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Abstract

Studies in the United States (U.S.), Canada, Australia, the United Kingdom (UK), and across
Europe have highlighted similar workforce challenges in the homeless services sector and
concerns about their impact on staff turnover. However, research has not sufficiently studied
what contributes to turnover in the sector. The current study used quantitative and qualitative
data from a national survey of frontline homeless services workers in the U.S. to answer
questions about workers’ intention to leave their current job and reasons for intending to
leave. Quantitative findings show that 43% of frontline workers reported an intention to leave.
Factors associated with a greater likelihood of intending to leave included holding at least a
master’s degree and experiencing higher burnout. Factors associated with a lower likelihood
of intention to leave included Hispanic race and higher scores on three domains of job
satisfaction: pay, promotion opportunities, and the nature of the work. The qualitative data
confirmed the importance of burnout, inadequate pay, and the challenging nature of the work
in contributing to an intention to leave. The qualitative findings also shed light on additional
drivers of intention to leave, including personal reasons (e.g., caretaking responsibilities),
problems with the organization, and lacking the resources needed to help clients.
Opportunities to increase pay and promotion opportunities, prevent and mitigate burnout,
and strengthen organizations are offered. Suggested directions for future research are also
provided, including evaluating the impact of employee retention strategies (e.g., pay
increases, well-being supports, and organization-level interventions).
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Introduction

Researchers, experts, and advocates across the United States (U.S.), Canada, Australia,
and Europe have identified worker recruitment and retention as significant challenges
within the homeless services sector (Baptista et al., 2020; James et al., 2023; Levesque et
al., 2021; Olivet et al., 2010; Rios, 2018; Voronov et al., 2023). Worker shortages have raised
concerns about the ability to meet current and future service demands, especially in
places with growing rates of homelessness. Recruitment and retention issues have been
assumed to be related to insufficient pay, a lack of promotion opportunities, workplace
stressors, and worker burnout (Baptista et al., 2020; James et al., 2023; Levesque et al.,
2021; Olivet et al., 2010; Voronov et al., 2023). However, research has not sufficiently
studied what factors contribute to turnover or turnover intention in the sector. Past
research has relied primarily on asking current workers and experts in the field for their
opinions on the causes of staff retention challenges. As a result, there is a gap in research
examining what factors predict intention to leave among current workers. This study
aims to address this gap using a national sample of frontline homeless services workers
in the U.S.

Worker Recruitment and Retention Challenges in the Homeless Services Sector
Pay and Promotion Opportunities

At the center of workforce discussions in the homeless services sector, within and
outside the U.S., is inadequate compensation (Aykanian et al., 2023; Baptista et al., 2020;
Finnigan, 2024; James et al., 2023; Levesque et al., 2021; Moses, 2023; Olivet et al., 2010;
Rios, 2018; Voronov et al., 2023). Surveys of the homeless services workforce in the U.S.
have shown that unfair compensation is a major source of stress and a top reason for
considering a job change (Aykanian et al., 2023; Moses, 2023). Additionally, a study of
experts across 15 European countries found that stress related to low pay was common,
especially in countries with homeless services that were under-resourced and unstably
funded (Baptista et al., 2020). Similar concerns have been raised by experts and workers
in Australia (James et al., 2023).

In addition to pay, a lack of promotion and professional development opportunities
are often part of recruitment and retention discussions (Finnigan, 2024; James et al., 2023;
Levesque et al., 2021; Olivet et al., 2010; Voronov et al., 2023). For example, a study in
Canada identified occupational opportunities and furthering education as presumed
reasons for leaving a job (Voronov et al., 2023). Similar findings have been reported in the
U.S. (Moses, 2023). Additionally, in places where homeless services are provided through
nonprofit and public entities, there may be disparate pay for comparable positions and
differences in opportunities for advancement across sectors. In the U.S., this disparity can
make government jobs more appealing and adds to recruitment challenges for nonprofit
organizations (Finnigan, 2024).

Job-Related Stress

Other job-related stressors that may contribute to worker retention challenges include
systemic, organizational, and service provision factors. Systemic stressors include
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working in an underfunded and under-resourced context, working in a community with
a lack of affordable housing and support services, fighting bureaucracy, and Not In My
Backyard (NIMBYism) (Baptista et al., 2020; Kerman, Ecker, Tiderington, et al., 2022;
James et al., 2023; Moses, 2023; Voronov et al., 2023). Organizational stressors include
inadequate employer benefits, staff shortages and turnover, safety concerns, high
caseload, poor communication, inadequate supervision, and a lack of confidence in
leadership (Aykanian et al., 2023; Levesque et al., 2021; Moses, 2023; Olivet et al., 2010;
Rios, 2018; Voronov et al., 2023). Service provision stressors include feeling as though
they are unable to help clients enough, experiencing vicarious trauma, grieving client
death, witnessing violence, and being a victim of violence (Aykanian et al., 2023; Baptista
et al., 2020; Kerman, Ecker, Tiderington, et al., 2022; Lakeman, 2011; Levesque et al., 2020;
Voronov et al., 2023).

Unmanaged job stress can result in worker burnout. Research on the homeless
services workforce has pointed to workplace stress, burnout, and overall mental health
impacts as significant concerns (Aykanian & Mammah, 2023; Waegemakers Schiff &
Lane, 2019; Wirth et al., 2019). Burnout —characterized as mental or emotional fatigue,
mental distancing from work or negativity toward work, and being less productive or
effective at work (World Health Organization, 2019) —is also believed to contribute to
worker retention challenges in the sector (Baptiste et al., 2020; Levesque et al., 2021;
Voronov et al., 2023).

Predicting Turnover Intention

While there is a lack of research predicting turnover or turnover intention in homeless
services, lessons can be learned from research across other helping professions. Human
services research has identified multiple factors that contribute to turnover intention,
including demographics, burnout and work stress, inadequate supervision, lack of social
support, poor work environment, and low work engagement (Brannon et al., 2007;
Estryn-Behar et al.,, 2007; Mor Barak et al., 2001; Ozkan, 2022; Padin et al., 2021;
Poghosyan et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2021; Wood et al., 2020). Among helping professionals
(e.g., social workers, child welfare workers, nurses), job satisfaction has routinely been
associated with intention to leave and turnover (Acker, 2004, Mor Barak et al., 2006;
Edwards-Danbridge et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2019). While overall job satisfaction is often
the focus, some studies have found that specific domains of job satisfaction are more
important than others. For example, satisfaction with supervision was the strongest
predictor of turnover intention among sexual assault and child welfare workers
(Schudirch et al., 2012; Wood et al., 2019). Thus, there is value in considering the impact
of specific aspects of job satisfaction.

The Current Study

The research above is critical for understanding what contributes to worker retention
challenges. As noted, much of the research has relied on the opinions of experts (Baptisa
et al., 2020), agency leadership (Levesque et al., 2021), and current workers (Voronov et
al., 2023) for articulating what they believe contributes to workforce issues. This leaves a
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gap in research that empirically tests the relationship between job-related factors and
actual turnover or turnover intentions. Such research is critically needed for advocacy,
organizational management, and the development of strategies for improving worker
recruitment and retention. The current study uses quantitative and qualitative data from
a national survey of the U.S. homeless services workforce to answer three questions: 1)
What percent of frontline workers intend to leave their current job? 2) To what extent do
demographics, background characteristics, job satisfaction, and burnout contribute to
intention to leave? 3) What reasons for intending to leave do workers articulate, and do
those reasons align with the quantitative findings?

Study Context: Homelessness and Sector Workforce Issues in the U.S.

From 2007 to 2015, the U.S. saw a steady decline in homelessness, according to annual
point-in-time count data. Since 2015, this trend has reversed, and the country has seen an
increase in the number of people experiencing homelessness each year. In January of
2024, the number of people experiencing homelessness on a single night exceeded
770,000. This equates to an 18% increase from the year before and is the highest point-in-
time count since the counting effort began in 2007 (de Sousa & Henry, 2024).

As the rate of homelessness has increased, heightened attention has been put on
workforce challenges in the homeless services sector. For example, California — especially
Los Angeles County—is facing significant turnover concerns, high numbers of job
vacancies, and worries that the inflow of workers is insufficient for meeting current and
future demands (Finnigan, 2024; Klynveld Peat Marwick Goerdeler [KPMG] & United
Way of Greater Los Angeles, 2022). This deficit is especially concerning given that 24 % of
people experiencing homelessness in the country reside in California (de Sousa & Henry,
2024). However, this workforce shortage is not unique to California. Similar challenges
have been identified in communities across the U.S., including New York City,
Washington State, Utah, and Washington, District of Colombia (D.C.) (Apgar, 2023; Lent,
2024; Sweeson & Lang, 2023; Washington Low Income Housing Alliance, 2024).
Additionally, two national surveys of the workforce have highlighted worker shortages
and turnover as critical stressors (Aykanian et al., 2023; Moses, 2023).

While the contributors to worker retention challenges described above are all
prevalent in the U.S, worker pay has been a significant area of concern. While pay and
cost of living vary geographically, it has been estimated that many workers are paid far
below what is needed to afford a one-bedroom housing unit (DuBois & Oliva, 2023),
suggesting that many workers are no better off financially than the clients they serve. A
recent national survey of the workforce reported on a range of salary-related hardships
experienced by workers, including not making enough to meet basic needs (34%), relying
on credit cards to pay bills (32%), working an additional job (29%), and missing bill
payments (23%; Moses, 2023).

Methods

The data used in this study was collected through a national survey of adults working
in the homeless services sector in the U.S. Data were collected between November of 2022
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and March of 2023. Study methods were informed by prior efforts to survey this
population (Aykanian, 2022; Kerman, Ecker, Gaetz, et al., 2022; Lemieux-Cumberlege &
Taylor, 2023; ), and all procedures were approved by a university Institutional Review
Board (IRB).

Sampling and Recruitment

The national survey targeted adults working in homeless services —defined as
working in programs or agencies that primarily provide services to people experiencing
homelessness or people recently housed after a period of homelessness. Eligibility was
broad and included paid and volunteer positions, full and part-time employees, and
those working across all program and agency types. The primary exclusion criterion was
working in material goods, such as food banks. While the survey targeted workers in all
position types, the analysis presented here is limited to those who identified as
frontline/ direct service staff.

The survey was conducted online using QuestionPro. Workers were recruited
through convenience sampling. The survey was sent to the 386 Continuums of Care
(CoCs) listed on the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’'s (HUD)
website. A CoC is a regional network of providers that receives federal funding to
provide housing and homeless services. A CoC’s communication network tends to
include a diverse range of homeless-serving organizations, including those that are not
funded members of the CoC. Most communities in the U.S. and its territories belong to a
CoC. While CoCs are not the focus of this study, recruiting through CoCs is an effective
strategy for reaching workers in the absence of a sampling frame and has been used by
previous studies. The recruitment email was sent to 433 individuals and included the
survey link, study overview, eligibility criteria, and guidance for how to disseminate the
survey. Three reminder emails were sent. For CoCs with few to no survey responses after
the third reminder, the research team identified eligible agencies and programs in the
CoC’s geographic region through internet searches and a review of the CoC’s website, if
available. This approach was informed by previous research (Aykanian, 2022; Kerman,
Ecker, Gaetz, et al., 2022) and resulted in an additional recruitment list of 973 email
addresses across 411 agencies/programs in 23 states. An initial email and three reminder
emails were sent to these addresses.

The survey link led to a consent page with an overview of the study purpose,
eligibility criteria for participation, participation expectations, a summary of risks and
benefits, incentive information, and contact information for the lead researcher and the
university IRB. Only participants who indicated their consent to participate were able to
complete the survey. As an incentive, participants could enter a lottery to win one of ten
$50 Amazon gift cards.
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Data Collection
Demographic and Background Characteristics

Demographic questions included age, gender, race, ethnicity, and education level.
Job-related questions included the percentage of time spent providing direct services to
clients, years worked in homeless services, hours worked per week, and pay.

Intention to Leave

Intention to leave was assessed with three yes/no questions: 1) Do you often consider
quitting your current job? 2) Do you plan to quit your current job in the next 12 months?
3) Are you actively looking for other jobs? These indicators were drawn from prior
research (Astvik et al., 2020; Nancarrow et al., 2014; Nilsen et al., 2023; Stone et al., 2017).
The three questions were used to create the intention to leave outcome variable, which
was coded with a 1 if the respondent answered “yes” to at least one of these questions
and with a 0 if the respondent answered “no” to all three.

Reasons for Intending to Leave

In the survey, an open-ended qualitative item followed the three intention to leave
questions. Respondents who answered “yes” to at least one of the three intention to leave
questions were prompted to describe the reasons they were considering a job change.

Job Satisfaction

Nine facets of job satisfaction were measured using the Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS)
(Spector, 1994). The JSS has been used extensively in studies of human services workers.
It has established construct validity, moderate test-retest stability, and satisfactory inter-
item reliability. Reliability and validity of the nine subscales has varied somewhat across
samples (Spector, 1985; Mathieu & Farr, 1991; Li & Huang, 2017; Tsounis & Sarafis, 2018).
The ]SS comprises 36 items answered on a six-point Likert scale (1=disagree very much
to 6=agree very much). The scale measures overall job satisfaction and nine facets of job
satisfaction: satisfaction with pay (e.g., I feel I am being paid a fair amount for the work I
do.), promotion opportunities (e.g., Those who do well on the job stand a fair chance of
being promoted.), supervision (e.g., My supervisor is quite competent in doing his/her
job.), fringe benefits (e.g., The benefits we receive are as good as most other organizations
offer.), contingent rewards (e.g., When I do a good job, I receive the recognition for it that
I should receive.), operating conditions (e.g., My efforts to do a good job are seldom
blocked by red tape.), coworkers (e.g., I like the people I work with.), nature of the work
(e.g., I feel a sense of pride in doing my job.), and communication (e.g., Communication
seems good within this organization.). Each subscale comprises four items and has a
possible score range of 4 to 24. A higher score indicates higher job satisfaction. Using
Cronbach's alpha, internal consistency for the nine facet subscales in this study was as
follows: pay (.83), promotion opportunities (.80.), supervision (.85), fringe benefits (.77),
contingent rewards (.80), operating conditions (.55), coworkers (.80), nature of the work
(.78), and communication (.76). Internal consistency for the JSS was .93 overall.
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Burnout

Burnout was measured using the burnout subscale of the Professional Quality of Life
(ProQOL) Scale (Stamm, 2010). Psychometric research on the ProQOL is minimal but
shows some evidence of reliability and validity (Geoffrion et al., 2019; Keesler & Fukui,
2020). The scale has also been used in multiple homeless services workforce studies
(Aykanian, 2022; Kerman, Ecker, Gaetz, et al., 2022; Lemieux-Cumberlege et al., 2023).
The burnout subscale consists of 10 items answered on a five-point frequency scale
(1=never to 5=very often), resulting in a possible score range of 10-50, with a higher score
indicating higher burnout. In the current study, internal consistency for burnout, using
Cronbach's alpha, was .82.

Quantitative Analysis

The quantitative analysis used a sample of 594 respondents who self-identified as
frontline or direct service workers. To explore the relationship between the predictor
variables and the outcome of intention to leave, a logistic regression model was specified
using a purposeful selection approach to model building (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000).
For the purposeful variable selection process, the first step was a univariate analysis of
each predictor variable in a logistic regression with the outcome of intention to leave (see
Table 2). In the second step, any variable with a p-value below .25 in the univariate model
was included in a multivariate model. Then, any variable in the full model with a p-value
greater than .05 was eliminated to produce a reduced model. In the third step, variables
excluded after step one were each entered into the reduced model to assess if they were
significant. None of the originally excluded variables were retained in this step. The
reduced model was assessed for model fit, on its own and in comparison to the full model,
as well as for model assumptions and evidence of collinearity. The reduced model
performed better in terms of collinearity and Bayesian information criterion (BIC) and
was selected as the final model.

Qualitative Analysis

The goal of the qualitative analysis was threefold: 1) to assess whether the most
common reasons for considering a job change were similar to the significant predictors
of intention to leave in the quantitative analysis; 2) to gain a richer understanding of how
burnout and job dissatisfaction contribute to an intention to leave; and 3) to identify
reasons for considering a job change that do not fit within the topics included in the
quantitative analysis. The responses were exported from QuestionPro, deidentified, and
saved in an Excel file for coding.

Responses were coded inductively and deductively. We created a codebook of 10
codes based on the ProQOL and JSS measures, which included burnout and nine facets
of job satisfaction (i.e., pay, promotion, supervision, fringe benefits, contingent rewards,
operating conditions, coworkers, nature of work, and communication). The codebook
included code definitions based on the ProQOL and JSS scale items. For example, the
code “dissatisfaction with pay” was defined as “paid unfairly, infrequent raises, pay
makes you feel unappreciated, and/or dissatisfied with pay increase chances” (Spector,
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1985). The Excel file used for coding had a column for each code so that coders could
check ones that applied. Additional codes were created inductively as needed and added
to the codebook and Excel file.

The qualitative coding occurred in three steps. First, the first and second authors
coded the data independently, using the ten pre-defined codes and creating inductive
codes where needed. In cases where an answer included more than one reason for
considering a job change (e.g., dissatisfaction with pay and dissatisfaction with
promotion opportunities), all relevant codes were applied. Second, all three authors met
to reconcile coding discrepancies and finalize the codebook. Third, for the codes that had
been applied most frequently, the authors wrote thematic summaries to describe the
kinds of reasons for considering a job change within each code. These summaries were
used to write the results section.

Results

Of the 594 frontline workers who participated in the survey, most (69.9%) identified
as female, just over half (57.0%) identified as non-Hispanic White, and nearly 70% percent
had earned at least a college degree. The average age was 41 years. Most (95.9%) were in
paid positions. On average, they had been working in homeless services for five years,
and two-thirds (66.3%) reported spending more than 50% of their time at work providing
direct services to people experiencing homelessness. In terms of the nine facets of job
satisfaction, which each have a possible score range of 4-24, satisfaction scores were
highest for supervision (M=19.7, SD=4.8) and nature of the work (M=19.5, SD=4.1). They
were lowest for pay (M=12.8, SD=5.7) and promotion opportunities (M=13.5, SD=5.1).
For interpretation, the JSS author suggests that a score below 12 indicates dissatisfaction,
a score between 12 and 16 indicates ambivalence, and a score above 16 indicates
satisfaction (Spector, 1994). Thus, the average scores in this study all fall within the
ambivalent or satisfied ranges. The average burnout score was 23.0 (SD=6.9) out of a
possible score of 50. Table 1 provides additional participant characteristics. For
interpretation, the scale author suggests that a score above 41 indicates high burnout, so
the average score in this sample reflects relatively low burnout (Stamm, 2010).

In terms of intention to leave, 32.0% said they often consider quitting, 21.3% said they
plan to quit their current job in the next 12 months, and 24.2% said they are actively
looking for a new job. Combined, 43.1% said “yes” to at least one of the three intention to
leave questions.

Table 1
Sample Characteristics
Variable n* Percentage/
Mean (SD)
Age 589 41.4 (13.8)
Gender
Female 411 69.9%
Male 156 26.5%
Transgender/non-binary 21 3.6%
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Table 1
Sample Characteristics
Race and Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic White 332 57.0%
Black/ African American 131 22.5%
Hispanic 59 10.1%
American Indian or Alaska Native 8 1.4%
Asian 5 .86%
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 2 .34%
Multiracial 45 7.7 %
Education
Less than high school 12 2.0%
High school, GED, vocational, or tech degree 174 29.3%
College degree 272 45.9%
Master’s degree or higher 135 22.8%
Years in homeless services 591 5.3 (5.7)
More than 40 hours worked in a typical week 195 32.8%
More than 50% of time spent providing direct services to 394 66.3%
clients
Position Type
Paid, full or part-time 566 95.9%
Unpaid (e.g., intern, fellow, trainee, or volunteer) 24 41%
Job Satisfaction
Pay 552 12.8 (5.7)
Promotion opportunities 551 13.5 (5.1)
Supervision 552 19.7 (4.8)
Fringe benefits 550 14.6 (5.2)
Contingent rewards 551 15.4 (5.2)
Operating conditions 550 14.3 (3.7)
Coworkers 551 18.8 (4.6)
Nature of the work 551 19.5 (4.1)
Communication 551 16.3 (5.0)
Burnout 504 23.0 (6.9)
* While the overall sample N=594, there is missing data at the item level. The n for each variable (overall

or by category) is provided.
Bivariate Relationships

Univariate logistic regression models were used to examine the association between
intention to leave and each potential predictor variable. Table 2 presents the results.
Among demographic variables, age (OR=.98) and having a high school degree, General
Educational Development (GED), vocational or technical degree as the highest form of
education earned (OR=.54) were significantly associated with a lower odds of intending
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to leave, while being transgender/non-binary (OR=2.73) and having a master’s degree or
higher (OR=1.52) were associated with an increased odds of intending to leave. For all
nine facets of job satisfaction, a higher score was associated with a lower odds of
intending to leave, with odds ratios that ranged from .84 to .93. Additionally, a higher
level of burnout was associated with a higher odds of intending to leave (OR=1.13).

Table 2

Significant Univariate Logistic Regression Models Predicting Intent to Leave
Univariate Model Results

Variable p OR 95% CI
Age .002** .98 [.97, .99]
Gender
Female 934 1.02 [.71, 1.45]
Male 310 .82 [.57,1.20]
Transgender/non-binary .033* 2.73 [1.08, 6.85]
Race and Ethnicity
Non-Hispanic White .068 1.36 [.98, 1.90]
Black/ African American 763 1.06 [.72,1.57]
Hispanic 076 .60 [.34, 1.06]
Asian/ AIAN/NH/PI 202 A7 [.15, 1.50]
Multiracial 288 71 [.38,1.34]
Education
Less than high school 212 43 [.12,1.61]
High school, GED, vocational, or tech .001** 54 [.37,.78]
degree
College degree 111 1.30 [.94, 1.81]
Master’s degree or higher .035* 1.52 [1.03,2.23]
Years in homeless services 934 1.00 [.97,1.03]
More than 40 hours worked in a typical week  .382 1.17 [.83,1.65]
More than 50% of time spent providing direct  .086 74 [.53,1.04]

services to clients
Job Satisfaction

Pay .000*** .88 [.85,.91]
Promotion opportunities .000*** .86 [.82,.89]
Supervision .000%** 91 [.88, .95]
Fringe benefits .000%** 93 [.90, .96]
Contingent rewards .000%** .86 [.83,.90]
Operating conditions .000%** .89 [.84, .93]
Coworkers .000%** 93 [.89, .96]
Nature of the work .000%** .84 [.80, .88]
Communication .000*** .88 [.85, .91]
Burnout .000%** 1.13 [1.09, 1.16]
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*=p<.05
**=p<.01
*** = p<.001

Logistic Regression Results

The final logistic regression model presented in Table 3 includes 502 respondents and
contains variables selected through the purposeful selection process described earlier.
This includes Hispanic, master’s degree or higher, satisfaction with pay, satisfaction with
promotion opportunities, satisfaction with coworkers, satisfaction with the nature of the
work, and burnout score. The resulting model was statistically significant, (x3(7) = 128.79,
p < 0.000), explained 18.7% of the variation in intent to leave (Pseudo R?), and correctly
classified 74.5% of cases. Six of the seven predictor variables were statistically significant.
The odds of Hispanic respondents intending to leave were nearly half (OR=.53) the odds
of non-Hispanic respondents. Respondents who had a master’s degree or higher were
1.89 times as likely to report an intention to leave than respondents with less than a
master’s degree. For every one unit increase in satisfaction with pay, the likelihood of
intent to leave decreased by 5% (OR=.95). For every one unit increase in satisfaction with
promotion opportunities, the likelihood of intent to leave decreased by 8% (OR=.92). For
every one unit increase in satisfaction with the nature of the work, the likelihood of intent
toleave decreased by 11% (OR=.89). For every one unit increase in burnout, the likelihood
of intent to leave increased by 6% (OR=1.06). Satisfaction with coworkers was not
significant.

Table 3

Final Logistic Regression Model Predicting Intention to Leave

Variable B SE p OR 95% CI
Hispanic -63 16 .033* .53 [.30, .95]
Master’s degree or higher .64 47 011 1.89 [1.16,3.09]
Satisfaction with pay -06 .02 021 .95 [.90, .99]
Satisfaction with promotion -08 .03 .002%* .92 [.87,.97]
opportunities

Satisfaction with coworkers .04 .03 149 1.04 [.99, 1.10]
Satisfaction with nature of the work -12 .03 .001** .89 [.83, .95]
Burnout .06 .02 003**  1.06 [1.02,1.10]

Pseudo R2 =.188

Qualitative Findings

Of the 256 participants who indicated an intent to leave, 250 provided a reason for
considering leaving their job. The reasons provided were similar to the quantitative
findings. In the quantitative analysis, three job satisfaction domains (i.e., satisfaction with
pay, satisfaction with promotion opportunities, and satisfaction with the nature of the
work) and burnout were significant predictors of intention to leave. Three of these four
topics were commonly reflected in the qualitative reasons for considering a job change:
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pay dissatisfaction (42.8%), burnout (30.8%), and dissatisfaction with the nature of the
work (10.8%).

Reasons for Considering a Job Change

Table 4 shows how many respondents” answers were coded with each of the 10 a
priori codes, along with three “other reason” codes developed in the analysis process. In
this section, we describe the most common reasons for leaving codes and provide quotes
to illustrate each.

Table 4
Frequency of Reasons for Considering a Job Change

Codes Derived from Quantitative Analysis n Percent
Dissatisfaction with pay 107 42.8%
Experiences of burnout 77 30.8%
Dissatisfaction with operating conditions 30 12.0%
Dissatisfaction with nature of the work 27 10.8%
Dissatisfaction with fringe benefits 10 4.0%

Dissatisfaction with contingent rewards 9 3.6%
Dissatisfaction with promotion opportunities 9 3.6%
Dissatisfaction with supervision 5 2.0%
3
2

Dissatisfaction with communication 1.2%
Dissatisfaction with coworkers 0.8%
Other Reasons

Personal reasons 54 21.6%
Problems with the organization 38 15.2%
Lack of resources 25 10.0%

Dissatisfaction with Pay. Dissatisfaction with pay was the most common reason for
considering leaving. Respondents described their pay as “meager,” “far too little,”
“absolutely terrible,” “poverty wages,” and “barely survival wages.” Several respondents even
compared their standard of living to that of their clients. One respondent stated: “The pay
is s0 low that most of my coworkers are on some form of public assistance.” Another stated: “As
a single parent, I do not make a livable wage and could not qualify for most of the apartments my
folks are living in.” Another respondent stated: “I am a single person with minimal bills, and
I am struggling to make ends meet.... I am worried about being homeless sometimes.” Some
respondents described the pay as insufficient because of the difficult nature of the work
(physically and emotionally demanding, dangerous), educational requirements
(bachelor’s or master’s degree), or job market (other jobs that require fewer skills pay
more). Although a small number of responses mentioned pay differences between
frontline staff, case managers, and program directors, one case manager wrote: “Some case
managers are actually housing insecure. We do not make enough money to qualify to rent
mainstream shelter.”
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Experiences of Burnout. Respondents routinely talked about job stress and the mental
and emotional toll of the work as reasons for considering a job change: “The stress of this
job and working with this population is high. I have coping skills, but this kind of work with these
folks is HARD.” Some also mentioned negative physical impacts: “The role is tearing me
apart physically, mentally, emotionally.” The term “burnout” was used often, as well as
“frustrated,” “overwhelmed,” and “exhausted.” When describing burnout, respondents
mentioned multiple contributors, including client work (e.g., “It's difficult to hold so much
trauma.”), organizational factors (e.g., feeling overworked), system challenges (e.g.,
facing barriers to accessing needed services), and the experience of feeling ineffective
because of a lack of resources to help clients.

Dissatisfaction with Operating Conditions. Some workers shared that they have
considered leaving due to the operating conditions at their work, such as
rules/procedures, red tape, or the volume of work. Most of these responses reflected
there being too much work, which made the job feel impossible. Respondents commonly
described how their job responsibilities exceed their availability: the job “goes beyond our
8 hours a day,” it is “greater than I can individually navigate,” and the job “needs more paid
hours in the week.” The rules and procedures of the job were frustrating to people as well.
Several respondents noted “systemic barriers” that make the job challenging, with
“constant contradictions on guidelines mak(ing) it overwhelming and confusing.” One
respondent noted that the “confusing and sometimes conflicting procedures involved with
getting someone housed cause(s) a considerable amount of stress.” The culmination of these
sentiments reflects an overall frustration with the job and its demands that one
respondent summed up with the following: “I will stay here as long as I can without blowing
up, and when I am ready to blow up, I am getting out of this God forsaken city.”

Dissatisfaction with the Nature of the Work. Some respondents described feeling
their job was meaningless: “Many times it seems as if all of our efforts go down the drain.
Clients receive all of the assistance that they can and return to homelessness once responsibility is
on them.” Another said, “I find myself feeling hopeless about what this work can really do for
anyone.” Others said they disliked aspects of the job, including wanting “to be removed
from certain job duties.” However, most responses coded as dissatisfaction with the nature
of the work reflected finding the job unenjoyable. Not enjoying the job was often
interconnected with finding the job difficult, stressful, demanding, and emotionally
draining. Speaking of the challenges of working with high-need clients, one respondent
said: “It's hard being so involved in people's lives and livelihood. I often fantasize about working
retail or something that I do not have to 'take home' or be so involved with someone's quality of
life.” Some respondents spoke of danger associated with their job, such as “struggle(ing)
to deal with violent behaviors.” Others found the job to be gross: “It's unorganized, bedbug
and cockroach-ridden, truly disgusting. The smells have made me vomit in the past.”

Personal Reasons. This category comprised personal and professional goals, family
issues, relocating, or a combination of these. In this category, the most common reason
for considering a job change was professional goals, such as pursuing an advanced
degree, seeking licensure, planning to retire, or wanting to transition to a different
professional area, such as counseling or private practice. Additionally, several
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respondents explained planning or considering a job change due to family needs (e.g.,
changing schools, job change for a spouse) and/or caregiving responsibilities, such as
caring for elderly family members. One respondent said they consider leaving, “Because
the elder members of the family are in poor health, I need to spend more time to take care of them.”

Problems with the Organization. The most common reason related to the
organization was poor quality management or leadership. These included broad
complaints of “poor management”, as well as more specific issues, such as a “lack of support”
for frontline staff, “no structure”, and feeling like decisions were being made by people
who were disconnected from the frontline work and therefore unable to make good
decisions. About this last reason, one respondent said: “Primarily I am frustrated with
leadership and that decisions are made by those who don't have direct interactions with our clients.
How can you make effective and equitable decisions if you don't know the population you are
serving?” Related to this are instances of disagreement with how things are done at the
organization, including how clients are treated: “It doesn't seem as if management and I share
the same values. I'd like to see our homeless population treated with more respect and autonomy.
To be treated like we'd want to be treated.” In some cases, respondents wanted a less lenient
approach with clients, and in others, a more lenient one. Finally, some respondents
described a “toxic work environment,” mentioning problems with harassment, gossip,
drama, and staff splitting.

Lack of Resources. Several respondents described an overall lack of resources and
significant service gaps as contributing to their desire to change jobs, with the most
common issue being a lack of housing: “Homeless services is tiring because there are not
enough resources to meet the need. We need more affordable housing. We need more shelter space.
We need more wrap-around mental health services in our communities.” One sentiment
reflected in multiple responses was the frustration of working with clients when you lack
access to the resources needed to effectively help them: “The lack of resources for the 90% of
the homeless families I work with makes it extremely difficult to have positive, proactive
conversations.” As another respondent put it, “Working in a system with so few resources is
so demoralizing.” Notably, this sentiment relates to the theme of burnout discussed above,
as a lack of resources contributes to the emotional toll of feeling unable to help clients.

Discussion

This mixed-methods study aimed to understand factors associated with workers’
intention to leave a job in the U.S. homeless services sector. The quantitative analysis
showed that higher burnout was associated with a higher likelihood of intent to leave,
while higher satisfaction with pay, promotion opportunities, and the nature of the job
were associated with a lower likelihood of intent to leave. Additionally, having at least a
master’s degree was associated with a higher likelihood of intent to leave, and being
Hispanic was associated with a lower likelihood. The qualitative data confirmed the
importance of burnout, pay, and the nature of the work for understanding turnover
intention in the sector. It also pointed to other reasons for considering a job change,
including a lack of resources, problems with the organization, and personal life reasons.
These findings extend previous research, in the U.S. and internationally, on burnout and
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pathways to turnover in the sector by linking these concepts with turnover intention
among frontline workers (Baptista et al., 2020; Finnigan, 2024; Levesque et al., 2021;
Voronov et al., 2023).

Increasing Pay and Promotion Opportunities

The negative impacts of being dissatisfied with pay and promotion opportunities
align with the views of experts, current workers, and advocates (DuBois & Oliva, 2023;
Levesque et al., 2021; Moses, 2023; Rios; 2018; Voronov et al., 2023). For example, the
National Alliance to End Homelessness found it would take a funding increase of $4.8
billion to raise the wages of housing and shelter employees enough for them to afford a
one-bedroom housing unit (DuBois & Oliva, 2023). While they recommend this funding
come primarily from the federal government, that expectation seems unrealistic in
today’s political climate. Thus, local efforts are also critical. For example, Los Angeles
County’s Measure A, a half-cent sales tax to fund homeless services, prioritizes worker
recruitment and retention through setting pay rates, cost of living increases, and
establishing a labor council to inform compensation decisions (Affordable Housing,
Homelessness Solutions, and Prevention Now Transactions and Use Tax Ordinance,
2024). It is also important to recognize that pay and advancement opportunities likely
differ between nonprofit and public agencies, which can exacerbate staffing challenges
for nonprofits as skilled staff move to higher-paying government positions (Finnigan,
2024).

The lack of promotion opportunities seems to stem from (1) the lack of a job ladder
and opportunities to gain new experiences and (2) the inability to get promoted without
advanced education or training. The former may be hard to overcome without
organizational restructuring and is likely one reason why a graduate degree was
associated with intent to leave in this study. The latter could be helped by providing
professional development training on the service, supervision, and leadership skills
needed for promotion and by offering reimbursement for higher education. Another way
to boost retention is to provide lateral job change opportunities to promote career
development without climbing a corporate ladder (Sull et al., 2022).

Preventing and Mitigating Burnout

The relationship between burnout and intent to leave in this study is comparable to
research in other human services sectors (Estryn-Behar et al., 2007; Mor Barak et al., 2001).
We see two avenues for opportunity here. First, there is a need to make the work easier.
It is important to recognize that working in the homeless services sector is difficult and
removing all the challenges is unrealistic. However, there are some challenges that can
be addressed, such as safety concerns. For example, this could involve a policy review,
addressing facility safety concerns (e.g., poor lighting, unlocked doors), and training staff
in de-escalation skills. Second, there is a need for strategies to prevent and alleviate
burnout caused by job stress, and these strategies must go beyond self-care.

Research on reducing burnout among homeless services workers is lacking (Ng et al.,
2025). However, research in other sectors has identified promising strategies, such as
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trauma-informed supervision (TIS), which has been associated with lower burnout and
secondary traumatic stress (Cook & Fye, 2023). TIS stems from trauma-informed care, an
organizational approach that recognizes trauma is common and aims to avoid re-
traumatization. TIS aims to create safe, supportive, and reflective supervision, with the
goal of promoting well-being and preventing re-traumatization for supervisors,
supervisees, and service users (Knight, 2021). The foundation of TIS is recognizing how
workers are impacted by their work with trauma survivors and the need to manage that
impact to avoid negative consequences to worker well-being. It also acknowledges that
the impact of this work can be exacerbated when a worker has a personal history of
trauma and when the work itself brings a potential for trauma. With these goals in mind,
a trauma-informed approach to supervision equips supervisors with knowledge about
trauma and its impacts, a grounding in trauma-informed care principles, and the clinical
supervision skills for acknowledging and addressing the impact of the work,
encouraging self-awareness and reflection, and fostering opportunity and hope (Knight,
2021). TIS is appropriate in homeless services because of the prevalence of trauma among
clients, the prevalence of trauma among workers, and the fact that workers may
experience trauma and secondary trauma on the job (Aykanian & Mammah, 2022;
Kerman, Ecker, Tiderington, et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2021; Tsai et al., 2020). Providing
supervisors with TIS training may help them better support staff and manage their own
emotional reactions to the work. More robust supervision has been a recommendation
from homeless services workforce research within and outside the U.S. (Fogel et al., 2025;
James et al., 2023).

Strengthening Homeless Services Organizations

One broad theme in the qualitative findings was how organization-related factors,
including poor management, feeling overworked, and problematic rules and procedures,
contribute to the intention to leave. Extant literature supports the negative impact of such
organizational factors (Cronley & Kim, 2017; Shim, 2014; Sull et al., 2022). A toxic
workplace culture can underlie these other complaints and has been associated with
turnover across industries (Sull et al., 2022). Signs of workplace toxicity include
disrespecting workers or clients, being non-inclusive (e.g., across age, ability, gender),
unethical practices, competitive or cutthroat behavior, and abuse (e.g., bullying,
harassment) (Sull et al., 2022). Research on organizations suggests that building a culture
based on empowerment, trust, and respect is critical for staff morale and promoting
positive relationships between staff and leadership. While appropriate solutions will
likely depend on the root causes of culture problems and the size of the organization,
example strategies include professional development for leadership, offering broad
training on things like conflict resolution, intentionally recognizing accomplishments,
and routinely gathering staff feedback to inform efforts (Page et al., 2021).

Limitations

In terms of limitations, the cross-sectional survey design makes us unable to make
causal statements and to know the extent to which intention to leave changes over time.

138 | International Journal on Homelessness: https:/ /ijoh.ca



Aykanian et al.: Intention to Leave Among Frontline Homeless Services Workers

Additionally, without an appropriate sampling frame of workers, a convenience sample
was the most feasible approach. However, it limits the ability to generalize findings to
the broader workforce. While efforts were made to recruit participants from all CoCs, this
entailed using additional recruitment strategies for CoCs with low responses, which are
described in the methods section. While these strategies were informed by previous
research on this workforce, we recognize that using more targeted recruitment
approaches for some CoCs may introduce some variation in terms of who responded
from those CoCs versus who responded from CoCs who received the standard
recruitment emails. In the quantitative analysis, the sample size is adequate for the
analysis conducted (Bujang et al., 2018). However, we acknowledge the low explanatory
power in the regression model (i.e., a small R? value), which suggests there are important
factors not captured in that data. While this is a limitation, the qualitative findings do
shed light on what those factors might be and can be used to inform future research. One
contextual factor not accounted for in the quantitative analysis is the impact of the
coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, which was still current at the time of
data collection (i.e., fall/winter 2022-2023) and could have had cumulative impacts for
workers employed throughout the pandemic. Past research —for example, in the U.S,,
Canada, and the UK —has highlighted negative COVID-related impacts on wellbeing
among this workforce, especially earlier in the pandemic (Aykanian & Mammah, 2023;
Schneider et al., 2024; Waegemakers Schiff et al., 2024), so it is plausible that it could
impact intention to leave. However, in the qualitative data in this study, only four
respondents mentioned the pandemic when explaining their reasons for considering a
job change. Finally, while we had qualitative data from all but six respondents who
indicated an intent to leave, the data was minimal and lacked the richness and depth
needed to develop a more robust thematic or theoretical analysis of intention to leave.

Directions for Future Research

This study, coupled with previous research, points to multiple areas for future
research. First, a deeper analysis of worker experiences and workplace dynamics within
and outside the U.S. would help develop a theoretical model for understanding turnover
in the sector. Such a model could be informed by previous research, such as Kerman et
al.s (2022) modeling of factors that impact workplace mental health among homeless
services workers in Canada, as well as extant literature from related sectors. Building a
stronger and cross-national foundation of research and a theoretical model could then
guide more targeted research questions, such as if intent to leave predicts actual turnover
in the sector and whether the factors that predict intent to leave also predict turnover.
There is some evidence from human services research that intent to leave is a strong
predictor of quitting and that factors that predict intent to leave are similar but not
identical to the factors that predict quitting, with job satisfaction and burnout predicting
both (Mor Barak et al., 2001). Examining these issues in the homeless services sector could
help target interventions to prevent turnover. Concomitantly, there is a need to evaluate
the impact of retention strategies, such as pay increases, benefit improvements, employee
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well-being interventions, organization-level interventions, and strategies to prevent or
reduce burnout (Ng et al., 2025).

Alongside the research opportunities described above is the need to examine factors
that predict turnover in other countries. While existing research on the homeless services
workforce has identified similar workforce challenges in the U.S., Canada, Australia, the
UK, and across Europe, it is possible that the nuances of staff retention vary based on
country, agency type, and system factors. Such research must also extend beyond North
America and Europe to gain a more complete understanding of workforce challenges
internationally so that appropriate solutions can be considered.

Conclusion

The findings presented here are a valuable contribution to research on the homeless
services workforce. They substantiate previous claims about the perceived causes of
turnover intention in the sector and help broaden our understanding of the factors that
contribute to turnover. In the context of increasing homelessness and worker shortages
in communities across the U.S., it is critical to have an understanding of employee
turnover intention that includes but goes beyond pay adequacy. It is also important to
acknowledge that turnover is expected. While understanding what factors contribute to
turnover may enable employers to make organizational changes and to better target their
efforts to retain high-quality staff, some degree of turnover is unavoidable.
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