An exploration into the importance of staff wellbeing within the Early Years in Wales.

Section 1

The retention of qualified staff within early years has been identified as an issue globally. As cited in a research paper by Bull, et al. (2023) a longitudinal monitoring study by Bassok et al. (2021) and Bellows et al. (2022) reports that within a three-year period less than 40% of staff remain in the same service with a higher proportion of staff who work with toddlers leaving the profession.
The rationale for this piece of research is to investigate the importance of staff wellbeing, particularly staff working within Early Years in Wales. There are articles and studies available questioning early years practitioners’ wellbeing and whether they are burnt out? The definition of burnt out in this research is severe exhaustion, which can include emotional, mental or physical exhaustion, due to the excessive demands on early years staff. (Barnardos, 2022). However, Maslach et al. (1997) defines burnout as ‘a work-related syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced sense of personal accomplishment. (Maslach et al., 1997, p192).
Globally many research articles relate to staff wellbeing and retention of staff due to their wellbeing. In the research paper by Bull et al., (2023) that was carried out in Australia identified many implications to the impact of poor staff wellbeing and retention. Cassidy et al., (2011) report that families are also impacted when staff leave an early year’s provision. The impact causes issues with re-establishing trusting relationships and feeling concerned that staff will not understand their child and their needs. Also, research conducted by Oke, M. (2022) in Ireland identified the impact on families. However, they ensured the early years practitioner was at the heart of the research. They ensured that strategies were in place to ensure the early years practitioner’s wellbeing was paramount within their settings. As cited by Merçon-Vargas et al., 2020, strong, positive relationships between staff and children have a unique pedagogy in providing a positive, warm environment. (Barnardos, 2022).
In Wales, the Welsh Government (WG) conducted a research project in June 2022. The purpose was to develop and understand whether existing policies and programmes needed to be refined post the COVID-19 pandemic. However, this research did not consider the importance of staff wellbeing but emphasised the importance of practitioners providing a person-centred, holistic approach to provide appropriate support and align a play-based approach with the principles of Curriculum for Wales and outdoor learning for children’s development. (Bajjada, et al., 2024). It is widely acknowledged that many early years practitioners enter the profession as they have a passion to show a high level of accomplishment and feel they make a difference. However, if their wellbeing is low or they lack values such as positivity, this will influence their motivation and could lead to them choosing to leave the profession (McCormick et al., 2022). Additionally, a student in Cardiff University conducted research as part of their thesis whilst studying Social Science. The rationale for their thesis was to explore the concept of wellbeing, how it is understood and supported. (Lewis, 2016). This research project considered the wellbeing of children within a variety of settings in Wales. However, many limitations were found during the study. This was due to a lack in research of an explanation of wellbeing which was limited and from the perspective of early years practitioners. (Morrow and Mayall, 2009). 
In 2024, Leo Holmes Head of Policy and Advocacy for Early Years Wales conducted research in ‘Mental health and wellbeing amongst people working in Early Years settings in Wales’. The rationale was similar the research being conducted in this study. The study by Holmes also included the research into any current wellbeing issues people in early years settings in Wales may face. (Holmes, 2024). The study was conducted over a period of three weeks and used a survey method with a series of closed and open questions about the practitioner’s mental health and wellbeing. It is believed to have been the first time a distinct focus of research on practitioners’ mental health and wellbeing has been undertaken in Wales. (Early Years Wales, 2024). The study used a 12-item General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12) and used a 4-point Likert-type scale from 0-3 (Goldberg & Williams, 1988[4]). To ensure a good demographical and geographical spread a further 5 screening questions were asked in relation to the participants age and local authority in which they lived. There were copies available in English and Welsh. The sample size was 104 participants. 98 participants completed it through the medium of English and 6 through the medium of Welsh. On conclusion, the mental health and wellbeing amongst early years workers within Wales is relatively negative. The results are across all domains and sectors Wales wide. The emphasised contributing factors were identified as workload, staffing capacity issues, value and pay. A powerful statistic within the findings of this study identified many practitioners present the idea that no matter what the challenges are that they may face within this sector, they continue to strive to do their best because they recognise the value in which they are providing the future generations with. (Early Years Wales, 2024). There had been wider research conducted by the World Health Organisation which attributes to issues such as understaffing, workload, pay and job insecurity being key issues faced by early years practitioners. (World Health Organisation, 2013). The study highlights many recommendations in relation to a lack of funding and ensuring practitioners get the recognition of their role to ensure a positive attitude and moral within the sector. The study also recognises the importance of staff wellbeing being paramount to the services being provided. As there is limited research within the area of the importance of monitoring staff wellbeing within Early Years in Wales, a positive step towards change within the Early Years sector in Wales would be to implement a Minister for Children to ensure adequate value is placed on the sector. (Holmes, 2024).


















Section 2.

There are different types of research methods that require various tools for data collection. Research methods are strategies, processes or techniques used in the collection of data to be analysed to create a better understanding of the chosen topic. (University of Newcastle, (2023), Research methods. What are research methods?). The research method chosen to conduct research into the importance of staff wellbeing in Early Years in Wales is a mixed method approach. The use of this research method is to ensure a holistic approach to data and build a comprehensive understanding of the results. It also offers for the researcher to obtain multiple perspectives and gives validation. (Havard Catalyst, (2025), Mixed Methods Research). The rationale for a mixed method research method is collate data that is both qualitative and quantitative. According to Lakshman, et al., quantitative research examines the effects of a specific circumstance on an outcome that can be expressed numerically. These circumstances can provide an independent or dependent variable especially during observations as the circumstance (independent variable) in which the observation is taken place could be influenced by the interest (dependent variable) of the observer or participant. (Lakshman et al., 2000). Qualitative research is defined as data gathered that is individual to the participant. It enables researchers to understand complex concepts, social interactions, interpret events and describe actions. (University of Newcastle, (2023)).
After discovering limited research in relation to the importance of staff wellbeing in Early Years in Wales, the researcher chosen a sample size of 250 participants. Similarly to the research conducted by Leo Holmes, as described by in section 1, the chosen sample will have the opportunity to access the resources in English and Wales and will participate from many local authorities in Wales. According to Social Care Wales in 2010 there were over 18,000 people. However, according to the Welsh Government in 2017, estimate they around 23,300 people work within Early Years in Wales. The rationale for the sample size chosen to conduct the research is that it is 10% of the population should be used as a sample size as suggested by Bullen, P (2022). However, as there is no specific data available regarding previous participants opportunities, the researcher chose to increase the sample size to allow for a reduction in the likelihood of sampling errors and provide a more accurate representation of the population of Early Years workers in Wales. (Qualtrics, 2025. How to determine sample size in research). The participants were staff that are working within an early year’s provision in any local authority in Wales. The rationale for this is the research being carried concerned the early years staff members wellbeing of staff working within a provision in Wales. According to a Government document regarding the early year’s workforce, the role can be challenging and demanding for practitioners’ wellbeing and mental health. However, when being properly supported the role is rewarding and practitioners feel valued and there is an issue in positivity within provisions. (Department for Education, 2023, Early years practitioner wellbeing support). The sampling method chosen for this research was a non-probabilistic sampling method. This involved the researcher deliberately choosing their participants, based on their specific objective the importance of early years practitioner’s wellbeing within Wales. (University of Bath, 2025).
The methods to collect the data required for this research were questionnaires, focus groups and interviews. Questionnaires were used to collect numerical data by using the Likert scale to collect opinions as numerical data. (University of Newcastle, 2023). Sreejesh et al., 2014 as cited in Kuphanga, 2024 journal Questionnaires in Research: Their Role, advantages and main aspects, identify questionnaires as a uniform method of recording data. This data comes from the collection of standardised systematically questions that ensure consistency and efficiency. The information provided contributes significantly to quantitative and qualitative data evaluation. Similarly, Ropa and Rani (2012), identifies three main aspects of questionnaires as general form, question sequence and question formulation. (Kuphanga, 2024). There are many advantages to questionnaires, Rashid (2000) describes them as cost effective especially when provided online as this offers the flexibility and dissemination when targeting a widely dispersed population. However, although Kothari (2004) disagrees with Rashid (2000) advantages of questionnaires as they believe that online questionnaires target the younger generations mainly. This is an agreement between them with regards to the disadvantages of questionnaires. They both agree with a potential bias with concern to low rate of duly filled questionnaires due to non-response this can be challenging to quantify the results accurately. Brinkman and Kvale, 2015, identifies interviews as a ‘window into the life world’. It is understood to be a two-way exchange rather than a reciprocal mechanism by one party. (Edley, N. & Litosseliti, E. 2018). Silverman, 2014 expresses the vast advantages of interviews in research including the opportunity to extend answers with further questioning. However, Hughes, 1996, agrees with furthering the discussions during interviews but also highlights the in determination of interviewers possibly impacting participants responses. Hughes believes the interviewer must remain neutral otherwise responses become unreliable and would require to be omitted for the process. (Edley, N. & Litosseliti, E. 2018). Focus groups are used in social research, although they have a longer history in market research. (Morgan, 1998). The main purpose of focus groups in research allows participants to respond with their attitudes, feelings, beliefs and experiences and gather qualitative data. These reactions would not be feasible to use in any other of the research methods. (Gibbs, 1997). According to Broughton, n.d, a typical focus group involves between six and ten respondents with a trained moderator that participate in a planned discussion. Focus groups can take place face-to-face or online. There are many benefits to both options. However, there are more technical issues associated with online focus groups including participants not being in a distraction free area to participate. In conclusion to the methods used to conduct this research, it became evident that requesting questionnaires and focus groups to be completed online led to low responses in the 18-24-year-old age category, with one participant highlighting that their colleague did not feel confident participating for fear of disappointing the researcher and their staffing team. In comparison to another research conducted using an early year’s workforce, there was a large proportion of respondents between the ages of 40 and 59, with the lowest response rate for ages 18-24 and 60+. (Early Years Wales, 2025). By collecting and comparing quantitative and qualitative data this allows the researcher to validate their findings through triangulation. In this research the researcher has conducted the study to ensure they receive accuracy in their findings by using two different but complementary sources of data. (Roberts-Holmes, 2018).
When researchers participate in research including the use of observations, Oswald, Sherratt and Smith (2014), highlight the importance of being fully aware of the Hawthorne effect. An excellent way to gather qualitative data and observe a participants ‘real’ behaviour comes from participants observation. However, Coombs and Smith, (2003), describe the Hawthorne effect as one of a researcher’s biggest challenges. The Hawthorne effect has been studied over many years deriving from an experiment in the Hawthorne Works of the Western Electric Company in Chicago between 1937 and 1933 (Cheisa and Hobbs, 2008). There are many definitions of the Hawthorne effect, for the purpose of this paper, it is defined as a change in a participant’s ‘usual’ behaviour, attributed to the knowledge that they are being studied or watched. (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014). After many years of further research, a six-stage protocol has been developed to assist the researcher with ensuring participants do not get caught up with the Hawthorne effect. Fetterman, 2010 as cited in Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014, identifies that by the researcher / observer engaging with the participant prior to the study being carried out, this provides trust and allows the participant to become relaxed, hence no need for a change in their behaviour. Another limitation for researchers to take into consideration is the Halo Effect. This can be defined as a cognitive bias in impression whereby the general evaluation of an individual’s attributes, whether aesthetic appearance or physical appearance leads to an evaluation of an individual’s other attributes that are unrelated to their appearance whatsoever. (Nisbett and Wilson, 1997). Thorndike proposed the term ‘Halo Effect in 1920 by describing the radiating effects of a single attribute on the evaluation of other attributes. In a study in 1946, attributes such as social warmth had predictable effects on the inferences of other attributes. Compared to an individual’s physical appearance determining whether they are in a happy or unhappy marriage. (Gabrieli et al., 2021). In conclusion, the researcher chose not to use observation due to the many limitations with the Hawthorne effect and Halo effect being included.






 





Section 3.

When considering conducting research, consideration should be made to who the respondents will be. For example, Early Years practitioners, Local Authority workforce, Parents and/ or Children. In many countries to allow research to include children, the researcher must gain official government clearance before research can commence. (Sheffield University, N.D. Specialist Research Ethics Guidance Paper). Nonetheless, there are many ethical considerations to account for whilst conducting research. BERA believes that educational researchers should ensure they respect the ethics of all persons involved in or affected by the research being undertaken, including the researcher themselves. (BERA, 2024 p.11). According to BERA and University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) although worded differently the basis of their guidelines include that participants and researchers should be treated fairly, sensitively, with dignity and freedom from prejudice, with the highest ethical standards in the research. (UWTSD, 2022. Research Ethics & Code of Practice). Additionally in collaboration with Coleg Sir Gâr and Coleg Ceredigion, UWTSD created a Research Data Management Policy to ensure the high standards of ethical considerations are made by all individual’s involved in or affected by research being carried out. (UWTSD, n.d. Research Data Management Policy). As a student or member of staff at UWTSD, prior to conducting a research project, it is imperative that individuals familiarise themselves with the Trusted Research and Innovation Policy, as well as the Research Data Management Policy and Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice. UWTSD is committed to effective collaboration in research and integrity ensuring it meets their strong ethical framework. Thus, ensuring that any research project engages in positive risk awareness including minimising risk protocols that threat of empower the University’s researchers to make informed decisions and adopt key mitigation. (UWTSD, 2024. Trusted Research and Innovation Policy).
When working with children and young people gaining informed consent whilst carrying out research is necessary. However, children may not always understand the meaning of informed consent and so the ways in which this can be achieved needs careful consideration. For example, asking a three-year-old child if they wish to participate in research, could be like asking if they would like to go to Space this afternoon? The verbal question is too generalised and not well informed for a child to make an appropriate response. However, if they researcher has had sufficient training to ensure they use verbal and non-verbal cues whilst obtaining consent, the child should feel more comfortable to negotiate informed consent to participate. Also, renegotiate informed consent regularly during the research project. (Sheffield University, n.d). By regularly renegotiated consent, whether verbal or non-verbal this allows the participant to withdraw from the research, should they wish to do so. Most children and young people are not familiar with what is included in being involved in research. Therefore, considerations need to be made to ensure children and young people feel comfortable when ending their participation in the research. Sheffield University, n.d. highlight the importance of obtaining and renegotiating regularly. To ensure this. Within ethical standards it is noted that a child has the right to be heard and to give their opinion, according to their age, maturity and discernment. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) express that should children have the capacity for self-determination; their right should be heard. As found in Article 13 of the UNCRC, ‘the child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child’s choice.’ (Department for Education (DfE) n.d. Research with children and young people). However, practitioners and parents argued that the majority of children do not have the capacity to make an informed decision which causes a limitation to informed consent. To address this limitation the term ‘informed assent’ was introduced to broaden the view and allow for children to participate in making decisions without completely understanding what they are participating in. (Cotrim et al., 2021 Children’s Understanding of Informed Assents in Research Studies). There are also other barriers that inhibit consent being provided whether verbal or written. According to Sheffield University, n.d. it is important to acknowledge that obtaining consent from members of communities may be difficult for many reasons. In Wales there are many multi-cultural and diverse communities. In some social or cultural contexts ethical concerns arise when a child or their parents feel unable to give consent due to their social or cultural beliefs. By ensuring they are well informed in the research project, this could include providing an information sheet detailing the purpose of the research, the objective of the results and whether it could lead to further research being carried out. This could be made available in multiple language to ensure accessibility and ensure a way of overcoming this barrier. (Sheffield University, n.d). When participating in a research project, participants have a legal right to stop or change their involvement at any time. This is described as ‘participants withdrawing’. (Hurd, 2025. University of Oxford. Participant “withdrawal” from a study: what it really means and how to manage it).
When planning research and data collection respecting the privacy and confidentiality of the participants requires sensitivity. Privacy and the right to be free from intrusion or interference by others is a basic human right in Article 16 of the UNCRC. (Kneale, n.d. ERIC- Ethical Guidance: Privacy and Confidentiality). The type of data collected in research project creates a variety of ethical concerns and can become variable in regard to how much information participants wish to share. Privacy of a participant and the confidentiality of the research information collected require careful consideration into the location and methods in used collecting data. Privacy includes ensuring that participants are anonymous and not identifiable in research reports or any means of disseminating findings. This could cause harm should a participant’s identity be disclosed, especially where information is disclosed to powerful groups, such as government departments. (Kneale, n.d. ERIC). As well as ensuring privacy and confidentiality, researchers must comply to the Data Protection Act 2018 and the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The Act and regulation require researchers to safely manage and store participants information. When conducting research, it is most applicable for researchers to process personal data with public interest or legitimate interest. However, grounds for processing personal data are most widely gained as consent. (UK Data Service, n.d. The Data Protection Act and GDPR). There are many risk factors to consider when participating in research. To eliminate or reduce the risk as best as possible vary on many contributing factors including developmental competencies and background characteristics. When participating in research with children there is an element of vulnerability emphasised due to their perspectives on research. This vulnerability does not decline linearly with age; research must include a multidimensional consideration that vary over developmental time. Similarly, a child’s vulnerability could be heightened which could require special considerations by researchers. (Thompson, 1990). Included in recognising risk for participants is identifying risks for the researcher. Researchers should ensure they carefully manage any potential risks to themselves or any participants within the research project. They should identify how potential health and safety risks can be managed and these should be included when requesting consent as part of the ethics application. Before participating, the researcher should provide details of who to contact should any issues arise during the research project. Additionally, the researcher should mitigate any risks to themselves by undergoing risk assessments and implementing any policy they require to safeguard themselves and the participants. (University of Sheffield, n.d. Participant Researcher Safety and Well-Being). When participating in a research project it has been identified that some researchers offer an incentive for participating. According to Sheffield University some researchers offer monetary payments whilst others choose to give a small gift as a way of thanking their participants. (Sheffield University, (n.d.)). Cohen, 1996; Office for Human Research Protections, 2001 identify the use of incentives as controversial when used to recruit or retain participants, this includes children and adults. As identified by Dickert & Grady, 1999, there is an ethical concern that incentives can influence vulnerable participants to place themselves in a greater risk that usual. (Rice & Broome, 2004).

