the literature but also show an important qualification: P2 had not personally seen someone leave solely because of pay. Pay may operate together with stress , workload and career opportunities rather than as a single cause.
2.8 Natural motivation and passion
Low pay does not mean that Early Years practitioners lack motivation. Herzberg, F. et al. (1994) distinguish motivating factors such as recognition and achievement from hygiene factors such as pay and working conditions. Deci, E. L.  and Ryan, R. M.  (1985) and Ryan, R. M. and Deci, E. L. (2000) also distinguish intrinsic motivation from external rewards. P1’s 38-year commitment is a strong example of intrinsic motivation. P1 described loving the job and not waking up wishing not to go to work. Yet, intrinsic motivation should not be treated as a substitute for fair employment conditions. The Social Mobility Commission (2020) found evidence that practitioners can be deeply committed to children while still experiencing financial and workload pressure. A sustainable workforce needs both meaningful work and reasonable conditions.
2.9 Workload and stress
Early Years work involves both direct and indirect labour. Direct work includes caring, teaching, playing and  interacting with children. indirect work includes planning, observations ,documentation, safeguarding records and communication with families. P2 described what happens when a colleague leaves: observations and other responsibilities still need to be completed, so someone else must take them on. P2 often accepts extra work personally rather than passing it to colleagues. 
The Social Mobility Commission (2020) identified work demands, long hours and paperwork as important contributors to instability. Maslach, C. and Jackson, S.E. (1981) conceptualised burnout through emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and reduced personal accomplishment. Hall-Kenyon, K. M. et al. (2014) reviewed evidence on Early Childhood teacher wellbeing and identified working conditions as relevant to wellbeing. Jeon, L., Buettner, C. K. and Snyder, A.R. (2014) also shows links between teacher wellbeing and classroom quality. These findings suggest that staffing shortages can become self-reinforcing: fewer staff increase workload, workload increases stress and stress may contribute to further turnover. 
2.10 Work-life balance and flexible working 
P1 highlighted another important dimension: personal circumstances. Some practitioners move from full time to part time work after having children. This does not necessarily mean that they are unhappy with the profession. Instead, it reflects changing work-life needs. Sumsion, J.(2004) and Zinsser, K.M., Christensen, C.G. and Torres, L. (2016) highlight the relationship between professional identity, working conditions and work-life balance in Early Childhood context. Flexible working can consequently contribute to retention. The difficulty is that high levels of part-time working can also create continuity and scheduling challenges. P1’s account shows this tension clearly: there may be enough people to meet ratios, but consistency can still be affected. Workforce planning consequently needs to consider not only how many people are employed but how hours are distributed across the week. 
2.11 Career development and professional identity 
Career progression can influence whether Early Years work is seen as a genuine profession. P2 described opportunities to undertake courses and speak to senior management about development. P1 described external training providers, assessors and internal training in first AID, safeguarding and behaviour management. These opportunities may help workers build professional identity and see a future in the sector. 
Osgood, J.(2006), Moss, P.(2006) and Urban, M. (2008) argue that Early Childhood professionalism is closely connected to recognition, knowledge and professional status. Their work is important because Early Years practitioners have historically faced a tension between the idea of childcare as informal caring work and the recognition of Early Childhood as skilled professional work. This distinction matters for recruitment and retention because people may be less likely to view Early Years as a long-term career if the occupation is not seen as requiring specialist Knowledge and responsibility. 
Chalke,J.(2013) similarly argues that Early Childhood professionalism involves specialist knowledge, professional practice and collaborative relationships. This suggests that professional identity is created through everyday work rather than simply through possession of a qualification. Practitioners develop their professional identity through working with children, colleagues and families, reflecting on practice and continuing to learn. 
More recent research also support this argument. The process of learning while working can help practitioners become more reflective and more willing to introduce improvements into their settings (Dickerson,C and Trodd, L.,2019). Cottrell,S. (2015) argues that personal development and employability include skills such as communication, teamwork, problem-solving, self-management, reflection and the ability to take responsibility for personal development. These skills are highly relevant to Early Years work. 
Gallagher, K. (2016) similarly highlights the importance of study and employment skills for professional development. Although Gallagher’s work is not specifically about Early Years, it is useful because it shows that employability involves more than technical knowledge. 
The importance of transferable skills can also be understood through the European Commission ‘s EntreComp framework, which identifies entrepreneurship as a broad set of competences that includes ideas and opportunities, resources and action. These competences include creativity, recognising opportunities, motivation, mobilising resources, planning, working with others and learning through experience (European Commission, 2016). These skills do not mean that Early Years practitioners need to become entrepreneurs, but the framework provides a useful way of thinking about transferable skills that can support professional adaptability. 
Obshonka, M. et al. (2011) also argue that entrepreneurial competences can be understood as 21st century skills that help individuals manage transitions into adulthood and employment. Their work is relevant to this study because Early Years practitioners work in a sector that is changing because of policy reforms, workforce challenges, new qualifications, changing expectations and increased demand for childcare. 
ASET (2013) also highlights the importance of work-based learning and placement learning in education. Work-based learning can connect academic knowledge with practical experience and can help students develop professional confidence, communication and problem-solving shills. This is particularly relevant to Early Years because professional competence develops through a combination of formal education and workplace experience. 
Professional development can therefore be seen as both an individual and organisational responsibility. individuals need to take responsibility for learning, while employers need to provide access to training, mentoring and progression. OECD evidence from TALIS  Starting Strong 2024 reinforces this point. The report shows that professional learning and opportunities for career development are important parts of building a strong ECEC workforce. It also identifies career progression as an area that requires greater attention in many systems (OECD, 2025). 
Professional development may consequently.support retention in several ways. First,  it can increase confidence; secondly, can help practitioners feel valued and third it can create opportunities for progression. Finally,  it can strengthen professional identity but training alone cannot solve workforce problems. If employees receive additional responsibility without additional recognition pay or support, professional development could increase workload rather than improve retention.
This is important when considering the findings from P1 and P2. both participants described training positively, but the interviews also suggested that workload, pay and staffing remained important concerns. professional development should be part of a wider workforce strategy rather than being treated as a substitute for good working conditions.
2.12 Organisational climate and leadership 
 Organisational climate is an important factor in staff retention.  it describes how employees experience their workplace,  including the relationship with managers and colleagues,  communication,  support,  fairness and recognition. Eisenberg, R. et al. (1986) argue that employees develop perception about whether their organisation values their contribution.  When employees feel that managers listen to them and appreciate their work,  they may develop stronger organisational commitment.  Leadership is especially important in early years settings because practitioners work in high responsibility environment.They are responsible for children's safety,  learning and wellbeing, while also communicating with parents and completing planning and documentation. Managers play an important role in making sure staff receive enough support to manage their responsibilities. 
 P1 described the nursery as supportive and refer to an open door policy.  P1 also explained that managers would enter rooms and help during difficult periods. The example of managers thanking staff after a particularly difficult week shows how recognition can improve moral and make employees feel valued.
 Recent research supports this experiences. Heilala, C. et al. (2022), using data from 538 ECEC staff, found that workload and emotional workload were linked to turnover intentions. The research also highlighted the importance of participation and leadership. Heilala, C. et al. (2024) found that employees who were considering leaving reported higher work demands, including workload and the number of children, alongside low pay.  Work guidance and leadership support were also identified as relevant workplace factors. 
The OECD’s TALIS Starting Strong ( 2024) provides further evidence. Most ECEC staff reported being satisfied with their jobs and feeling valued by parents and children,  although work related stress varied considerably between systems. The OECD also identifies working conditions, salary, professional status and career opportunities as important issues for staff retention (OECD,2025). 
 Supportive leadership can help protect staff from some of the pressure associated with early years work. managers can listen to concerns, provide assistance during busy periods, recognise employees efforts, organise training and help staff feel that their contribution matters. good leadership is not the complete solution though. low pay and consistently hide workloads can still contribute to staff living. a positive organisational climate needs to exist alongside fair employment conditions.
 Workplace relationships are also important. Early Childhood teachers who feel connected to their workplace may experience stronger work engagement and may be better placed to support children's social and emotional development (Journal of School Psychology,2023).  Leadership and retention are closely connected but the relationship is complex. Strong leadership can improve communication, participation, recognition and wellbeing, while wider structural problems can continue to affect employee’s decision to remain in the sector. 
2.13 Recruitment strategies 
 Recruitment is one of the main workforce challenges facing Early Years settings.  It involves more than advertising vacancies.  organisations need to attract suitable applicants, provide realistic information about the role, assess qualification and experience, offer effective induction and support new employees once they begin working. 
 The participants described several recruitment methods, including school and college visits, recruitment events, online advertising, employee referrals, overtime a movement of stuff between nurseries. P2 view employee recommendations as successful, while P1 explain that internal cover between nurseries worked approximately 95% of the time.
 Employee referrals can be useful because existing staff understand the organisation and can explain what the job is really like. Relying too heavily on personal networks may reduce diversity, as recruitment can become limited to existing employees’ social connections. Using several recruitment methods can create a wider and more balanced approach.
 Schools and college visits are particularly valuable because they can introduce early years as a career to potential employees at an early stage. This also connects with the professionalisation of the sector. When early years work is presented simply as childcare, potential applicants may not fully understand the educational, developmental and safeguarding responsibilities involved.
Internal mobility can help nurseries respond quickly to short term staffing shortages. Employees who already know the organisation usually require less induction than completely new staff. P1 also highlighted an important limitation: a cover worker may not know the children or their individual routines.  Feeling a shift does not always provide the same continuity as having a permanent practitioner.
 The Welsh government’s 2024 Early Childhood Play, Learning  and Care Plan recognises the importance of developing a resilient and sustainable workforce while also supporting flexibility and professional development.
 OECD also identifies working conditions, salaries, professional start with and career opportunities as important issues for staff retention (OECD,2025). 
 Recruitment and retention are closely connected. recruiting employees without providing realistic expectations, effective induction, training and supportive working conditions mail it to further turnover.
2.14 The UK policy context
 The early years workforce operates within a changing policy environment. government policy effects funding, qualification requirements, staffing expectations, childcare availability, and professional development. in England, the Department or Education ‘s Early Years workforce strategy identify the recruitment, retention, qualifications and professional development as important priorities (Department for Education, 2017). 
 More recent NFER research shows that recruitment and retention continue to be difficult for providers. Flemons, L. and Worth, J.  ( 2025) identified ongoing workforce challenges, while Flemons, L. and Worth, J.  ( 2026) highlighted concerns about whether the workforce can grow quickly enough to support the expansion of funded childcare. Pay, qualifications and career progression remain important concerns.  This suggests that expanding childcare provision requires investment in the workforce as well as investment in childcare places. The policy context in Wales is different because education and childcare are devolved. The Welsh government’s  refreshed then year childcare play and early years workforce plan places strong emphasis on having a highly skilled, qualified and supported workforce. It focuses on attracting high quality recruits, raising standards and skills and developing workforce capacity and capability.
The policy evidence shows that workforce sustainability is central to maintaining and expanding high quality Early Years provision. Recruitment, retention, professional development and working condition need to be considered together rather than a separate issue.
2.15 Literature gap
 There is considerable national and international research on early years workforce stability, pay, working conditions, wellbeing and professional development. 
 Church provides strong evidence. Grant, Jeon and Buettner (2019), in a study involving 1129 educators, found that working conditions and wellbeing were associated with turnover intentions, with emotional exhaustion linked to intentions to leave. Heilala et al. (2022) also found a relationship between workload and turnover intentions.  A 2024 study involving 713 early childhood professionals found that around one in three participants intended to leave, with emotional exhaustion and pay and benefits being important predictors. 
 Despite this evidence, national and international research cannot fully capture the lived experience of staffing changes within one nursery. statistical studies can show relationship between different factors, but they may not explain how practitioners understand and experience these issues in their everyday work.
 This study addresses this gap by providing a small practitioner-level account based on the experiences of two people working directly with children. It does not aim to replace national evidence or produce generalisable statistics. Its value comes from showing how wider workforce challenges are understood and managed within a specific nursery.
 This gap also supports the choice of a qualitative approach. since the research questions focus on employees experiences, meanings and perceptions, qualitative research is appropriate because it allows researcher to explore how individuals understand and interpret their experiences in a particular social context (Creswell and Poth, 2018).  Qualitative inquiry is particularly useful when the aim is to understand participants perspectives rather than major experiences numerically (Lianputtong, 2018).  In addition Braun and Clarke (2021) explain that qualitative analysis can be used to identify patterns of meaning across participants accounts, making it suitable for exploring common themes within interview data.
CHAPTER 3-RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Introduction
This chapter explains and justifies the methodology used to investigate factors affecting staff recruitment and retention in early year settings. this the research focuses on organisational climate, leadership, workload, professional development, recruitment And working conditions.
 the chapter discusses the research philosophy and the assumptions that underpin the study, including ontology and epistemology. it then considers the main research approaches and compares quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods research. the reason for selecting A qualitative approach are explained, followed by the research design, primary and secondary data, sampling, data collection and thematic analysis. Ethical considerations, research quality and methodological limitations are also discussed. 
 The research involved 2 semi-structured interviews conducting in a private nursery in Cardiff, Wales. Each interview lasted approximately 30 minutes. The methodological choices were made in relation to the research questions and the aim of understanding participants experiences rather than producing statistically generalisable findings.  Creswell and Creswell (2018) emphasise that research design should reflect the research questions, philosophical assumptions and type of evidence required.
3.2 Research philosophy 
Research philosophy concerns the assumptions researchers make about reality, knowledge and how knowledge can be developed. these assumptions influence the selection of research methods and the interpretation of findings (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Babbie, 2021).
Burrell and Morgan(1979) provide an important framework for understanding research paradigms in social and organisational research.They  identified 4 broad paradigms: functionalist, interpretive, radical humanism and radical structuralist.  These paradigms are based on different assumptions about social science and society.
This research is positioned within the interpretive paradigm. an interpretive approach is appropriate because the study aims to understand how Early Years practitioners experience and interpret factors affecting recruitment and attention.Employee may experience the same workplace differently, particularly in relation to management, workload, professional development and organisational support.
For example, one practitioner may view management as supportive, while another may have a different experience. Similarly, workloads may be manageable for one employee but stressful for another. understanding this different perspectives is central to the present research.
3.3 Ontology
Ontology concerns assumptions about the nature of reality.  Burrell and Morgan (1979) place ontological assumptions within the subjective- objective dimension of social science, distinguishing approaches that view reality as relatively objective from those that understand social reality through individual experiences and interpretations.
This study adopts a relativist/constructivist ontological position.  This recognises that individuals can experience and understand the same workplace in different ways. Staff retention is not simply an objective condition that can be understood through numerical measurement. It is also influenced by employees’ perceptions of their working environment.
 This position is relevant because P1 and P2 may interpret similar workplace experiences differently. their accounts are treated as individual perspectives rather than as objective measurement of the nursery. Creswell and Creswell (2018) explain that qualitative approach can be appropriate when researchers seek to understand how individuals interpret social or human problems.
3.4 Epistemology
 Epistemology concerns what can be considered knowledge and how knowledge can be obtained. this study adopts an interpretivist epistemological position, were participants experiences, perceptions and interpretation are considered important sources of knowledge.
The research does not simply seek to establish whether particular workplace factors exist.It aims to understand how participants experience these factors and one meaning they attach to them.  Smith (1995), in his discussion of semi-structured interviewing and qualitative analysis, highlights the value of allowing participants to explain their experiences and meanings rather than restricting responses to predetermined categories.
This epistemological position supports the use of interviews because participants could describe their experiences in their own words.It also allowed the researchers to explore the reasons behind participants views rather than simply record numerical responses.
3.5 Research approach 
 The research can follow deductive, inductive or abductive approaches. a deductive approach generally begins with existing theory and develops hypothesis that are tested using empirical data. this approach is often associated with quantitative research.
An inductive approach begins with observations or collected data and develops patterns, concepts or themes from them. An abductive approach combines elements of deduction and induction by moving between existing theory and the empirical findings (Babbie, 2021; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). 
This research uses an inductive approach. Existing academic literature informed the research questions and interview topics, but the study did not aim to test a  predetermined hypothesis. Instead, the interview data were examined for recurring ideas and patterns. 
Galletta (2013) highlights the inductive nature of qualitative interviewing and describes the relationship between data collection, analysis and interpretation as an ongoing process. Her work also explains how semi-structured interviews can allow participants to introduce meanings and contextual information that may not have been anticipated by the researcher.
An inductive approach was appropriate because the researcher aimed to understand participants experiences and  allow the issues to emerge from their accounts.
3.6 Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed-Methods research
All three main approaches were considered before selecting the methodology.
3.6.1 Quantitative research 
Quantitative research focuses on numerical data and can be used to measure variables, test hypothesis and identify statistical relationships (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Babbie (2021) identify structured methods such as  surveys as useful when researchers want to collect information from larger populations.
 A major advantage of quantitative research is that it can produce measurable findings and allow comparisons between groups.For example, a questionnaire could establish the percentage of Early Years employees who are satisfied with their pay or intend to leave their organisation.
 A limitation is that numerical data may provide less information about the reasons behind participants responses. A questionnaire could show that an employee is dissatisfied with their workload, but it may not explain how the workload effects their daily experience or why it influences their decision to remain in employment.
Quantitative research was not appropriate for this study because only two participants took part. This sample would not provide a suitable basis for meaningful statistical analysis or statistical generalisation.
3.6.2 Qualitative research 
 Qualitative research focuses on experiences, meanings, perceptions and interpretations. Creswell and Poth (2018) explain that qualitative inquiry is appropriate when researchers want to understand how individuals or groups interpret a social or human problem.  Their work also connects qualitative approaches with different philosophical assumptions and research designs.
The  main strength of qualitative research for this study is depth. , Participants can describe their experiences in their own words, while the researcher can ask follow-up questions and explore issues that arise during the interview. 
Galletta (2013) explains that semi-structured interviews can produce detailed and theoretically informed data while leaving space for participants to introduce new meanings. Smith (1995) similarly presents semi-structured interviewing as a useful method for exploring experiences and meanings. 
Qualitative research also has limitations. Smaller samples mean that findings cannot normally be statistically generalised. Researcher interpretation can influence the analysis, making transparency and reflexivity important. 
3.6.3 Mix-methods research 
Mixed-methods research combines quantitative and qualitative approaches. Creswell and Creswell (2018) explain that mixed methods can provide both numerical evidence and detailed explanations of participants ‘ experiences. 
This approach can be useful when a research problem requires both forms of evidence. It can also require more time, resources and methodological planning. 
Mixed methods were not selected for this study because the research questions focused primarily on participants experience and perceptions.Two detailed interviews were sufficient for the intended scope of the research.
3.7 Justification for the choice of methodology 
 Following consideration of the different approaches, a qualitative methodology was selected. the decision was based on the research  questions and the type of information required.
 The study aims to understand how early years practitioners experience factors that may influence recruitment and retention. Leadership, workload, professional development, organisational climate and worker relationships involve personal experiences that cannot always be fully captured through numerical measurement.
Creswell and Creswell (2018) emphasise the importance of matching research design to the research problem.  In this study the purpose is depth rather than breadth. The research does not attempt to establish how many early years employees experience a particular issue. It explores how to participants understand and describe their workplace experiences. 
 The qualitative approach is also appropriate because the study is small in scale. a quantitative design will require a larger sample to produce meaningful statistical findings. a mixed method design would add a quantitative element without being necessary for answering the research questions.
3.8 Research design and data collection
The research used a small scale qualitative design based on semi structured interviews. both interviews took place in Cardiff, Wales in a private nursery setting and each lasted approximately 30 minutes.
Semi- structured interviews provide a balance between structure and flexibility. the researcher can prepare questions connected to the research objectives while allowing participants to develop their answers and discuss issues that emerge during the conversation.
 Galletta (2013) describe semi structured interviewing as a method that addresses specifically mentions of a research question while allowing participants to introduce new meanings and contextual influences. Kallio et al.(2016)  similarly emphasise the importance of developing an appropriate interview guide while maintaining flexibility during qualitative interviews.
The interviews focused on recruitment, staff retention, leadership,, organisational climate, workload, professional development and working conditions.  Using similar broad areas with both participants supported comparison, while follow up questions allowed individual experiences to be explored.
A further strength of semi structured interviewing is the opportunity for reciprocity between researcher and participant. Galletta (2013 )highlights the importance of reflexivity and the interactive nature of qualitative interviewing.
3.9 Primary and secondary data
 The study used both primary and secondary data. The primary data consisted of the two semi structured interviews with P1 and P2. These interviews provided original information directly related to the research questions.  The secondary data consisted of academic books and peer-reviewed journal articles. These sources provided the theoretical and empirical background for the research and helped establish what is already known about Early Years recruitment and retention.
Babble(2021) emphasises the importance of connecting the research problem, design, data collection and analysis. The literature was used to establish the research context, while the interviews provided original evidence from participants.
3.10 Sampling strategy 
 The study used purposive sampling, selecting participants based on their relevant experience and knowledge (Babbie, 2018).  P1 and P2 were chosen because they had direct early years nursery experience and could discuss recruitment and retention. Although the sample of two participants limits generalisation to the wider early years workforce, it enabled detailed exploration of individual experiences. In qualitative research, participant relevance and information richness are often more important than sample size.
3.11 Data analysis-thematic analysis 
 Interview data were analysed using thematic analysis, which identifies and interprets patterns of meaning within qualitative data (Braun and Clarke,2021; Kiger and Varpio, 2020).  the process involve familiarisation, coding relevant sections, grouping similar codes and developing broader themes. Key themes included organisational climate and leadership, recruitment and internal mobility, workload, professional development and staff retention.  Thematic analysis enabled comparison of P1 and P2 while  recognising differences in their experiences. This reflects Galletta’s(2013) view of qualitative research iterative process involving data collection, analysis and interpretation.
3.12 Ethics, trustworthiness and limitations
 Participation was voluntary and based on informed consent. confidentiality and anonymity were protected through the use of P1 and P2. Reflexivity was important because the researcher- participant interaction can influence qualitative research (Galletta, 2013).  Trustworthiness was considered through credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  Similar interview topics and systematic analysis supported consistency, while themes were grounded in participants’ accounts. 
Limitations included the small sample, possible social desirability and researcher influence (Bain and Clarke,2021).
3.14 Chapter summary
 The study adopted a relativist/constructivist ontology and interpretivist epistemology within Burrell and Morgan's (1979) interpretive paradigm.  An inductive qualitative approach was used, with two approximately 30 minute semi structured interviews conducted in a private nursery in Cardiff. Purposive sampling and thematic analysis supported detailed exploration of Early Years practitioners’ experiences with the methodology prioritising depth over statistical generalisation.

CHAPTER 4- FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
4.1 Introduction 
Thematic analysis identified several connected issues: professional commitment, recruitment, unrealistic expectations, qualifications, staff turnover, workload, stress, pay, professional recognition, career development, organisational support and the effect of staffing changes on children and parents.  The findings are interpreted alongside relevant literature and current Welsh workforce evidence.
4.2 Professional commitment and recruitment 
Both participants demonstrated strong commitment to Early Years work. P1, despite having approximately 38 years of experience,  stated “I cannot imagine doing another type of job” and described the work as rewarding. P2’s progression to a senior role also suggests continuing commitment. 
This challenges the idea that staff shortages are mainly caused by a lack of interest in the profession. The participants clearly valued their work. Ryan and Deci (2000) argue that intrinsic motivation develops when people find meaning and satisfaction in what they do. P1’s long career is a strong example. 
The interviews also showed that commitment does not remove employment pressures. Practitioners can enjoy working with children while being concerned about pay, workload and career opportunities. This is supported by recent research showing that emotional exhaustion, pay satisfaction and workplace conditions can influence intention to leave Early Childhood Education (Macquarie University research team, 2024). 
Recruitment was also affected by  unrealistic expectations. P1 described people who believe nursery work is easy, while P2 referred to applicants who think the role mainly involves playing with children. The participants explained that the actual job includes safeguarding, planning, observations, paperwork, communication with parents and responsibility for individual children's needs. 
This connects with Osgood (2006), Moss (2006) and Urban (2008), who discussed the continuing struggle to establish Early Childhood work as a recognised profession. If applicants enter with an inaccurate understanding of the role, this appointment may occur after employment begins. Wanous(1992) suggests that realistic job information can help employees develop more accurate expectations.
This issue remains relevant in Wales. The Welsh government's workforce plan recognises recruitment and retention difficulties and identifies career progression, staff development and well-being as areas requiring continued attention (gov.wales).
4.3 Qualifications, staffing stability and turnover 
P1 identifies qualifications and training requirements as a possible recruitment barrier, while also explaining that the nursery was willing to train new staff. This creates a balance between maintaining professional standards and making entry into the sector accessible.
Manning et al. (2017;2019) identify links between practitioner qualifications and Early childhood quality, while the OECD (2020) places professional competence and development at the centre of workforce quality. The evidence suggests that lowering standards is not an appropriate response to shortages. Supported entry routes, apprenticeship and work based learning may provide a stronger solution.
 Another important findings was the difference between staffing numbers and workforce stability. P1 explained that staffing could meet requirements while part time working affect consistency. P2 described pressure created by sickness and holidays. This shows why staff shortages should not be measured only through headcount.  A nursery may technically have enough employees but still lack experienced or familiar practitioners at particular times. In Early  Years, this matters because children benefit from stable relationships and consistent interactions (Pianta et al., 2005). 
 Turnover added another layer of pressure. P1 described employees leaving for jobs closer to home or moving into other careers. P2 identified university, stress and movement between nurseries as reason associated with living.
 These findings support Mobley’s ( 1977) and Hom et al.’s (2017) view that turnover is influenced by several personal and organisational factors rather than one simple cause. 
4.4 Workload, stress and wellbeing 
 P2 provided a particularly important example of how staff turnover effects those who remain. when a colleague leaves, their observations and documentation still have to be completed. P2 explained that they often take an additional responsibilities rather than placing more pressure on colleagues.
This can create a cycle in which staff shortages increase workload, increased  workload create stress and stress can contribute to further turnover (Heilala et al., 2022). 
The Welsh  evidence is particularly concerning. The 2025 early years wealth survey found that 82% of respondents experienced recruitment and orientation difficulties, while 43% reported increased strain and 30% reported losing sleep because of worry (Early Years Wales, 2025).
 The similarity between these wider findings and P2’s account strenghtens the interpretation that workload and well-being should be treated as central workforce issues rather than secondary concern.
4.5 Pay, recognition and career development 
 Pay was one of the strongest areas of agreement. B1 believed that the responsibility of  caring for other peoples children deserve greater financial recognition, while P2 felt better pay could make early years work more attractive as a long term career. This is consistent with the wider literature. Liu et al. (2025) identify pay equity as a continuing problem in Early Childhood Education, while recent Welsh evidence links recruitment and retention difficulties with wages and career progression (Early Years Wales, 2025). 
The interviews also suggested that pay is not the only issue. P2 did not identify pay as the sole reason people  leave. this indicates that retention is shaped by a combination of financial reward, workload, stress, work-life balance and career opportunities.
Recognition was also important. P1 described thanking staff after a difficult week and believed positive feedback helps staff feel valued. This supports Eisenberger et al. (1986) concept of perceived organisational support. Financial reward matters, but feeling respected and appreciated can also influence morale. 
Both participants spoke positively about training and development. P1 described qualifications and internal training, while P2 explained that staff could request courses and discuss development with management. 
This is important because professional development can help practitioners see a future within the sector. The Welsh government has similarly identified clearer career pathways and staff development as part of its workforce response (Welsh Government, 2026).
4.6  Organisational responses and impact on children
 the nursery used internal cover, over time, recruitment events, online application and employee referrals to manage staffing difficulties. Big one estimated that internal cover worked approximately 95% of the time.
 This approaches provide useful short term solutions, but they do not remove the underlying problem. P1 explained that  a cover worker may not know children's routine or individual needs. A nursery can meet staffing requirements while still experiencing reduced continuity.
 Overtime creates a similar tension. It can fill an immediate gap, but regular reliance on additional hours can increase fatigue and create further retention problems. 
 Staff shortages also affect children and parents. P2 explained that one to one care can become harder and that children may find it difficult when the familiar practitioner leaves. P2 recognised that children can adapt when several familiar practitioners remain available.
 These findings connects with Bowl y (1969), Ainsworth et al. (1978) and Pianta et al.(2005), who emphasised the importance of stable and responsive relationships. The concern is not that every staff change causes harm, but that repeated changes can reduce continuity.
Parents can also be affected when  familiar practitioners  leave.
4.7 Chapter summary
 The two interviews showed that staff shortages effects recruitment, retention, workload, wellbeing and the quality of relationships with the nursery. Better pay was strongly supported by both participants, but the findings suggest that pay alone cannot solve the problem. Career development, professional recognition, supportive management, manageable workloads and stable staffing are also important.
The findings are consistent with what is the Welsh evidence showing continuing recruitment and retention difficulties and pressure on practitioner wellbeing (Early Years Wales, 2026).
 The study is limited by its two person sample and single private nursery setting, so the fine things cannot represent the UK Early Years workforce. Its value is in showing how wide their workforce problems are experienced in everyday nursery practice.
 The evidence suggests that sustainable improvement requires more than recruiting additional practitioners. The sector needs conditions that make it possible for skilled and committed people to remain in Early Years work.
CHAPTER 5-CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
5.1 Conclusion
 This study explored the challenges associated with staff shortages in early years settings and considered how these challenges may affect practitioners and the quality of provision. the research used the qualitative approach, with two semi structured interviews conducted with practitioners working in a private nursery in Cardiff. the findings, discussed in the previous chapters, provide an insight into how  workforce pressures are experienced within a real early year settings.
A key conclusion from the study is that staff shortages should not be understood as a simple lack of available workers. Previous research has similarly identified working conditions, job demands, resources and opportunities for development as important factors affecting staff retention (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Schaak, Le and Stedrin,2020). 
 The study also highlights the importance of viewing recruitment and retention as connected issues.Recruiting new practitioners can help address immediate staffing needs, but long-term improvement depends on creating conditions that encourage experienced staff to remain in the sector. Pay, workload, professional recognition, management support and career development are all relevant to this process (Grant, Jeon and Buettner,2019; Whitebook et al. 2018). 
 One strength of the research is that it provides direct insight into practitioners’ experiences. The semi-structured interview method allowed participants to describe their views in their own words and allowed the researchers to explore issues that  arose during the conversations.  This is particularly useful for a topic such as workforce shortages, where individual experiences can provide information that may not be visible through numerical data alone.
Another strength is the use of participants with different levels of experience. Their perspectives provide an opportunity to consider whether workforce challenges may be experienced differently depending on professional experience.
 The main weakness of the study  is its small sample.  Only two practitioners from 1:00 private nursery participate. As a result, the findings cannot be generalised to the whole early years workforce in Cardiff,  Wales or the UK.  The interviews were also approximately 30 minutes long, which limited the amount of information that could be explored. The study provides an in-depth but narrow view of the issue.
 The research also relied on participants personal experiences and perceptions. While these are valuable for qualitative research, they do not provide statistical evidence about the wider Early Years sector.  Future research should address this limitation by including a larger and more diverse group of participants.
The study concludes that improving the early years workforce requires more than increasing recruitment. Long- term workforce stability depends on creating working environments where practitioners are appropriately supported, recognised and given opportunities to develop. This is important not only for practitioners but also for children, families and the quality and continuity of early years provision.
5.2 Recommendations for future research 
 Based on the findings, several recommendations can be made for future research.
First, future studies should use largest sample.Research involving a greater number of early years practitioners would provide a broader understanding of workforce experiences and allow stronger comparison between participants. 
Then, research should include different types of Early Years settings.  Comparing private nurseries with maintained, voluntary and other settings could identify whether workforce challenges are similar across different organisations.
Future research should include different professional roles and levels of experience.  Comparing newly qualified practitioners,  experienced practitioners, room leaders and managers could provide a more complete understanding of workforce pressures.
As well, mix methods research could be valuable. Interviews could be combined with questionnaires to collect both detailed personal experiences and medical data on issues such as job satisfaction, workload,pay and intention to leave. 
 Finally, longitudinal research should be considered. following practitioners over a longer period could help researchers understand why employees remain in early years work or decide to leave. This could provide stronger evidence for developing effective retention strategies.
In conclusion, future research should move beyond measuring the number of  vacancies and examine the reason behind workforce instability. Understanding why practitioners enter, remain in or leave the earlier sector could support the development of more effective strategies for building a stable and sustainable workforce.
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