
 
 

 

Secondary Publication 

Trauernicht, Mareike; Anders, Yvonne; Oppermann, Elisa; u. a.

Emotional Exhaustion in German Preschool Teachers : The Role of 
Personal, Structural, and Social Conditions at the Workplace

Date of secondary publication:   10.04.2026

Version of Record (Published Version), 

urn:nbn:de:bvb:473-irb-114687xPersistent identifier: 

Article

Primary publication 
Trauernicht, Mareike; Anders, Yvonne; Oppermann, Elisa; u. a. (2025): Emotional Exhaustion 
in German Preschool Teachers : The Role of Personal, Structural, and Social Conditions at the 
Workplace, in: Journal of research in childhood education : JRCE, Philadelphia, Pa.: 
Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, Vol. 39, Nr. 1, pp. 78–97, doi: 
10.1080/02568543.2024.2325466.

Legal Notice 
This work is protected by copyright and/or the indication of a licence. You are 
free to use this work in any way permitted by the copyright and/or the licence 
that applies to your usage. For other uses, you must obtain permission from 
the rights-holders. 

This document is made available under a Creative Commons license.

The license information is available online:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode

https://www.doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2024.2325466
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode


 

 

JOURNAL OF RESEARCH IN CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 
2025, VOL. 39, NO. 1, 78–97 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2024.2325466 

Emotional Exhaustion in German Preschool Teachers: The Role of 
Personal, Structural, and Social Conditions at the Workplace 
Mareike Trauernichta*, Yvonne Andersb, Elisa Oppermannb, and Uta Klusmannc 

aFreie Universität Berlin, Berlin, Germany; bOtto-Friedrich-Universität Bamberg, Bamberg, Germany; cLeibniz Institute 
for Science and Mathematics Education (IPN) Kiel, Kiel, Germany 

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY 
Research has demonstrated that preschool teachers are particularly prone to Received 9 July 2022 
develop burnout symptoms, such as emotional exhaustion. However, which Accepted 23 January 2024 

workplace conditions are particularly related to burnout symptoms in pre- KEYWORDS
school teachers remains widely unknown. Hence, this study aims to disentan- Burnout; early childhood
gle personal characteristics (e.g. educational degree, working experience) and education; emotional 
structural as well as social conditions of preschool teachers’ work environment exhaustion; preschool 
(e.g. teacher–child ratio, team climate) in relation to emotional exhaustion. We teachers; relation to parents; 
draw on data collected from a nation-wide sample of 1,394 preschool teachers team climate 
nested in 204 preschools. Multilevel analysis demonstrated that center difer-
ences explained only 5.8% of the overall variance in levels of emotional 
exhaustion. Emotional exhaustion was strongly associated with social experi-
ences at the workplace, but much less with structural or personal job condi-
tions. Hence, practical interventions should also focus on social aspects, such as 
team cohesion and dealing with challenges in parent-teacher collaborations. 

For many decades, researchers have been interested in a phenomenon called burnout that is char-
acterized by a “persistent, negative, work-related state of mind“ (Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998, p. 36). 
Emotional exhaustion – feeling overstrained and drained of emotional resources – is widely recog-
nized as the core component of job burnout (Klusmann et al., 2008; Kristensen et al., 2005; Lee & 
Ashforth, 1996; Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Studies over the past 40 years have shown that childcare 
professionals are especially prone to experience burnout symptoms at some point during their careers 
(e.g., Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Goelman & Guo, 1998; Koch et al., 2015; Løvgren, 2016; Manlove, 
1993; Maslach & Pines, 1977; Pines & Maslach, 1980; Viernickel et al., 2013). 

Staff with burnout symptoms have higher turnover rates and absenteeism from work and experi-
ence more health problems and less well-being (Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Borritz et al., 2006; Burisch, 
2014; Salvagioni et al., 2017; Sandilos et al., 2015; Swider & Zimmerman, 2010). All of these aspects are 
highly relevant for an early childhood education and care (ECEC) work force that is already struggling 
with low staffing levels and increasing demands (OECD, 2017; Schreyer & Krause, 2016), such as 
caring for more and younger children or higher requirements with regard to the quality of the 
pedagogical work. Further, research revealed negative consequences of preschool teachers’ emotional 
exhaustion for the quality of interactions with children (Ansari et al., 2022) and for instructional 
practices (Wieduwilt et al., 2023). To combat against negative consequences for the ECEC workforce 
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as well as children, it is important to understand the specific underlying factors associated with 
burnout symptoms in preschool teachers. 

There is substantive research demonstrating the general influence of the workplace on the devel-
opment of burnout symptoms across professions (e.g., Demerouti et al., 2001; Halbesleben & Buckley, 
2004; Maslach et al., 2001). To investigate the impact and to structure relevant working conditions on 
employees’ health and well-being, studies often use existing job stress models (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007; Jonge et al., 2000), such as the job demands-resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001; 
Lesener et al., 2019). It predicts job strain, such as burnout, by two categories – job demands and job 
resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) – that can be of physical, psychological, social, or organiza-
tional nature (Demerouti et al., 2001). The more demands and the less resources an individual worker 
has available, the more job strain is experienced. However, the allocation of a particular job aspect to 
one of the two categories is often difficult (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014; Van Veldhoven et al., 2020). 
Whereas one individual may perceive a condition as a resource (e.g., a high scope of responsibility), 
another may consider it as a demand. Another way of structuring job conditions is to distinguish 
between value-neutral personal and environmental job conditions (e.g., Maslach et al., 2001; Rothland 
& Klusmann, 2016). 

To our knowledge, only a few studies investigated workplace factors of ECEC settings in particular 
(see e.g., Barford & Whelton, 2010; Blossfeld et al., 2014; Goelman & Guo, 1998; Jeon et al., 2018; 
Løvgren, 2016). Taken together, these studies suggest that both personal and environmental job 
conditions are associated with preschool teachers’ burnout symptoms (e.g., Blöchliger & Bauer, 
2016; Jungbauer & Ehlen, 2015; Viernickel et al., 2013). However, previous research was based on 
regional samples (e.g., Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Viernickel et al., 2013), did not specifically focus on 
burnout symptoms but on more general constructs (e.g., work-related stress; Schreyer & Krause, 
2016), and did not investigate a variety of job conditions to find out which ones matter the most. 
Finally, hardly any studies considered the nested data structure resulting from several preschool 
teachers belonging to the same preschool center (for an exception, see Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018). 
Therefore, the present study draws on a large national (German) dataset and examines a wide range of 
personal as well as environmental job conditions and their association with preschool teachers’ 
symptoms of emotional exhaustion, both within and between preschool centers. The investigation 
might provide indications for adjustments at the workplace of preschool teachers to prevent adverse 
effects for teachers and children and to ensure high quality of center care. The following sections 
summarize specific personal and environmental conditions relevant in ECEC settings with a focus on 
those that have been associated with high-quality care and/or with the emergence of burnout 
symptoms. 

Personal job conditions 

Personal job conditions refer to individual requirements or circumstances related to the job. They 
describe professional competencies and personal workloads that often depend on individual (career) 
decisions. For example, research indicates that preschool teachers with higher education experience 
less burnout symptoms (Jeon et al., 2018; Manlove, 1993). Goelman and Guo (1998) argue that higher 
education may lead to more realistic expectations of the job and roles, which in turn may influence 
preschool teachers’ perception of their work. Interestingly, there seem to be only very small or no 
associations between preschool teachers’ formal qualification and classroom quality or child outcomes 
(Early et al., 2006, 2007). However, studies investigating in-service trainings show positive associations 
with quality (Fukkink & Lont, 2007; Slot, 2018; Slot et al., 2015) – especially if they follow fixed 
curricula and are not carried out within large-scale programs (Fukkink & Lont, 2007) – and preschool 
teachers perceive the support of in-service trainings in a center as a resource (Viernickel et al., 2013). 
Jeon et al. (2018) demonstrated that preschool teachers were less stressed with more access to 
professional development. However, an online training on teacher–child interactions also has been 
shown to increase exhaustion symptoms (Roberts et al., 2020). 



80 M. TRAUERNICHT ET AL. 

Another construct of this category is teachers’ working experience in ECEC settings. It can serve as 
a resource because workers are feeling more confident in dealing with different requirements, but is 
also associated with lower working capacity (Viernickel et al., 2013). Research from the educational 
sector demonstrates that (preschool) teachers with more working experience/higher age show lower 
burnout symptoms (see Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Klusmann et al., 2008; Viernickel et al., 2013) and 
better process quality, meaning educational processes and interactions between children and their 
teachers, other children, and their surroundings in the classroom are of higher quality (Pianta et al., 
2005; Tietze et al., 2012). Slot et al. (2015) showed that more work experience increased pedagogical 
quality and decreased negative effects of a high number of migrant children in preschool classrooms. 

Individual workload, which is generally considered as a main driver of burnout, is often measured 
by the number of working hours of an individual worker (Maslach et al., 2001). Furthermore, the 
respective roles and accompanying tasks of preschool teachers also differ in terms of workload. Thus, 
lead teachers usually bear a higher degree of responsibility compared to assistant teachers. Thereby, 
lead teachers may experience higher demands, but they also have higher resources (Blöchliger & 
Bauer, 2016), such as more autonomy and control. 

Environmental job conditions 

In contrast to personal job conditions that mainly relate to the individual worker, environmental job 
conditions depend on organizational and work contexts and are shared with coworkers. They can be of 
structural or social nature. Structural conditions comprise quantitative characteristics of the work 
setting that are objectively determinable, which means that they demand for little or no subjective 
concordance between people (Phelan et al., 1993). The regulation and control of structural conditions 
are incumbent upon legislations, policies, and funding strategies (Slot, 2018) from decision-makers at 
management or policy levels. In contrast, social conditions of the work environment refer to the 
quality of interactions between people involved in the job, and as such to relationships, the perceived 
climate, or emotional support between people. They are often elusive, multifaceted, and more 
dependent on individuals and as such less controllable by decision-makers at higher levels. 
Interventions focusing on changing or improving social conditions are often time-consuming and 
complex and require personal guidance and intensive (team) trainings (cfl. Glisson et al., 2006). 

Structural job conditions in preschools 

The structural work environment in preschools is particularly determined by personnel conditions, 
characteristics of children, and existing organizational structures. The most prominent structural 
condition concerns staffing issues, such as the teacher–child ratio (Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; 
Viernickel et al., 2013). A low number of caregivers in relation to a high number of children increases 
a preschool teacher’s workload or demand because the teacher has to care for more children (Maslach 
& Pines, 1977) and is less able to perform the job well (Viernickel et al., 2013). In addition to the sheer 
ratio, the total number of available staff members in a center influences the workload. If there are only 
a few teachers working in a center, adequate staffing is at risk in times of temporary absences — for 
example, due to illness (Viernickel et al., 2013). A high number of available teachers can somewhat 
counteract this problem. 

Regarding children’s characteristics, a high total number of children and rising heterogeneity of 
children (e.g., due to different family languages) may lead to a more complex and diverse work 
environment and to increased workload (e.g., through additional demands concerning language 
promotion). In accordance, research on preschool quality demonstrates that more migrant children 
(Kuger & Kluczniok, 2009; Slot et al., 2015), higher teacher-child ratios, and younger children in 
a group decrease process quality (Kuger & Kluczniok, 2009). 

Organizational structures describe how institutional “activities are divided, organized and coordi-
nated” (Ahmady et al., 2016, p. 455). In preschools, these include, for example, designated planning 
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time, frequency of team meetings, or time for leadership tasks. Research indicates that the amount of 
time teachers have for planning, preparing, and follow-up work disencumber preschool teachers 
(Sosinsky & Gilliam, 2011) and decrease teachers’ workload (Blöchliger & Bauer, 2016) by avoiding 
working overtime or working at home (Viernickel et al., 2013). Planning time also raises the quality of 
an ECEC setting (Tietze et al., 1998, 2012). Further, frequent staff meetings create the opportunity to 
socialize and support each other (Maslach & Pines, 1977; Viernickel et al., 2013). As such, they can 
help to prevent a lost sense of connection, one of the drivers of burnout symptoms (Maslach et al., 
2001). The importance of good leadership in ECEC settings has recently been reinforced in the 
research literature (cfl. Strehmel et al., 2019). One structural aspect with the potential to increase 
good leadership is fixed time for leadership tasks of center managers. 

Social job conditions in preschools 

That the social environment of the workplace clearly impacts workers’ well-being and performance 
has already been shown in many studies across professions (González-Romá et al., 2009; Levecque 
et al., 2014; Viitala et al., 2015; Viswesvaran et al., 1999), including the educational sector (Hascher & 
Waber, 2021; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009; Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). In preschools, two groups of 
people shape the social environment of preschool teachers in particular: colleagues and parents. 
Thereby, both groups take on very different roles in the everyday working life and shape social 
experience in different ways. Colleagues are part of the same team and are working partners at 
a position of equity. The burnout literature suggests that a lost connection to the work community, 
non-shared values with the working group, and conflicts with colleagues increase or even release 
burnout symptoms (Maslach et al., 2001; Viernickel et al., 2013). It also has been shown that a good 
team climate and professional exchange between team members are associated with better quality of 
care for children (Resa et al., 2018; Wertfein et al., 2013), that less satisfaction with team collaboration 
is associated with higher exhaustion levels in preschool teachers (Trauernicht et al., 2022), and that 
strained relationships with coworkers are perceived as stressful (Tebben et al., 2021). From special 
education teachers, we know that they are more likely to leave the job or to intend leaving the job when 
their collegial support is low (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). 

In contrast to colleagues, parents are educational partners and service recipients, coming with 
certain expectations and claims regarding the education and care of their children. Cooperation and 
networking with parents constitute an increasing emphasis in ECEC settings (Hachfeld et al., 2016) 
and depict an important part of preschool teachers’ work tasks (Kluczniok & Roßbach, 2014), much 
more than in primary and secondary school settings. Research from secondary school contexts found 
positive associations between pressure from students’ parents and burnout (Stoeber & Rennert, 2008) 
and negative associations between good relations to parents and burnout (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009, 
2010). In the preschool context, more satisfaction with collaboration with parents was associated with 
fewer burnout symptoms (Trauernicht et al., 2022) and conflictual relationships with parents were 
perceived as sources of stress (Tebben et al., 2021). However, Jeon et al. (2018) did not show 
associations between support from families and exhaustion of preschool teachers. All in all, previous 
research suggests that social job conditions can serve as demands or resources for preschool teachers. 

The role of the center 

Job conditions differ not just within, but also between preschool centers — for example, due to the 
composition of children, parents, and staff or specific regulations. In line with this, there is growing 
recognition in the research literature for a shared element of burnout symptoms within the institution 
(Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Halbesleben & Leon, 2014), even though burnout was originally viewed as 
an individual phenomenon (e.g., Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004; Maslach et al., 2001). One line of 
reasoning argues that some institutions have more exhausting working conditions than others 
(Klusmann et al., 2008). Another argument comes from research about emotional contagion 
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(Hatfield et al., 1994); from this perspective, burnout symptoms spread within a given workplace if 
colleagues are frequently talking about work-related problems and individuals are particularly sus-
ceptible to others’ emotions (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2000). So far, empirical educational studies have 
revealed mixed results. Klusmann et al. (2008) found only very little explained variance of emotional 
exhaustion between German secondary schools and a much greater influence of individual factors. In 
contrast, Blöchliger and Bauer (2018) found a medium-to-large effect of explained variance between 
Swiss ECEC centers with regard to burnout symptoms of their staff. Clarification of the extent to 
which exhaustion levels differ between centers is still pending in many national contexts, including the 
German. 

Study context: Early childhood education and care in Germany 

To facilitate comparison with other national ECEC systems and to better classify the results of this 
study, it is important to understand the national context of the given sample. Germany’s ECEC system 
is highly decentralized. Each of the 16 federal states translates general national regulations into its own 
laws and conditions leading to high heterogeneity between federal states with regard to ECEC 
provision, quality, and funding (Schreyer & Krause, 2016). The ECEC system is assigned to the 
child and youth welfare system of the country. This means that preschools are embedded in other 
child and youth welfare services and they follow a socio-pedagogical tradition. This is also reflected in 
the strong emphasis on the holistic preparation of children for life and life-long learning (Jugend- & 
Kultusministerkonferenz, 2004). Traditionally, many preschools take a situation-oriented approach 
(see Oertel, 1984), where the daily pedagogical routine is driven by situations and topics relevant for 
the children (Neuhaus et al., 2018); moreover, free and unguided play is highly valued and children of 
different ages are often part of the same group (Anders, 2015). As opposed to formal schooling, there is 
no fixed curriculum with distinct subjects in German preschools that determine the daily schedule 
(Jugend- & Kultusministerkonferenz, 2004); however, the federal education plans emphasize the role 
of ECEC in the support of different learning domains, particularly of language and literacy (Viernickel 
& Schwarz, 2009). 

However, throughout Germany there has been a strong reorganization of its ECEC system in the 
past decades (Tietze et al., 2012), resulting in new challenges and opportunities for preschool teachers. 
The ECEC system is confronted with rising participation rates through the expansion of legal 
entitlement to a place in a childcare setting from age 1 to school entry (OECD, 2017; Schreyer & 
Krause, 2016; Tietze et al., 2012). Whereas participation rates for 3- to 5-year-olds have increased only 
slightly (from 87.3% in 2006 to 93.7% in 2017), participation rates for children age 2 or younger have 
almost tripled, from 13.6% in 2006 to 33.1% in 2017 (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 
2018). Of course, this increase also resulted in a higher demand for preschool teachers; even though 
the number of employed preschool teachers increased (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 
2018), they do not yet meet the existing demands (Schreyer & Krause, 2016) and will probably not do 
so in the coming years (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). 

In addition to quantitative expansion, there is also progressive professionalization and related 
substantive change of childcare services (Kluczniok & Roßbach, 2014; OECD, 2015, 2017) leading to 
new tasks for preschool teachers, such as quality development and documentation obligations, 
education and care for more children age 2 and below, and implementation of educational programs. 
In addition, there is an increasing heterogeneity of children in terms of language, social, and cultural 
background, which means both new opportunities, but also new demands for preschool teachers in 
their daily work (cfl. Stenger et al., 2017). About 70.3% of all professionals working in the German 
ECEC system hold a vocational training degree (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018); this 
educational track is very general in content and enables degree holders to work in a variety of related 
jobs, such as in preschools, after-school programs, or residential childcare (Jannsen, 2010). Therefore, 
preschool teachers are often not trained and prepared for the specific tasks in their daily work with 
preschool children. All of these changes are accompanied by a growing interest in ECEC-related 



83 JOURNAL OF RESEARCH IN CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

research (Anders & Roßbach, 2013), which had long been neglected as compared to ECEC research in 
the Anglo-Saxon world (Linberg et al., 2013). Further, the traditional child centeredness in German 
ECEC centers is now gradually being replaced by a stronger orientation toward educational curricula, 
customary in many other OECD countries. 

The present research 

Based on previous research, the present study aims at understanding associations between personal 
conditions as well as structural and social environmental conditions at the workplace with preschool 
teachers’ symptoms of emotional exhaustion. We first analyze to what extent symptoms of emotional 
exhaustion differ between preschool centers. Second, we investigate how personal job conditions (e.g., 
qualification, ECEC work experience) are related to symptoms of emotional exhaustion. Third, we 
examine the additional association of environmental job conditions of centers (e.g., planning time, 
teacher-child-ratio) and groups (e.g., number of children in group, proportion of migrant children in 
group) with emotional exhaustion of preschool teachers. Last, we investigate the additional role of 
social working conditions (team climate, relation to parents) in relation to preschool teachers’ 
emotional exhaustion. 

Method 

Participants and procedure 

Data were provided by the evaluation study of the German federal program Sprach-Kitas: Weil Sprache 
der Schlüssel zur Welt ist [Language day care centers: because language is the key to the world]. The 
project is funded by the German Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and 
Youth and under the lead of the Free University of Berlin and the University of Bamberg. The program 
was implemented in 10.5% of all German preschools with a focus on larger preschools with high 
proportions of children from migrant, refugee, or disadvantaged families, which increases this 
sample’s variance in these variables. Sprach-Kitas aims at enhancing preschool quality with a focus 
on language education integrated into daily routines, inclusive pedagogy, and collaboration with 
parents. The data used for this study stemmed from three different sources: from preschool teacher 
reports collected in spring 2018, from reports of their center managers collected in fall 2017, and from 
baseline data on structural aspects of each preschool collected in fall 2018. Even though the data 
collection took place in the context of an evaluation study, the present study does not answer 
evaluative questions. 

Our sample consisted of N = 1,394 preschool teachers (93.3% women; age range: 18–75; M = 39.69, 
SD = 11.87) nested in N = 204 preschool centers (on average, 6.83 preschool teachers per center) of 
nine federal states of Germany. Beforehand, we excluded data from preschool teachers with missing 
values on all (n = 50) or less than 50% of all items (n = 3) measuring emotional exhaustion. The 
average preschool teacher worked for 33.42 hours per week (SD = 7.61), had 12.95 years of working 
experience in ECEC settings (range: 0–49 years, SD = 11.55), graduated from a vocational program 
(86.8%), and worked in a group with 19.57 children (SD = 8.05) age 3.35 (SD = 1.28) with 45.85% 
migrant children (SD = 30.13). The average preschool center in our sample cared for 94.07 children 
(SD = 44.85), whereby 39.21% of the enrolled children had a migration background (i.e. having at least 
one parent with another first language than German), with a teacher–child ratio (in full-time 
equivalents) of 1 to 6.26 (SD = 1.79). Tables 1 and 2 provide overviews of all descriptive data. 

Measures 

In line with our research questions and theoretical assumptions, emotional exhaustion of preschool 
teachers statistically served as our outcome variable and personal as well as structural and social 
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among preschool teacher-level variables. 

M (SD) (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) 

(1) Emotional 2.38 (1.15) 1.00 
exhaustiona 

Personal conditions 
(2) Educational 

levelb 
1.89 (.68) .01 1.00 

(3) In-service 8.74 (21.53) −.03 .06* 1.00 
training hoursc 

(4) ECEC working 
experienced 

12.95 (11.55) .09** −.05 .04 1.00 

(5) Working hours/ 33.42 (7.61) .02 .05 .01 −.10 1.00 
week 

(6) Positione 0.59 (.49) .05 .34** .02 .10** .24** 1.00 
Structural group 

conditions 
(7) Number of 19.57 (8.05) .05 −.04 −.01 .03 .04 −.07 1.00 

children 
(8) Age of children 3.35 (1.28) .11** .00 .04 .13** .01 .03 .40** 1.00 
(9) Migrant children 45.85 (30.13) .08** −.02 .04 −.03 .05 −.02 .11** .30** 1.00 

(%) 
Social conditions 

(10) Team climatef 4.06 (.65) −.37** −.01 .08** .02 .04 .04 .03 −.05 .03 1.00 
(11) Relation to 4.94 (.85) −.34** .03 .05 .02 .06 .02 −.01 −.05 .00 .30** 1.00 

parentsg 

N ranges from 554 to 1,377; **p < .01; *p < .05; arange: 1–7; b0 = any level, 1 = any pedagogical/social vocational training, 
2 = vocational training as preschool teacher, 3 = bachelor’s degree, 4 = master’s degree; cin the past year; din years; e0 = assistant 
role, 1 = leading role; frange: 1–5; grange: 1–7. 

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among preschool center-level variables. 

M (SD) (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) 

(1) Emotional 2.40 (.61) 1.00 
exhaustiona 

Structural conditions 
(2) Teacher-child 6.26 (1.79) −.04 1.00 

ratio 
(3) Number of 16.38 (8.51) .06 −.36** 1.00 

teachers 
(4) Number of 94.07 (44.85) .04 −.10 .87** 1.00 

children 
(5) Migrant children 39.21 (25.17) .07 −.05 −.09 −.25** 1.00 

(%) 
(6) Planning time/ 

weekb 
2.60 (3.16) .02 −.21** .11 −.19* .19** 1.00 

(7) In-service training 4.67 (1.83) .01 −.16 .47** .13 .21* .30** 1.00 
days/year 

(8) Time for 72.35 (34.51) .09 −.23** .40** .35** .06 −.03 .11 1.00 
leadership tasks 
(%) 

(9) Frequency of 2.45 (.87) .02 .01 −.01 .07 −.15 −.28 −.05 .07 1.00 
team meetingsc 

Social conditions 
(10) Team climated 4.10 (.42) −.35** .03 .12 −.12 .08 .07 .13 −.10 −.12 1.00 
(11) Relations to 4.99 (.54) −.52** .04 −.04 −.15* −.03 .06 .15 −.12 −.12 .46** 1.00 

parentse 

N ranges from 65 to 204 centers; **p < .01; *p < .05; arange: 1–7 (mean per center); bin hours; c1 = several times a week, 2 = once 
a week, 3 = several times a month, 4 = once a month, 5 = less often, 6 = never; drange: 1–5 (mean per center); erange: 1–7 (mean 
per center). 
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Figure 1. Overview of variables examined in the present study, including assumed direction of relationships. Depicted are personal, 
structural, and social job conditions on the level of the preschool center (level 2) as well as of the individual teacher (level 1). 
Uppercase letters indicate data sources: B = baseline data, C = center manager reports, p = preschool teacher reports. 

environmental job conditions, both on the level of the teacher and center, as our predictor variables. 
Figure 1 depicts an overview of our measures. 

Outcome measure 
Emotional exhaustion was measured with the respective subscale of the Maslach Burnout Inventory 
(MBI; Maslach & Jackson, 1981).1 We used an established German translation (Büssing & Perrar, 
1992) and slightly adapted two items for better reading fluency. Preschool teachers indicated their 
agreement with nine items (e.g., “I feel emotionally drained from my work.”) on a 7-point response 
scale ranging from 1 = hardly ever to 4 = moderately to 7 = very strongly. Internal consistency in our 
sample was excellent (Cronbach’s α = .93); for comparison, Büssing and Perrar (1992) report an 
internal consistency of .89 (Cronbach’s α). For more information on the psychometric properties, 
see Maslach et al. (2018) for the original English version or Büssing and Perrar (1992) for the applied 
German version of the questionnaire. 

Preschool teacher-level predictors 
Personal conditions. We asked preschool teachers to indicate all professional degrees they hold and 
used their highest degree as their current educational level. Further, they specified if they had a leading 
or an assisting position in their predominant group or if they filled in any other role, which we treated 
as missing value. Preschool teachers also provided information on how many hours of training they 
had received in the past 12 months, how many years they had already worked in ECEC contexts, and 
how many hours per week they worked according to their employment contract. As the description of 
participants revealed, we also asked respondents to indicate their gender and age. But because our 
sample consisted primarily of women and because working experience was highly correlated with age, 
we did not include gender and age as covariates into our analyses. 
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Structural group conditions of the work environment. Preschool teachers provided information on 
group characteristics, depicting their closest work environment, including number and age of children 
in their group as well as number of children with migration background. Migration background was 
defined as having at least one parent with another first language than German. Unfortunately, we did 
not have data on the teacher–child ratio at the group level. 

Social conditions of the work environment. To assess how individual teachers perceived the team 
climate in their center, we used a selection of items inspired by Brodbeck et al. (2000) Team Climate 
Inventory (English version: Anderson & West, 1996). The items comprised several aspects of the social 
climate between colleagues, such as shared vision, working style, team cohesion, and communication. 
Preschool teachers rated their agreement to 12 items (e.g., “I personally agree with my team’s 
objectives” or “I feel accepted and understood by my team colleagues”) on a 5-point Likert scale. 
Response categories ranged from 1 = does not apply at all to 5 = absolutely true. Individual scores in 
this study consisted of averaged responses across items if participants answered at least 50% of the 
items. The internal consistency in our sample was excellent (Cronbach’s α = .92). Similarly, high 
internal consistencies of the subscales as well as further information on the existing validity of the 
original and complete inventory are reported by Brodbeck et al. (2000). 

To measure teachers’ perception of the relation to parents, we used Kurucz et al. (2020) scale called 
Perceived Cooperation Quality With Parents With and Without Immigrant Background. The measure 
consists of 14 items; seven items refer to parents with migration background and seven refer to parents 
without migration background. The scale uses a semantic differential. For each item, respondents 
specify how they generally perceive the relation to parents on a 7-point bipolar response scale without 
labels between two antonyms (e.g., strenuous and trouble-free). The internal consistency of the total 
scale in our sample was excellent (Cronbach’s α = .91). Since we were interested in preschool teachers’ 
general perception of the relation to parents regardless of their background, individual scores con-
sisted of averaged responses across all 14 items if at least 50% of all items had been answered. 

Preschool center-level predictors 
Structural conditions of the work environment. We asked center managers to indicate how many 
hours per week they worked according to their employment contract and how many hours of them 
they were free to work on leadership tasks. The proportion of time for leadership tasks compared to 
total working time was used as predictor variable. We also asked them about the frequency of team 
meetings. They responded on a 6-point response scale ranging from several times a week, once a week, 
several times a month, once a month, rarer to never. From the baseline data, we used information about 
the total number of children (without children in after-school care) and the total number of preschool 
teachers in the center (without the additional specialist for language education funded by the federal 
program) as well as about the number of migrant children, meaning children with at least one parent 
with another first language than German. These data are indicators for the size and the social milieu of 
the institution. Further, we used information on the available training days per year for full-time staff, 
contractually agreed planning time for full-time staff, and we calculated full-time equivalent teacher-
child ratios from provided number of available places and number and hours of staff members, as is 
commonly calculated (Destatis, 2019). 

Social conditions of the work environment. We assessed perceived team climate as well as relation to 
parents on the center-level by aggregating individual ratings of each scale (described above) per center. 
We calculated the intraclass correlation coefficients ICC1 and ICC2 that are commonly used as effect 
size and reliability indices for aggregated level-2 variables (see Lüdtke et al., 2006, 2009). The ICC1 
provides information about the extent to which individual ratings are affected by the center environ-
ment. For perceived team climate, the ICC1 value was .24 (24% of the variance lies at the center level) 
and for relation to parents, it was .15 (15% of the variance lies at the center level). Since ICC1 values of 
.01 indicate a small effect, ICC1 values of .10 a medium effect, and ICC1 values of .25 a large effect 
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(LeBreton & Senter, 2008), both ICC1 values can be considered as medium effects. Based on the ICC1 
and the number of units, it is possible to calculate the ICC2 (Bliese, 2000). Values above .70 are 
interpreted as strong agreement, values above .50 are considered as moderate agreement (LeBreton & 
Senter, 2008). In our sample, the ICC2 for perceived team climate was .68 and for relation to parents 
.53, indicating a moderate agreement for both measures. 

Statistical analyses. The dataset for this study was compiled by selecting all of our variables of interest 
from the general preschool teacher survey and by adding the additional variables for each respondent 
from the survey of center managers as well as baseline data of the preschool (see Figure 1 for a detailed 
description of the survey sources of all used variables). Preliminary and correlational analyses were 
conducted with IBM SPSS Statistics 25 (IBM Corp Released, 2017). According to our research 
questions and structure of variables, multilevel analysis was obligatory. Therefore and in order to 
shed light on the influence of working conditions at the individual and center level on emotional 
exhaustion of preschool teachers, we applied hierarchical linear modeling (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). 
In this way, we produced correct estimates of standard errors of beta coefficients and we could 
disentangle within- and between-center variance. We specified teacher variables at the first level and 
center variables at the second level; all models presented are random intercept models with fixed 
slopes. On the level of the teacher, we centered all personal and structural variables at the grand mean 
of the sample to control for interindividual differences. All social variables were centered at the group 
mean to account for interindividual differences, as Lüdtke et al. (2009) suggest for the measurement of 
perceptions that are also aggregated at the second level. Multi-level analyses were performed with 
MPlus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017). We report standardized regression coefficients to increase 
interpretability and we specify proportions of variance explained by predictors at each of the two 
levels. For hierarchical linear modeling, we used full information maximum likelihood (FIML) to 
account for missing values, which performs better than multiple imputation procedures in the context 
of multilevel analyses (Larsen, 2011). 

Results 

To what extent do symptoms of emotional exhaustion difer between preschool centers? 

On average, preschool teachers rated their emotional exhaustion below the midpoint of the scale 
(M = 2.38, SD = 1.15, range: 1 hardly ever −7 very strongly). Before disentangling center differences 
from individual differences in emotional exhaustion, we pre-analyzed if there were enough meaningful 
differences between centers in the center-level variables. For the structural conditions, the standard 
deviation is a good indicator of variability between clusters (Klusmann et al., 2008). All of these 
variables showed substantive standard deviations, as can be seen in Table 2. Further, ICC1 and ICC2 
values of the aggregated ratings on social conditions (team climate/relation to parents) suggested 
meaningful variations between centers (.24/.15) as well as a moderate agreement between raters of 
these variables (.68/.53). Now, to answer our first research question, we specified a null model for 
emotional exhaustion. The analysis revealed an ICC1 of .058, meaning that 5.8% of the overall variance 
in preschool teachers’ emotional exhaustion is located between centers. This indicates a small effect 
(LeBreton & Senter, 2008). 

How are personal conditions related to symptoms of emotional exhaustion? 

To answer our second research question, we entered all personal job conditions of preschool 
teachers into a first model (see Table 3, model 1). The standardized coefficients help to 
understand and compare unique effects of single variables. We only found a statistically 
significant coefficient for working experience in ECEC settings (β = .09). This means, when 
all other personal variables were held constant, an increase of one standard deviation in years 
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Table 3. Preschool teachers’ emotional exhaustion: Results from multilevel modeling. 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

β SE (β) β SE (β) β SE (β) 

Center level 
Structural conditions 

Teacher-child ratio –.07 .15 –.04 .11 
Number of teachers –.05 .30 .16 .17 
Number of children –.04 .24 –.28 .14 
Migrant children –.07 .19 –.12 .12 
Planning time –.11 .16 –.08 .10 
In-service training days .04 .20 .10 .11 
Time for leadership tasks .16 .17 .07 .10 
Frequency of team meetings .13 .14 .01 .09 

Social conditions 
Team climate –.34** .11 
Relation to parents –.74** .09 

Teacher level 
Personal conditions 

Educational level .01 .03 .01 .03 .00 .03 
In-service training hours –.04 .03 –.05 .03 –.01 .03 
ECEC working experience .09** .03 .08** .03 .11** .03 
Working hours/week .02 .05 .01 .04 .04 .04 
Position .04 .03 .03 .03 .06 .03 

Structural group conditions 
Number of children .03 .04 .06 .03 
Age of children .08* .04 .04 .03 
Migrant children .09 .05 .09* .04 

Social conditions 
Team climate –.32** .03 
Relation to parents –.19** .03 

Explained variance (R²) 
Teacher level .01 .01 .03* .01 .17** .02 
Center level .07 .09 .80** .11 

Model 1 = model only with personal characteristics as statistical predictors; Model 2 = model with personal characteristics and 
structural conditions statistical predictors; Model 3 = full model; **p < .01; *p < .05; grand-mean centering of personal and 
structural variables, group-mean centering of social variables. 

of preschool teachers’ ECEC working experience was associated with an increase of .09 in 
preschool teachers’ emotional exhaustion. All variables together explained 1% of the variance 
of the teacher-level, but the amount of explained variance of the model did not significantly 
differ from zero. 

How are structural conditions related to symptoms of emotional exhaustion? 

To respond to our third research question, in addition to personal conditions on the level of 
the preschool teacher, we also entered structural job conditions both on the individual- and 
center-level into the model (see Table 3, model 2). Of the preschool teacher-level variables, 
again working experience in ECEC settings was a statistically significant coefficient (β = .08). 
Further, we found an effect of one of the structural group conditions, namely children’s age 
(β = .08), meaning when all other personal and structural variables were held constant, an 
increase of one standard deviation in the age of children a teacher cares for was associated 
with an increase of .08 in preschool teachers’ reported emotional exhaustion. None of the 
center variables were associated with teacher exhaustion. All variables together statistically 
significantly explained 3% of the variance of the teacher-level. The explained variance of the 
center-level was 7%, but did not significantly differ from zero. 
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What additional role do social conditions play in relation to emotional exhaustion? 

Our last research question concerned the additional role of social job conditions. To shed light on this 
issue, we specified a full model and entered all variables, including the social conditions, on both 
preschool teacher- and center-level simultaneously into the model (see Table 3, model 3). The results 
show that on both levels perceived team climate as well as relation to parents was associated with 
preschool teachers’ emotional exhaustion. In more detail, when all other variables were held constant, 
an increase of one standard deviation in the (positive) perception of the team climate in his or her 
center was associated with a decrease of .32 (β = −.32) in the preschool teacher’s emotional exhaustion. 
Similarly, an increase of one standard deviation in preschool teachers’ perception of the relation to 
parents was associated with a decrease of .19 (β = −.19) in his or her reported emotional exhaustion. 
On the level of the center, results showed in the same direction: An increase of one standard deviation 
in preschool teachers’ perception about how well the team climate functions was associated with 
a decrease of .34 (β = −.34) in the reported emotional exhaustion within this center. Further, an 
increase of one standard deviation in preschool teachers’ perception about the relation to parents 
within their center was associated with a decrease of .74 (β = −.74) in the reported emotional 
exhaustion within this center. 

In this last model, the effect of working experience in ECEC settings remained stable (β = .11). 
However, the age of children in a group was no longer a significant structural variable on the level of 
the teacher, but the proportion of migrant children in a group (β = .09). The more migrant children in 
the group, the more the individual teacher felt exhausted. None of the structural center characteristics 
became significant. In general, this model significantly accounted for 17% of the variance on the 
preschool teacher-level and for 80% of the variance on the center-level. 

Discussion 

To add to the scarce scientific literature on burnout or exhaustion symptoms of preschool teachers and 
to suggest possible intervention approaches for policy and practice, this study aimed at understanding 
how ECEC working conditions are related to preschool teachers’ emotional exhaustion in Germany. 
Thereby, we focused on four research questions: we wanted to know the extent to which preschool 
centers differ in symptoms of emotional exhaustion, the relationship between personal job conditions 
and exhaustion levels, and the additional role that structural and social conditions of the work 
environment play. 

Between-center variability in preschool teachers’ emotional exhaustion 

The current study is one of the first to distinguish between the center- and teacher-level when 
analyzing the degree of emotional exhaustion in preschool teachers, clarifying the role of belong-
ing to a certain ECEC center. Our findings demonstrated that levels of emotional exhaustion 
indeed differed between preschool centers, but most of the variability was ascribed to individual 
factors. These findings support the claim that there is some shared element of burnout symptoms 
within institutions (see Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Halbesleben & Leon, 2014) — for example, due 
to shared working conditions or emotional contagion (see Hatfield et al., 1994; Klusmann et al., 
2008) — that also applies to German preschool centers. Thereby, our findings revealed a higher 
influence of the preschool center than has been found for the German school context (Klusmann 
et al., 2008). However, it is important to keep in mind that primary and secondary teachers in 
Germany are generally assigned to schools through a central administrative office. This results in 
a rather randomized composition of the faculty. In contrast, German preschools are free to choose 
whom they employ; they might select employees with distinct characteristics (e.g., attitudes or 
skills) or only have a specific applicant clientele to choose from (e.g., socio-demographic back-
ground). This self-selection process has the potential to cluster more similar preschool teachers 
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within the same center and thus artificially increasing the center effect. Nevertheless, Blöchliger 
and Bauer (2018) found even more between-center differences in a Swiss sample. Therefore, it is 
still reasonable to assume that there is at least some shared part ascribable to the center, which also 
justifies intervention at this level. 

Personal and environmental job conditions and their relation to preschool teachers’ emotional 
exhaustion 

Next, we examined a wide range of personal and environmental job conditions of preschool teachers 
to enrich the scarce literature on this topic. The current study demonstrated that most of the personal 
job conditions under investigation, such as education, training, working hours, and position, that 
often depend on individual decisions did not play a role in the statistical prediction of emotional 
exhaustion. Only preschool teachers’ ECEC working experience was positively associated with exhaus-
tion symptoms. That older or more experienced (preschool) teachers are more likely to suffer from 
burnout symptoms is in line with other studies from the educational sector (see Blöchliger & Bauer, 
2018; Klusmann et al., 2008; Viernickel et al., 2013). The findings suggest that long-term exposure to 
the work environment in ECEC institutions may be responsible for preschool teachers’ increasing 
fatigue over time. Hence, tackling adverse job conditions is important to decrease burnout symptoms, 
especially for those with higher working experience. In addition, more experienced staff, as those most 
affected, should be given special support in coping with work stress and building up resources. 

When investigating the role of the work environment, we first focused on structural conditions of 
centers and groups. Interestingly, we found that none of the structural conditions on the center-level 
was related to emotional exhaustion of preschool teachers. On the level of the individual teacher’s 
group environment, the results were not consistent. We found a small effect of children’s increasing 
age on emotional exhaustion; however, it disappeared when we entered the social conditions into the 
model. Instead, a small negative effect of the increasing proportion of migrant children was revealed. 
We can only speculate about underlying mechanisms. Perhaps the results would have been a bit clearer 
if we had data on the teacher-child-ratio in the group. Since children’s age was positively correlated 
with the number of children in the group (see Table 1) and age is usually also associated with fewer 
preschool teachers per child in the group, and the proportion of migrant children was positively 
correlated with both the number and age of children (see Table 1), the age and migration effect on 
preschool teachers’ degree of exhaustion could have disappeared if we had controlled the teacher– 
child ratio in the group. Overall, however, also the structural environmental conditions in ECEC 
centers and groups could explain only a very small amount of the variability in preschool teachers’ 
exhaustion levels. 

In a final step, we examined additional associations between exhaustion symptoms and social 
conditions of the preschool work environment, including the perceived team climate with colleagues 
and the relation to parents. Both groups of people represent important social counterparts in the 
everyday work life of preschool teachers with diverging roles: colleagues as working partners at 
a position of equity and parents as educational partners. On the level of the center, social conditions 
were able to explain a very large part of the overall variability between centers, in particular the 
perceived relation to parents. But also for the preschool teacher-level, a better perceived team climate 
as well as more pleasant relations to parents were associated with less exhaustion symptoms of 
teachers. Tense and conflictual relationships with colleagues and parents in turn were related to 
increased exhaustion. Therefore, the results suggest that social experiences at work can serve both as 
a demand or as a resource for preschool teachers. Our findings are in line with research literature that 
uncovers the general strong influence of social aspects of the workplace on worker’s well-being (e.g., 
González-Romá et al., 2009; Levecque et al., 2014) and the pivotal role of social relationships for 
teacher well-being (Hascher & Waber, 2021). In line with Trauernicht et al. (2022) and Tebben et al. 
(2021), our results also emphasize the role of the relationship to colleagues and parents on burnout 
experiences in the ECEC sector. 
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Limitations and future research 

As in every research project, there are several limitations to the present study resulting in new ideas for 
future research. First, the data were cross-sectional in nature. This means we measured job conditions 
and preschool teachers’ emotional exhaustion concurrently and we did not observe the effect of one on 
the other. Therefore, we cannot make a conclusive statement about the causal relationship between job 
conditions and exhaustion levels and a reversed relationship is also possible. For example, more 
exhausted preschool teachers also might experience parent interactions as more negative than less 
exhausted colleagues. Future research could examine if improving the team climate and relationship to 
parents will actually decrease preschool teachers’ exhaustion levels, just as Oliveira et al. (2021) showed 
that social-emotional learning interventions combatted burnout symptoms in preschool teachers. 
Second, the full model still revealed a large amount of unexplained variance between individual 
preschool teachers, namely 83%. This means that there are still many factors that explain differences 
between individuals and their symptoms of emotional exhaustion that were not captured by our 
research. However, the amount of explained variance at the individual level corresponds to findings of 
related research (e.g., Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Klusmann et al., 2008). Further, it has been shown that 
many of the differences between individuals’ burnout symptoms are due to interpersonal dispositions, 
such as core self-evaluations (e.g., self-esteem, self-efficacy) or personality traits (e.g., emotional 
stability, extraversion) (see Alarcon et al., 2009; Guo et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2019; Swider & 
Zimmerman, 2010). However, in this study we focused on working conditions that are somewhat 
changeable by policies and not on interpersonal dispositions or private contexts. Hence, we did not 
include respective variables into the data collection or analyses. Third, the data concerning the 
structural job conditions on the center-level, which were drawn from the center manager survey 
and baseline data of the program, were collected a few months before or after the data collection of the 
remaining data drawn from the preschool teacher survey, as presented in the methods section. Thus, 
there is a possibility that conditions may have changed in the meantime. However, structural 
characteristics are rather stable and the periods between the time points of data collection were 
short. Concerning the sources and also content of data, future studies could enrich the data by 
including the teacher–child ratio in each group, the number of children with refugee status or from 
disadvantaged families, and information about parents (e.g., socio-economic background, self-reports 
on perceived relationship to preschool teachers) to gain deeper understanding of how exhaustion 
symptoms are associated with the relation to parents. It would also be interesting and insightful to 
include individual perceptions of the adequacy of preschool teachers’ group and center structural 
conditions and more objective data about exhaustion levels (e.g., physical symptoms, days of absence) 
to examine whether the relationships found also apply to this kind of data. Additionally, the perceived 
relations to children could be included as another social job condition of preschool teachers. Further, 
the investigation of interaction effects between center level and preschool teacher-level variables may 
provide a deeper understanding of interrelationships. For example, smaller preschools with less 
children may benefit more from a functioning teamwork than larger preschools. 

Finally, our sample is not completely representative of the average German preschool because the 
program Sprach-Kitas focused on larger preschools and high proportions of children from disadvan-
taged families and centers had to be willing to participate in such a program in the first place, thereby 
demonstrating their openness for quality development. However, our sample is much larger than 
those of studies with related contents (e.g., Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Viernickel et al., 2013) and we 
accounted for many differences to an average German preschool by including these data into the 
analyses (e.g., center size, proportion of migrant children). Furthermore, the increased variance in 
these variables facilitated the identification of potential effects in these variables. Of course, our sample 
is also not completely equivalent to those of other countries’ ECEC systems. However, the results of 
this study have emerged from the background of a major national ECEC shift toward professionaliza-
tion and quantitative as well as qualitative expansion; as such, they can also inform other countries that 
are undergoing similar changes. 



92 M. TRAUERNICHT ET AL. 

Implications for policy and practice 

From the results of this study, some intervention approaches for policy and practice can be derived to 
decrease exhaustion levels of preschool teachers. First of all, our finding that the center where 
a preschool teacher works influences how exhausted the individual feels justifies interventions in 
particularly affected preschools and not just with affected individuals or individuals at risk, as has 
often been the case so far (cfl. Blossfeld et al., 2014). Therefore, the focus of improvements of preschools’ 
working conditions is often only on structural aspects, such as increasing the teacher-child-ratio. And, 
of course, it is well known that there are several structural aspects that have a positive effect on the 
quality in preschool centers (Slot, 2018), which therefore should not be completely neglected. However, 
our study demonstrated that with regard to preschool teachers’ exhaustion levels, the working condi-
tions that mattered the most were of a social nature. Social experiences with colleagues and parents 
made the difference, especially on the level of the center. Therefore, and after successful validation of 
these results, policies and objectives of support should also target these issues, even though they might 
require longer-term involvement and more indirect intervention methods. 

To improve the team climate within an ECEC center, the center manager plays an important role 
and sets crucial impulses (see also Klaudy et al., 2016). The manager can initiate discussions in team 
meetings or hire an external coach to address vulnerabilities in the team. It also would be helpful if 
more public funds were available to promote this kind of work. Of course, developing shared visions, 
a supportive working style in the group, better team cohesion, and good communication with each 
other needs time and patience. Because this study demonstrated consistent connections to preschool 
teachers’ exhaustion levels and others also demonstrated the value of good team collaboration for the 
quality of work in ECEC centers (Resa et al., 2018; Wertfein et al., 2013) as well as connections between 
the well-being of preschool teachers and higher quality care (e.g., Gerber et al., 2007; Hamre & Pianta, 
2004; Jennings, 2015), it is worth the effort. Colleagues should be perceived as powerful support in the 
daily challenges and not as additional stressors (see also Viswesvaran et al., 1999). Another idea to 
foster team climate and collaboration, as well as the well-being of preschool teachers, comes from 
higher school contexts and encompasses the implementation of professional learning communities. 
Teachers come together in small groups to support and learn from each other, integrate new 
pedagogical approaches, or build-up new competencies (e.g., Owen, 2016). 

The other group of people preschool teachers are in close contact with are parents. They are 
educational partners and service recipients. Cooperation with families is an important task of pre-
school teachers and also a quality criterion in the ECEC sector (Kluczniok & Roßbach, 2014). In 
Germany, the topic of parental cooperation is often only mentioned on the fringes of the vocational 
training for preschool teachers (Friederich, 2011), so preschool teachers can quickly feel overwhelmed. 
Since this study demonstrated that preschool teachers are more exhausted when they experience the 
relationship with parents as uncomfortable, stressful, and conflictual, better training and support for 
being in contact with parents (e.g., social-emotional learning interventions; Oliveira et al., 2021), both 
in their initial training and also during their professional life, might improve preschool teachers’ well- 
being at work. Further, case discussions in team meetings and individual support by the center 
manager might also be helpful mechanisms to deal with challenging encounters and to unburden as 
well as empower staff members. 

Conclusions 

This research project aimed at closing a research gap by gaining a deeper understanding about 
which conditions at the workplace matter the most for preschool teachers’ emotional exhaus-
tion. Considering the existing literature and our outlined findings, we conclude that German 
ECEC teachers’ symptoms of exhaustion differ between centers, but to a much lesser degree 
than between individuals. Further, we found that professionals with more ECEC working 
experience reported higher levels of emotional exhaustion, indicating that prolonged exposure 
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to the ECEC work environment is associated with increasing fatigue and the risk of burnout. 
From all the job conditions under investigation, we found that social working conditions were 
most relevant. If preschool teachers perceived the team climate and relations to parents as 
challenging and strenuous, they also tended to feel more exhausted in their jobs. 

These results do go beyond contributing an important piece of work to the research literature on 
emotional exhaustion of preschool teachers. They also have the potential to fuel the public and political 
debate around the best strategies to enhance, improve, and professionalize the ECEC system in a way that it 
fosters teachers’ well-being and engagement and, thereby, ensures good quality care for our children. 
According to our analyses, interventions and preventions tackling exhaustion in preschools should aim at 
enhancing social climates and at fostering good collaboration between teachers and parents as well as 
colleagues. 
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