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Abstract 
 

This paper investigates the claims of alarming turnover rates in the childcare work force (as 

claimed by the Center for the Childcare workforce) in the context of organizational literature.  

Data collected from 70 childcare centers of New York City partially support the traditional claim 

that behavioral variables (such as job satisfaction and commitment) explain variations in turnover 

rate.  Additionally, it claims that negative work outcomes (or work itself could be cause of volun-

tary turnover) in this instance, the behavior problem, discipline problem, funding uncertainty and 

the like may be included in any deterministic model of employee turnover.  Finally, this study did 

not find overwhelming evidence supporting the alarming rate of turnover in the childcare centers. 

 

1.  Introduction 

 

he organizational literature dealing with turnover generally defines it as voluntary separation of indi-

vidual from an organization (Price and Mueller, 1981).  Turnover is a dysfunctional aspect of organi-

zation (Dalton et al, 1982) and it is generally agreed upon to be an important management issue—that, 

it is a costly ( McConnell, 1999) phenomenon,  generally disruptive for the organization (it is often beneficial to 

both individuals as well as the organization –see Dalton et al, 1982), it affects employee performance (Anderson and 

Buchholz, 2001), and consequently, it should be carefully managed so that the rate is reduced, and  keep adverse 

impact under control. 

 

Based on a longitudinal study, the Center for the Child Care Workforce in a recent release (Whitebook, Sa-

kai, Lombardi, & Culbreth, 2001) stated that ―Child care centers, and the child care industry as a whole, are losing 

well –educated teaching staff and administrators at an alarming rate, and hiring replacements teachers with less 

training and education.‖  It also stated that high employee turnover ―negatively affected their ability to do their jobs, 

and for some, contributed to their decision to leave.‖  In fact, high turnover rate is argued to be a characteristic of the 

childcare industry (Brown, 2001).   While the industry is expanding by leaps and bounds, it is imperative that scho-

lars of business come forward to assist the emerging managerial/entrepreneurial class with empirically grounded 

theories. 

 

The U.S. Census Bureau predicts that one-half of all children born in the first decade of the twenty-first 

century will live with a single parent at some point by the time they turn 18 years of age.  In 1998, 34.7 million 

families had children under the age of 18 (Rogensburger, 2001).  The increasing participation of mothers in the paid 

workforce enhanced the propensity of corporate and governmental recognition and support for child and infant care.  

As such, the business of childcare centers has been continuously growing.  Since 1963, the percentage of women in 

the workforce shifted from 34% to 45%.  By 2005, women are estimated to make up 57% of all new entrants and 

they soon will constitute almost 50% of the workforce (Whigham-Desir, 1993). In addition, the percentage of moth-

ers with children under six years of age doubled between 1970 and 2000 from 32 percent to 65 percent (Smith, 

2000).  Consequently, the share of children under age five enrolled in center based care increased between 1977 and 

1993, from 13 percent to 30 percent (USHR,1996).  Stoney and Greenberg (1996) suggest that an estimated $40 
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billion is being spent annually through the parental, governmental, the charitable and the corporate contributions 

combined.  As the market expands, more and more enterprises and corporations enter the market.   

 

High turnover rate in the childcare workforce confounds adversely the business characteristics of this sector 

with massive labor intensity, no economies of scale, weak brand distinction, chronically low profit margin, heavy 

regulatory oversight, and the existence of a large body of non legal facilities competing.  Such a situation creates a 

volatile market and sustainability conditions for the childcare centers. No other sector of the workforce with the 

probable exception of nursing, where turnover is argued to be an issue of domestic as well as international concern 

in the hospitals (Hom and Griffeth, 1991; Hom and Kinicki, 2001; Fang, 2001) and the challenge of turnover is 

acutely felt and dealt with on a recurrent basis.  It is in this context that this paper is written—to examine the empiri-

cally grounded problem of turnover in the childcare workforce in the context of the existing organizational literature.  

It is expected that findings will lead to useful managerial imperatives for childcare centers. 

 

As early as 1982 Bluedorn reported that over 1,500 studies of turnover have been conducted in the past 

century.  Numerous papers on the topic since 1982 appeared both on the cause as well as the effect of turnover (for 

instance, Borjas, 1984;Kemery et al, 1985; Jackson Schuler, 1985; Hollenbeck and Williams, 1986; DeCotiis and 

Summers, 1987;Harrison et.al, 1988; Hackett and Alvares, 1990; Ingram and lee, 1990; Sager, 1990; Hom and Grif-

feth, 1991; Fang and Baba,1993;  Arthur,1994; DeConick and Bachmann, 1994; Sin,1994; Crandall and Perrewe, 

1995; Aquino et al.,1997 ; Lee et al., 1999; Iverson and Pullman, 2000;Dess and Shaw, 2001; Steel, 2002; Droege 

and Hoobler, 2003) in various occupational categories.  Part of the explanation as to why such an overwhelming 

interest exist on the topic, was probably due to the fact  that both causes and their relative impacts of turnover vary 

across occupations (Atchison and Lefferts, 1972; Krackhardt and Porter, 1981; Arthur, 1994; DeConinck and Bach-

mann,1994; Hom and Kinicki, 2001; Fang,2001) , industries and services ( Bluedorn, 1982; Gender (Borjas, 1984; 

Theodossiou, 2002), age ( Healy et al., 1995; Iverson and Pullman, 2000),  the levels of management ( Furtado and 

Karan, 1990; Harrison et al., 1988); and  the labor market conditions (Anderson and Buchholz, 2001, Longennecker 

and Scazzero, 2003).  In fact, the literature gained from the contributions of economists, especially the labor econo-

mists, social, behavioral, and psychological perspectives over a century.  Persistent intellectual endeavors, and case 

studies led to methodological improvements (Bluedorn, 1982; Dalton et. al, 1982; Hom and Griffeth, 1991; Morita 

et al, 1993; Quarles, 1994; Williams and Livingstone, 1994; Lee et al, 1999; Steel, 2002) as well as determinism in 

theory building in this area.  However, the child care sector where the problem seems to be more acute still remains 

neglected, and under studied ( Zaman & Amin, 2003).  From data collected from 70 private childcare centers in New 

York City authors seek to verify the claims of acuteness of the turnover as an HR issue and review solutions within 

the existing theoretical framework. 

 

2.  Hypotheses 
 

H1: Higher the level of job satisfaction, lower is the turnover rate in the childcare centers 

H2:  Higher the level of commitment, lower is the turnover rate in the childcare centers 

H3: Higher the level of job enrichment, lower is the turnover rate in the childcare centers 

H4: Higher the level of motivation, lower is the turnover rate in the childcare centers 

H5: Higher the compensation, lower is the turnover rate in the childcare centers 

H6: Turnover rate tend to be higher in centers with high incidence of clientele problems (i.e. negative out-

comes) irrespective of compensation, job satisfaction and commitment. 

H7: Higher the behavior profile, lower is the incidence of negative outcomes and consequently lower is the 

turnover rate.   

 

Job satisfaction and organizational commitment are center pieces of turnover theory (Steel, 2002). Job sa-

tisfaction was found to be inversely related to turnover (Vroom, 1964; Tett and Meyer, 1993;  Hulin 1966; Kemery 

et al., 1985;  Gerhart, 1990; Quarles, 1994;  Ameen et. al, 1995;Lee et. al, 1999; Hom and Kinicki, 2001).  Com-

mitment is also found to be inversely related to turnover ( Steers and Mowday, 1981; Bluedorn,1982;Kemery et al, 

1985; Tett and Meyer, 1993; Arthur, 1994;Quarles, 1994;  DeConinck and Bachmann, 1994;Ameen et al, 1995; 

Crandall and Perrewe, 1995;  Somers and Birnbaum, 2000; Steel, 2002).  Herzberg (2003) argued job it self as a 

source of satisfaction, and claimed job enrichment as employee motivating device with implication for decreased 
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turnover rates and increased performance (also, Williams and Livinstone, 1994; Amin et al, 2003).  Vroom (1964) 

before Herzberg saw positive impact of higher motivation to reduced turnover rates.   Labor Economists (i.e.  Bor-

jas, 1984; Leonard and Jacobson, 1990; Anderson and Rogene, 2001), Center for Childcare Workforce (2001), and 

many other scholars (such as, McConnell, 1999; Abbasi and Hollman, 2000) indicate tight labor market condition 

and or low compensation package contribute to higher turnover rates.   The above studies form the bases for first 

five hypotheses.   In addition, relying on job itself as a source of satisfaction (James, 2002) and of motivation (Herz-

berg, 2003) H6, and  based on the recent findings about the relationship between composite behavior profile and the 

negative outcomes in the child care center (Amin, Zaman, & Amin, 2003), H7 above have been proposed. 

 

3.  Methods And Measurement 
 

A mail questionnaire instrument was developed to conduct the study.  The instrument elicited factual in-

formation from the Director/Owner of the centers.  The questionnaire consists of five distinct sections: a. General 

Profile of the Childcare centers, b. Internal/External aspects of operation, c. HR profile and strategies, d. Goals and 

Missions, and e. Business Challenges.  A draft questionnaire was sent to the Bureau of Day Care of the New York 

City Department of Health for possible modification. It was then used for a pilot survey among 25 childcare centers. 

Based on this pilot survey, the questionnaire was modified and finalized for the final survey. In addition to questions 

pertaining to general profile (i.e., age of the center, number of employees, owner/manager‘s educational level, ethnic 

composition of employees and children), specific questions on recruitment strategies, fees, profitability, and other 

financial questions such as total revenues in the previous year were asked.  The directors were asked to rate (from 

"Highly Agree‖ = 1, to "Highly Disagree‖ = 5) various statements about internal/external environment and the oper-

ation of the center, bureaucratic profile, mission and goals, nature of personnel practices, managerial attributes and 

aspects of business operations. In addition, directors were asked questions regarding the challenges that the center 

faces (behavior and discipline issues of the children, external competition, employee turnover, etc).   

 
Privately financed centers make-up about half of all preschool organizations (excluding the family day 

care); and another one-fourth receive subsidies that comprise between 1% and 80% of their operating budget.  Over 

one-half of all government support for childcare flows in the form of tax credits or targeted vouchers (Fuller et. al. 

1993). 

  

The sample for this study consisted of 70 privately owned childcare centers attended primarily by minority 

children from the five boroughs of New York City. This was a sampling based on the ethnic concentration of city 

neighborhoods where more than 60% of the children belonged to ethnic minority groups (e.g., African-American, 

Latino-American, Asian-American and others).  Approximately 200 privately owned childcare center directors were 

contacted from a list from the New York City Department of Health.  One hundred and eighteen of them agreed to 

participate.  Accordingly, a letter of explanation, assurances of confidentiality, a questionnaire instrument, and a 

stamped addressed envelope were mailed with anticipated completion by the center directors.  A total of 91 

(77.11%) completed questionnaires were returned.  Of these, 21 were considered unusable because they were in-

complete.  Thus the data of this study comes from 70 (n=70) questionnaires that represent 76.92% of the question-

naires received. 

 

Negative outcome (NOUT) as a composite variable was conceptualized in terms of managerial problems 

and issues.  These outcomes are dichotomized categorical variables (with 0,1 values) in the instrument.  Job enrich-

ment as proposed by Herzberg (2003) included empowerment and the individual‘s ability to design his/her own jobs.  

Furthermore, organizational behavior profile included items of perceived motivation, morale, job satisfaction, com-

mitment, and employee dedication.  This scale (Behavpro) produced a high alpha reliability coefficient of a=.83.  

Finally, negative outcome (Nout) was measured by adding six dichotomous items (i.e., children‘s behavior prob-

lems, discipline problems, and the like).  This composite scale produced an alpha reliability of a=.70. 

 

4.  Findings 
 

Data shows that 31 percent of the centers agreed that there is a high turnover rate among childcare work-

force, and 26 percent of the centers agreed that high turnover rate is a managerial problem for them.  Table-1 below 
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shows zero order correlation coefficients for the selected variables with perceived high turnover rates.  It seems that 

the high turnover rate is inversely related to centers encouraging employee feed back in major decisions (r=.438).  A 

corollary variable, ‗employees demonstrate dedication in their assigned duties‘ also shows significant inverse rela-

tionship (r=- .409). Turnover is also inversely related to centers having established procedures for handling em-

ployee grievances and conflicts (r=-.462).    Turnover seems to be higher for centers with perceived higher future 

uncertainty (r=.53).  Existence of significant behavior problems of the child (r=.327), and discipline problem of the 

child (r=.337) are positively correlated with high turnover rates.  Centers that are committed to workplace diversity 

and affirmative action seem to experience lower turnover rates (r=.-442).  It is interesting to note that the findings 

regarding no job availability  (NoJob) verify the condition of the labor market having an important bearing on the 

high turnover rate.  If the childcare staffing reflects that a substantial portion of it‘s workforce is there due to non 

availability of jobs elsewhere, it should significantly and positively contribute to high turnover rates, and does 

(r=.361).  Negative outcomes comprised of a number of items, including clientele problems, and managerial chal-

lenges also shows a significant positive association with high turnover rates.   

 

The universally accepted (in the literature) independent variables having inverse associations with turnover 

as reflected in the first few hypotheses, such as, job satisfaction, commitment and motivation found support only in 

the direction (-) of the association.  None of the coefficients are significant at an acceptable level.  Perhaps the small 

sample size partially explains the small magnitude of and insignificant association with high turnover rate.  

 

For hypothesis H5, zero order correlation between high turnover rate and low salary indicates (r=-.21) indi-

cates a negative association but the coefficient is not significant.   One way ANOVA  between high turnover as a 

problem and low salary scales did not produce significant F statistics.  Therefore, while the claim of low salary as a 

cause of turnover was generally supported, it did not turnout to be a significant variable explaining high turnover. 

 

Table -2 shows findings of several regression equations pertaining to the hypotheses stated earlier.  A sub 

sample of centers with high turnover rates (where high turnover is a managerial issue) was selected for the regres-

sion equations.  Equation-1 is based on traditional explanations of turnover rates.  Employee commitment, motiva-

tion, job satisfaction, and morale were independent variables explaining the dependent variable, i.e. the high turno-

ver rates.  All the independent variables were entered together in the equation so that each coefficient shows the 

magnitude of association while controlling the impact of others.  The multiple R=.493 shows a substantial multiple 

association with a raw R
2
 =.243. However, the F statistics for this equation was also not significant.    None of the B 

coefficients is significant although coefficients for motivation (B=-.372), job satisfaction (B=-.273, enrichment (B=-

.074) and commitment (B=-04) support the inverse association as proposed in the hypotheses H1, H2 , H3 and H4.   
 

Equation 1 shows findings for Hypothesis 1-4.  The standardized B coefficients again support the (hypothe-

sized) zero order inverse relationships when the impact of all the variables are controlled for in one equation.  The 

independent variables together explain about 25 (R
2
=.247) percent of the variance in the high turnover rate.   How-

ever, none of the coefficients as well as F statistics is significant.   
 

Equation-2 addresses hypothesis H6.   Negative outcomes such as discipline problem, behavior problems of 

the children, and like, have strong and significant positive association (B=.328) with high turnover rates.  Zero order 

associations in table -1 also did the same.  When job satisfaction, motivation, and commitment were entered togeth-

er, the positive association was not affected a great deal (B=.308), although F value declined sharply.  This hypothe-

sis therefore was verified by empirical evidence. 

 

Zero-order analysis established that Behavior profile is inversely as well significantly associated with nega-

tive outcomes (r=.498).  Equation-3 further addresses hypothesis H7.   The B coefficient (.337) and F statistics 

(F=4.57) are significant while the effects of low salary and behavior profile were controlled by the equation.  This 

finding demonstrates support for hypothesis H7. 
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Table 1 

Zero-Order Correlation Coefficients 

 
 Turn Job 

Sat 

Morale Motiv Commit Feed-

back 

DemDe

d 

Grieve Uncert Behav. 

Prob. 

Dici 

Prob 

Enrich Profit Nout No Job Affirm 

Turnover 1.00 -.005 -163 -072 -146 -412** -409** -462** .018 ..327* ..337* -103 -228 ..327* ..361* -.442**   

Job Sat -005 X .465** ..566** .625** *.039 .174 .163 -324 -.076 -.089 .499** .057 -.120 -065 -199 

Morale -.163 .465** X .661** .646** -.123 .424** .091 -184 -223 .424** ..228 .006 -307* -320* -.197 

Motiv -072 .566* .665* X ..554** -026 .286* .130 -280* -148 .286 .401** .082 -272* -155 -243* 

Commit -.146 .625** .646** ..544** X .174 .366* .011 -157 -115 .366 .402 .016 -.222 -166 -056 

Feedback -.412 .039 .123 .-026 .174 X ..556** 328* -086 -.457* -298 .056 .068 -383* .301* -.349* 

DemDed -.409** .174 .424** .286* ..366* ..556** X .270* -124 -403** -.086 .058 .088 -418** -..353* -.205 

Grieve -.462** .163 .091 .130 .011 ..328* ..276* X -.214 -.260* -.269* ..297* ..328* -206 -.148 .761** 

Uncert .018 -.324* -184 -.280 .157 -086 -124 -214 X .238* -324 ..311** -.261 -148 -.041 .127 

Behav. Prob. ..327* -.076 -223 -148 -115 -.457** -.403** -260* .238* X .652** -.039 -.062 -041 .291* .129 

DiciProb .337* -.089 -241* -20 -.256* -.298* -.086 -.269* -.324* .642** X -.015 -086 .291* .154 .182 

Enrich -103 .499** .228 .401** .402** .056 .058 .297* .311** -.039 -.015 X ..232 .154 0.17 .440** 

Profit -.228 .057 .006 -082 .016 .068 .088 ..328* -.261* -.061 .086 ..232 X -165 .263* ..362* 

Nout .327* -120 -307* .272* -.222 -383* -.418** -.206 .304* .822** .877** .154 -.165 X -.223 -076 

No Job .361* -.065 -.320* -.155 -166 301* -..353* -.148 -.041 .291* .154 -.17 ..263* -.223 X -.226 

Affirm -.442* -199 -197 -243* .056 -349* -.205 .261* -.127 .129 .182 .440** ..362* -.076 -226 X 

 

*     significant at 05 level Feedback=Employees are encouraged to provide feedback in decision making 

**   significant at .00 level DemDed=Employee demonstrates dedication 
Turn/Turnover=High turnover rate Grieve=Established grievance procedures 

Nout=Negative outcome 

Jobsat=Job satisfaction Uncert=Funding uncertainty 
NoJob=No job availability 

Motiv=Employee motivation BehavProb=Behavior problem 

Affirm=Committed to affirmative action 
Commit=Employee Commitment DeciProb=Discipline Problem Enrich=Job enrichment 
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Table-2 

Regression Coefficients 

 

 Dependent Var B R2 F 

Equation-1     

Motivation High Turnover -.395 .247 1.31 

Jobsat  -.294   

Commitment  -.060   

Enrichment  -.074   

Morale  -.273   

     

Equation-2     

Noutcomes (Stepwise)  .328** .108 8.078** 

Noutcomes (Enter)  .308* .132 2.42 

Jobsat  -.155   

Motivation  -.017   

Commitment  -.196   

     

Equation-3     

Noutcomes  .337** .122 4.57* 

Behavpro  -.119   

Low salary  -.002   

* Significant at .05 level 

** Significant at .00 level 

 

 

5.  Conclusion 

 

This study tested 7 hypotheses derived from the current body of organizational literature on turnover rate.   

This study used a sample of 70 privately owned childcare centers in New York City. All of the 7 hypotheses are 

either partially or fully supported by the empirical evidence.  It was noteworthy that traditional causes for high vo-

luntary turnover, such as low job satisfaction, low commitment, and low motivation did not show significant inverse 

association as was expected.  However, many all of the insignificant coefficients (rs and Bs) would become signifi-

cant simply by enlarging sample size. Low compensation also did not emerge a significant cause of high turnover 

rate in this study.  Negative outcomes in the center such as, discipline problem, behavior problem, funding uncer-

tainty, and the like seem to be important variables explaining high turnover rates in the childcare industry.  Finally, 

the findings although supported the notion of higher turnover rate as a problem in the childcare workforce, but au-

thors did not see a sign of alarm in this sample (only 31 percent believe that there is high turnover in the workforce, 

and only 26 percent agreed that it is a managerial problem for them) as claimed by the Center for the Childcare 

Workforce (Whitebook, Sakai, Lombardi, & Culbreth,  2001) based on their longitudinal work. 

 

Thus, it seems that this study attempts to reaffirm that, beside the traditional dependent variables such as 

job satisfaction, commitment, motivation, morale and their usual correlates such as enrichment, empowerment, other 

sector/occupation specific variables may need to be included for turnover studies.  From this study, it is evident that 

the work itself (James, 2002), the negative outcomes from the work, and the perceived funding uncertainty (i. e. job 

security) should in fact be seriously looked at in developing any deterministic model of employee turnover.   
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