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Kindergarten teachers’ emotional
intelligence and surface acting:
the chain mediating effects of
self-efficacy and work
engagement

Shucun Sun, Zhonglian Yan and Caixia Sun*

Faculty of Education, Northeast Normal University, Changchun, China

Background: Emotional labor, distinct from physical and mental labor, has
gained significant attention in contemporary organizational psychology
research. As a strategy for performing emotional labor, surface acting refers to
the process of faking emotions to meet the demands of organizations’ norms.
This study aimed to investigate the relationship between emotional intelligence
and surface acting among Chinese kindergarten teachers, focusing on the
mediating role of self-efficacy and work engagement.

Methods: Integrating the conservation of resources theory and the job demands-
resources model, a questionnaire survey was conducted among 1,017 Chinese
kindergarten teachers using Wong & Law Emotional Intelligence Scale, Self-
Efficacy Scale, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale, and Surface Acting Scale. SPSS
26.0 was used to conduct descriptive statistics and correlation tests. Structural
equation modeling and mediation analysis were constructed using AMOS 28.0.

Results: The results showed reveals several key findings. Firstly, kindergarten
teachers’ emotional intelligence significantly positively predicted surface
acting rather than negatively. Secondly, self-efficacy and work engagement,
respectively, mediate the relationship between emotional intelligence and
surface acting in kindergarten teachers. Additionally, self-efficacy and work
engagement have chain mediating effects in the relationship between
kindergarten teachers’ emotional intelligence and surface acting.

Conclusion: The research findings reveal the influencing mechanism of
kindergarten teachers’ emotional intelligence on surface acting, providing a
theoretical basis and practical implications for understanding and promoting the
reasonable use of surface acting by kindergarten teachers in the Chinese context.

KEYWORDS

kindergarten teachers, emotional intelligence, surface acting, self-efficacy, work
engagement

1 Introduction

Emotional labor refers to the process by which individuals manage emotions according to
the requirements of organizations or work, including natural behavior, deep acting, and
surface acting (Hochschild, 1983). In contrast to deep acting, which involves individuals’
expressing their true emotions, surface acting refers to the sole modification of external
expression without altering internal emotions (Diefendorff et al., 2005). This concept aligns
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with the response-focused strategy in the emotion regulation model
(Grandey, 2000). According to the job demands-resources (JD-R)
model, the performance rules for emotional expressions is classified
as a job demand, which can contribute to work pressure. Consequently,
surface acting plays an essential role in both individuals’ psychological
outcomes and organizational performances (Baklker et al., 2023; Li
et al., 2024a,b).

Kindergarten teaching is a profession that requires substantial
emotional labor (Niring et al., 2006). This role involves not only
instructional tasks but also non-instructional duties and daily child
care (Hargreaves, 2000). For instance, they must collaborate with
colleagues to manage teaching and care responsibilities, or
communicate regularly with parents regarding the childrens
performance. As a result, kindergarten teachers need a stronger
emotional modification, leading to an increased surface-acting
frequency. Some studies believe that surface acting may increase
resignation intentions, reduce sleep quality (Gu et al., 2020), increase
work-family conflict, reduce happiness (Gu and Wang, 2023), increase
emotional exhaustion, and reduce teaching satisfaction (Yin et al.,
2019). These studies highlight the need for interventions to reduce
surface acting among kindergarten teachers, as doing so can both
improve the quality of teaching and care work, and enhance
interactions between teachers and children (Lim et al., 2024). There
are also studies indicating that higher surface acting may have positive
effects, increasing employee dedication (Lee and Madera, 2019), and
improving individuals’ health levels (Lennard et al., 2019).

Therefore, how to correctly understand and optimize surface acting
has become an urgent issue in both the academic and practical fields. In
the causal model of emotional labor (Grandey, 2000), emotional
intelligence as a personal factor has an important impact on surface
acting, but the specific underlying mechanism has not been explored
(Law et al., 2004). Current research mostly regards surface acting as a
process variable between antecedent and outcome variables (Huang and
Yin, 2024), focusing solely on the direct effect of emotional intelligence
on surface acting (Yin et al., 2013; Lee and Chelladurai, 2015). However,
there is limited exploration of the underlying mediation mechanisms,
making it difficult to explain how emotional intelligence influences
surface acting. Therefore, it is necessary to further explore the role of
influencing factors in surface acting (Rucker et al., 2011).

This research was conducted on kindergarten teachers in China
to explore the influences of emotional intelligence on surface acting
based on the conservation of resources (COR) theory and the JD-R
model (Bakker et al., 2023). Specifically, we focused on how self-
efficacy and work engagement mediate the relationship between
emotional intelligence and surface acting. The aim was to uncover the
mechanism through which emotional intelligence influences surface
acting. This study uses a chain mediating model to examine the
relationship between emotional intelligence and surface acting for
kindergarten teachers, and proposes the following hypotheses: (1)
Emotional intelligence of kindergarten teachers can significantly
predict surface acting; (2) Self-efficacy mediates the relationship
between emotional intelligence and surface acting; (3) Work
engagement mediates the relationship between emotional intelligence
and surface acting; (4) Self-efficacy and work engagement have chain
mediating effects in the relationship between emotional intelligence
and surface acting in kindergarten teachers. This research framework
is illustrated in Figure 1. By identifying additional factors contributing
to surface acting and extending the theoretical research on surface
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acting in kindergarten teachers, this study sought to provide practical
insights for optimizing surface acting.

2 Literature review

2.1 Emotional intelligence and surface
acting

The exploration of influencing factors of surface acting is an
important topic in research on teachers emotional labor (Akin et al.,
2013; Hong and Zhang, 2019; Zheng et al., 2020). In related studies, the
regulation mechanism model of emotional labor is relatively classic and
accepted by most scholars (Grandey, 2000). This model points out that
there are four types of influencing factors on surface acting, with personal
factors being the most prominent (Tang and Gu, 2024). Emotional
intelligence, as a core psychological trait of teachers, is one of the most
important personal factors affecting surface acting (Yin et al,, 2013; Lee
and Chelladurai, 2015; Karakus et al, 2024). Emotional intelligence refers
to the ability of individuals to “monitor their own and others’ feelings and
emotions, distinguish these feelings, and use this information to guide
their thinking and actions” (Salovey and Mayer, 1990). Emotional
intelligence can help individuals perceive the emotional rules of the work
environment and more effectively choose which type of emotional labor
to adopt (Kokkinos and Voulgaridou, 2024).

Existing research conclusions on the relationship between
teachers’ emotional intelligence and surface acting vary greatly, and
the specific impact of emotional intelligence on teachers’ surface
acting still needs further verification. A small amount of research has
found a positive correlation or no correlation between teachers’
emotional intelligence and surface acting (Prentice et al., 2013; Pervaiz
et al, 2019; Yin et al., 2013), but more studies believe that there is a
negative correlation between teachers” emotional intelligence and
surface acting (Yin, 2015; Lee and Chelladurai, 2017; Kang, 20205
Karakus et al., 2024). Teachers with good emotional intelligence can
adaptively regulate their emotions, attitudes, and behaviors when
facing work pressure. Therefore, the emotional intelligence of
kindergarten teachers may negatively predict surface acting.

2.2 The mediating effect of self-efficacy

Teachers’ self-efficacy originates from Albert Bandura’s social
learning theory and is a subjective perception and judgment of

SAKT
FIGURE 1

Hypothesized research model. EIKT = emotional intelligence of
kindergarten teachers, SEKT = self-efficacy of kindergarten teachers,
WEKT = work engagement of kindergarten teachers, SAKT = Surface
acting of kindergarten teachers.
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teachers’ influence on educational value, their teaching level, and
children’s learning and development abilities. It includes teachers’
efficacy perceptions of teaching strategies, classroom management,
and student classroom participation (Tschannen Moran et al., 1998).
Social cognitive theory suggests that self-perception and self-
regulation play a key role in the formation of self-efficacy (Bandura
et al,, 1999). Emotional intelligence mainly emphasizes individuals’
perception and regulatory ability of their emotional states, which may
affect the development of teachers’ self-efficacy. Research suggests that
emotional intelligence is significantly positively correlated with
teachers’ self-efficacy, and high emotional intelligence can enhance
kindergarten teachers’ self-efficacy (Chan, 2004; Aparisi et al., 20205
Lu and Ishak, 2022).

The COR theory suggests that employees with high self-efficacy
are more conscientious, tend to exert more effort to achieve work
goals, and use surface acting less (Hobfoll, 1989; Janssen, 2004). In
other words, the higher the teacher’s self-efficacy, the less likely they
are to use surface acting (Schwab, 2019). Self-efficacy can affect
teachers’ attitudes, behaviors, and mindset when dealing with various
challenges. Buri¢ and Mornar (2023) conducted a longitudinal study,
indicating that teachers with low self-efficacy are more likely to use
surface acting.

2.3 The mediating effect of work
engagement

Work engagement refers to having positive behaviors, emotions,
and cognitive states in the workplace, which is a positive and fulfilling
mental state related to work. It typically includes three dimensions:
vigor, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The level of
work engagement of kindergarten teachers directly affects the quality
of care and the physical and mental health of children, making it
crucial to enhance the level of work engagement of kindergarten
teachers (Turin and Davidson, 2022). According to the JD-R model,
factors influencing work can be divided into job demands and job
resources (Balker et al., 2023). Emotional intelligence is the ability to
control emotions, which belongs to job resources. Teachers with high
emotional intelligence can better understand and control their
emotions, handle challenges and pressures in their work more
effectively, and have higher work engagement. The emotional
intelligence of kindergarten teachers has a significant impact on work
engagement (Chakraborty and Saha., 2022).

Based on the COR theory, individuals consume a large amount of
emotional resources when performing emotional labor (Hobfoll,
1989). If the acquisition of resources cannot balance the loss of
resources, employees’ attitudes and performance will be negatively
affected. Employees with high levels of work engagement can
wholeheartedly immerse themselves in their work, possessing more
individual resources and intrinsic motivation to display the emotions
required by organizations (Liu et al., 2008). Surface acting often brings
negative impacts to individuals and organizations, reflecting a
relatively low professional identity of individuals. Therefore,
individuals with higher levels of work engagement may use surface
acting less (Hiilsheger and Schewe, 2011). High levels of work
engagement indicate high energy and strong identification with work,
suggesting that individuals are focused and not distracted (Schaufeli
et al., 2006). Existing research has indicated that work engagement
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promotes employees’ task performance, while surface acting often falls
into the category of task performance with negative effects (Karatepe,
2013). The higher the individual’s work engagement, the more willing
the employee is to achieve high job performance and the less likely
they are to use surface acting (Zvobgo et al., 2021). Gabriel et al.
(2015) also found similar results, where employees with positive
emotions tend not to use surface acting, while those with negative
emotions tend to use surface acting.

2.4 The chain mediation effects of
teachers’ self-efficacy and work
engagement

Self-determination theory provides insights into the relationship
between emotional intelligence and surface acting for kindergarten
teachers. This theory suggests that individuals have three basic
psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When
these needs are met, it enhances work motivation and willingness (Baard
etal, 2004), and further promotes other positive behavioral outcomes,
such as inhibiting surface acting (Phuoc et al., 2022). Individuals with
high emotional intelligence are more likely to recognize the need to
frequently incorporate emotions as part of their work role, and thus
choose to adopt or not adopt surface acting based on situational
demands. The improvement of emotional intelligence among
kindergarten teachers contributes to an enhanced sense of control over
the work environment, activates proactive concern for children’s needs,
and fosters a caring interpersonal atmosphere to meet competence,
autonomy, and other psychological needs (Cameron, 2022). This can
enhance motivation, increase self-efficacy, work engagement, and inhibit
surface acting (Christie et al., 2007). According to social cognitive theory,
self-efficacy is an important foundation for action, and individuals will
only take action if they believe their actions can achieve the expected
results (Adebusuyi et al., 2022). Therefore, the higher the teacher’s self-
efficacy, the more likely they are to maintain a positive work state and
be highly engaged in their work (Iim, 2023). Teachers™ self-efficacy
significantly positively predicts work engagement (Tan and Chou, 2018).

3 Methods
3.1 Participants

This study selected kindergarten teachers from eastern provinces
with highly developed economies, including Jiangsu, Shandong, and
Hebei, as well as moderately developed central provinces, such as Hunan,
Shanxi, and Hubei, as participants. An online questionnaire was
distributed to collect data from these regions. The samples were drawn
from regions with varying levels of economic development, aiming to
capture the characteristics of kindergarten teachers from both highly and
moderately developed areas. A total of 1,051 questionnaires were
collected, 34 invalid questionnaires were excluded, resulting in 1,017
valid questionnaires, with an effective rate of 96.8%. The sample
distribution by province was as follows: 173 respondents from Jiangsu
(17.0%), 152 from Shandong (14.9%), 183 from Hebei (18.0%), 156 from
Hunan (15.3%), 168 from Shanxi (16.5%), and 185 from Hubei (18.2%);
96.0% were female teachers, and 4.0% were male teachers. 73.5% were
aged thirty or younger, 15.9% were in their thirties, 10.6% were over forty
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years old. Regarding teaching experience, 58.5% had been teaching for
three years or less, 17.5% had between four and six years of experience,
6.9% had between seven and nine years of experience, and 17.1% had
more than nine years of teaching experience. 41.3% were married, and
58.7% were unmarried. 33.2% had official positions, and 66.8% did not.

3.2 Procedure

Before conducting the research, ethical approval was obtained
from the Ethics Committee of the author’s university. Prior to the
distribution of the questionnaires, participating kindergarten teachers
were informed of the research objectives and content. Participation in
the study was voluntary, with all participants providing informed
consent. The gathered information was kept anonymous and
confidential, in accordance with the ethical principles outlined in the
Declaration of Helsinki. Kindergarten teachers independently filled
out the questionnaire according to their actual situations, and the
filling process took about 15 min. Finally, the model was established
based on analyzed statistics.

3.3 Research tools

3.3.1 Utrecht Work Engagement Scale

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), developed by
Schaufeli et al. (2002), was used in this study. The scale consists of
three dimensions: vitality, dedication, and absorption, rated on a
7-point scale ranging from “never” (0 points) to “always” (6 points),
with a total of 9 items. An example item is “I am enthusiastic about my
work” A higher score indicates a higher level of work engagement. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale was 0.951, and the CFA fit
was good (y*/df = 4.000, RMSEA = 0.063, CFI = 0.990, GFI = 0.980,
NFI = 0.990, IFI = 0.992).

3.3.2 Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale
The Wong & Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS),
developed by Wong and Law (2002), was employed in this study. The
scale utilizes a 5-point rating scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1
point) to “strongly agree” (5 points), comprising 16 items distributed
across four dimensions: self-emotion appraisal, others’ emotion
appraisal, regulation of emotion, and use of emotion. An example item
is “I really understand my own feelings” A higher score indicates a
higher level of emotional intelligence. The Cronbach’s alpha coeflicient
for this scale was 0.937, and the CFA fit was good (y*/df = 4.836,
RMSEA = 0.061, CFI = 0.965, GFI = 0.946, NFI = 0.956, IFI = 0.965).

3.3.3 Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale

The Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale (TSES), developed by Tschannen-
Moran and Hoy (2001), was used to measure the self-efficacy of
kindergarten teachers. It consists of three dimensions: student
engagement efficacy, teaching strategy efficacy, and class management
efficacy. An example item is “To what extent can you provide an
alternative explanation or example when children are confused?” A
higher score indicates higher self-efficacy. This scale uses a 9-point
rating system, ranging from “completely unable to do” (1 point) to
“completely able to do” (9 points), with a total of 12 items. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale was 0.960, and the CFA fit
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was good (y*/df = 4.658, RMSEA = 0.060, CFI = 0.983, GFI = 0.993,
NFI = 0.983, IFI = 0.983).

3.3.4 Surface Acting Scale

The Surface Acting Scale (SAS), developed by Dicfendorft et al.
(2005), was used to measure the surface acting of kindergarten
teachers. This scale employs a 5-point rating system, ranging from
“strongly disagree” (1 point) to “strongly agree” (5 points), with a total
of 7 items, without distinguishing dimensions. An example item is
“When facing children, I would hide my true feelings to display
appropriate emotions.” A higher score indicates a greater use of surface
acting. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale was 0.800, and
the CFA fit was good (y*/df = 4.880, RMSEA = 0.062, CFI = 0.987,
GFI = 0.970, NFI = 0.996, IFI = 0.973).

3.3.5 Statistical analysis

SPSS 26.0 software program was used for method deviation
testing, descriptive statistical analysis, and correlation analysis of
variables. AMOS 28.0 was employed for testing the structural equation
model and Bootstrap analysis. The Bootstrap method was used to
extract samples 5,000 times to estimate a 95% confidence interval.

4 Results
4.1 Common method bias test

All variables in this study were reported by kindergarten teachers.
The Harman single-factor test was used to conduct an unrotated factor
analysis on all questionnaire items. The exploratory factor analysis
without rotation yielded a total of 6 factors with eigenvalues greater
than 1. The maximum factor variance explained was 20.26%, which is
less than 40%. Therefore, this study does not exhibit significant
common method bias (Fuller et al., 2016).

4.2 Descriptive statistics and correlation
analysis

The results of descriptive statistics and correlation analysis are
shown in Table 1, indicating significant correlations between
emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, work engagement, and surface
acting. Specifically, emotional intelligence is significantly positively
correlated with self-efficacy, work engagement, and surface acting,
respectively. Self-efficacy is significantly positively correlated with
work engagement. Self-efficacy and work engagement are significantly
negatively correlated with surface acting, respectively.

4.3 Chain mediating effects

To further investigate the relationships between emotional
intelligence, surface acting, self-efficacy, and work engagement among
kindergarten teachers, and to test the mediating effects of self-efficacy
and work engagement, a latent variable structural equation model was
constructed to establish a relationship model between the four
variables, as shown in Figure 2. The results show that the fit indices of
the model are: y*/df = 7.046, RMSEA = 0.077, NFI = 0.930, IFI = 0.940,
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TABLE 1 Mean, standard deviation and correlation coefficient matrix for
each variable (N = 1,017).

 EKT  SEKT  WEKT  SAKT
EIKT 1
SEKT 0.645%% 1
WEKT 0.606%* 0.673%* 1
SAKT 0.330%* —0.174%* —0.159* 1
M 4.056 7.463 3.952 3.441
SD 0.650 1.199 0.884 0.785

#p < 0.05, #*p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.

GFI = 0.930, CFI = 0.912. All fit indices are good, indicating a good fit
between the data and the constructed model (Yan et al., 2023).

Analysis of the paths in this structural equation model reveals that
emotional intelligence has a significantly positive predictive effect on
surface acting (f=0.43, p<0.001), supporting hypothesis 1.
Emotional intelligence also has a significantly positive predictive effect
on self-efficacy (f = 0.65, p < 0.001), self-efficacy has a significantly
positive predictive effect on work engagement (3 = 0.49, p < 0.001),
and work engagement has a significantly negative predictive effect on
surface acting (f=—0.11, p <0.01). Emotional intelligence has a
significantly positive predictive effect on work engagement (/3 = 0.30,
P <0.001), and self-efficacy has a significantly negative predictive
effect on surface acting (f = —0.13, p < 0.01).

The total mediating effect values of self-efficacy and work
engagement in the relations between emotional intelligence and
surface acting is —0.170. Specifically, the mediation effect of emotional
intelligence on surface acting consists of three indirect effect values
generated by three paths: (1) the indirect effect value generated by the
path of emotional intelligence — self-efficacy — surface acting is
—0.093; (2) the indirect effect value generated by the path of emotional
intelligence — work engagement — surface acting is —0.038; and (3)
the indirect effect value generated by the path of emotional intelligence
— self-efficacy — work engagement — surface acting is —0.039.

Bootstrap analysis was conducted with a confidence interval set
at 95%. If the 95% confidence interval of the mediation effect does not
include 0, it indicates that the mediation effect is significant. The 95%
confidence intervals of each path from emotional intelligence to
surface acting are shown in Table 2. From the results in Table 2, it can
be observed that the confidence intervals for the mediation effect
values generated by the path of emotional intelligence — self-efficacy
— surface acting, the path of emotional intelligence — work
engagement — surface acting, and the path of emotional intelligence
— self-efficacy — work engagement — surface acting do not include
0, indicating that all three indirect effects reach significance, thus
hypotheses 2, 3 and 4 are both supported.

5 Discussion

This study utilized a chain mediating model to elucidate the
influence of emotional intelligence on surface acting in kindergarten
teachers. The results indicate a positive correlation between emotional
intelligence and surface acting among kindergarten teachers, and self-
efficacy and work engagement play a simple chain mediating role
between emotional intelligence and surface acting.
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5.1 Positive correlation between emotional
intelligence and surface acting

The research results indicate a significant impact of emotional
intelligence on surface acting among kindergarten teachers. The study
demonstrates that emotional intelligence positively, rather than
negatively, predicts surface acting. In other words, the higher the
emotional intelligence of kindergarten teachers, the higher their levels
of surface acting. This finding contradicts the results of most studies,
including those by Yin (2012), Lee and Chelladurai (2017), Kang (2020),
and Karakus et al. (2024), but is consistent with the findings of other
research, such as those of Karim and Weisz (2011), Prentice et al. (2013),
and Pervaiz et al. (2019). Considering the nature and characteristics of
kindergarten teachers’ work, there are two possible explanations. One is
that kindergarten teachers work long hours with frequent emotional
interactions, making them high emotional laborers (Qi et al., 2017). The
high level of emotional labor weakens the ability of kindergarten
teachers to effectively regulate emotions, leading to an exacerbation of
surface acting (Glomb and Tews, 2004). Wang et al. (2019) also suggested
that kindergarten teachers with high emotional intelligence tend to
engage in surface acting to cope with high emotional consumption.
Another explanation is that kindergarten teachers deliberately use
surface acting to achieve teaching objectives. The unique characteristic
of kindergarten teaching tasks requires teachers to maintain intimate
interactions with young children through surface acting, thus fostering
strong bonds with the children and establishing a family-like relationship
(Lietal, 2024a,b; Xu et al., 2024). Yin and Lee (2012) pointed out that
teachers use surface acting as a means to achieve teaching goals.
Experienced teachers are good at employing exaggerated facial
expressions and body movements to attract the attention of young
children. The higher the emotional intelligence of kindergarten teachers,
the more likely they may engage in surface acting (Gutiérrez Cobo et al,,
2017). In this context, deliberate surface acting reflects affection toward
young children and illustrates the care ethics upheld by Chinese
kindergarten teachers (Xu et al., 2024).

5.2 The mediating role of kindergarten
teachers’ self-efficacy

This study demonstrates that the self-efficacy of kindergarten
teachers mediates the relationship between emotional intelligence and
surface acting, supporting hypothesis 2. Emotional intelligence is
significantly positively correlated with self-efficacy, consistent with the
findings of research (Chan, 2004; Aparisi et al., 2020). According to
emotional intelligence theory, emotional intelligence involves
individual self-perception and self-regulation, which play a crucial
role in the development of self-efficacy. Individuals with high
emotional intelligence have a better understanding of themselves,
which increases their confidence in handling interpersonal
relationships and tasks, leading to higher self-efficacy (Udayar et al,
2020). The self-efficacy of kindergarten teachers negatively predicts
surface acting, consistent with the findings of research (Schwab, 2019;
Buri¢ and Mornar, 2023). Self-efficacy serves as an effective feedback
mechanism for teachers facing work pressure and conflicts,
determining their stress response (Buri¢ and Mornar, 2023). Teachers
with high self-efficacy can better adjust their mood and behavior,
actively deal with challenges at work, and reduce surface acting.
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FIGURE 2

A model of the relationships among emotional intelligence of kindergarten teachers, self-efficacy of kindergarten teachers, work engagement of
kindergarten teachers and surface acting of kindergarten teachers (SEA = Self-Emotional Appraisal; RE = Regulation of Emotion; UE = Use of Emotion;
OEA = Others’ Emotional Appraisal; ESE = Efficacy of Student Engagement; SET = Efficacy of Teaching Strategy; ECM = Efficacy of Class Management;
VW = Vitality at Work; DW = Dedication of Work; FW = Focus on Work).

TABLE 2 Effect values and confidence intervals for the mediating effects analysis.

Path relationship Estimated 95% confidence interval
Upper limit Lower limit
Total mediation effect —0.170 —0.091 —0.260
EIKT — SEKT — SAKT —0.093 —0.014 —0.188
EIKT — WEKT — SAKT —0.038 —0.004 —0.082
EIKT — SEKT — WEKT — SAKT —0.039 —0.003 —0.077

Bootstrap size = 5,000. CI = confidence interval.

5.3 The mediating role of kindergarten
teachers’ work engagement

The work engagement of kindergarten teachers mediates the
relationship between emotional intelligence and surface acting, thus
verifying hypothesis 3. Emotional intelligence is significantly positively
correlated with work engagement, aligning with the findings of
Chakraborty and Saha (2022). As a personal psychological resource and
protective factor, emotional intelligence can increase beneficial
behaviors (Willoughby and Boutwell, 2018; Jung et al., 2019; Kang,
2020). As an ability to control emotions, it helps individuals alleviate
the fatigue of engagement caused by insufficient resources and enhances
work engagement (Mérida Lopez and Extremera, 2020). The work
engagement of kindergarten teachers negatively predicts surface acting,
consistent with the findings of research (Karatepe, 2013; Zvobgo et al.,
20215 Buri¢ and Mornar, 2023). This may be because surface acting
often leads to negative effects (Sousan et al., 2022; Sciotto and Pace,
2022). In order to achieve better educational outcomes, kindergarten
teachers with high work engagement actively reduce surface acting to
improve their teaching and care work (Tiwari and Shulkla, 2023).

5.4 The chain mediating effects of

kindergarten teachers’ self-efficacy and
work engagement

This study indicates that the self-efficacy and work engagement of
kindergarten teachers have chain mediating effects in the relationship
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between emotional intelligence and surface acting, supporting
hypothesis 4. This indicates that the emotional intelligence of
kindergarten teachers not only affects surface acting through the
separate mediation effects of self-efficacy and work engagement but
also influences work engagement through self-efficacy, thereby
affecting surface acting. The significant positive prediction of self-
efficacy of kindergarten teachers on work engagement is consistent
with previous research findings (Chan et al., 2017). According to the
self-efficacy theory (Bandura et al., 1980), individuals assess their
abilities based on emotional states. If kindergarten teachers can manage
emotional issues well, they will experience more positive emotions
psychologically and behaviorally, leading to higher self-efficacy in
activities such as classroom management and teacher-child
interactions, thus better adjusting their mood and behavior, increasing
work engagement, and reducing surface acting (Abbasi et al., 2021).
The above analysis also validates the viewpoint of the “protective factor-
protective factor” model, wherein one protective factor can enhance the
effects of another protective factor. Emotional intelligence, as a
protective factor for the emotional labor of kindergarten teachers, can
strengthen the effects of self-efficacy and work engagement, which are
also protective factors (McCray and Joseph Richard, 2020). At the same
time, the results of this study further explain the motivational process
of the JD-R model. As a “positive job resource;” emotional intelligence
can facilitate individual development, serving as a valuable personal
resource that meets the demands of teaching and care work in
kindergartens (Turner and Stough, 2020). Additionally, self-efficacy, as
a psychological capital, is also integrated into the JD-R model. The
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motivational process illustrates that high levels of self-efficacy can lead
to increased motivation, thereby improving teacher’s work engagement
(Bakker et al., 2023; Li et al., 2024a,b). Therefore, the chain mediation
of “self-efficacy — work engagement” is also an important bridge for
the influence of emotional intelligence of kindergarten teachers on
their surface acting.

5.5 Main contributions and limitations

The findings of the current study have theoretical and practical
significance. Theoretically, this study largely validates the interaction
among influencing factors of surface behavior (Grandey and Melloy,
2017) and explores the underlying mechanism between emotional
intelligence and surface acting, extending and further refining the
model based on Grandey’s classic causal model of emotional labor,
deepening the theoretical explanation of factors influencing surface
acting of kindergarten teachers (Grandey, 2000). Practically, this
study provides new intervention and support pathways for promoting
the rational use of surface acting by kindergarten teachers and
health. While
emphasizing the development of emotional intelligence of

enhancing their occupational psychological
kindergarten teachers, various measures should be taken to address
the occupational challenges of long working hours and high
emotional demands. Educational training should be conducted on
the rational use of surface acting to enhance the emotional
competence of kindergarten teachers (Levine Brown et al., 2022).
Additionally, efforts should be made to enhance the professional
competence of kindergarten teachers and strengthen their self-
efficacy. As a cognitive motivational mechanism, self-efficacy
represents an individual’s belief in their work ability, which
significantly influences their work status. Kindergarten teachers
should prioritize and consider it as a controllable and developable
positive psychological resource (Heo et al., 2022). Lastly, kindergarten
teachers should be encouraged to maintain high work engagement.
As a positive experience, high work engagement enables teachers to
work happily and efficiently, which can optimize surface acting
(Zvobgo et al., 2021).

There are still some limitations in this study. First, while the
Harman single-factor test method was utilized to confirm the absence
of significant common method bias, reliance on self-reported
questionnaires from kindergarten teachers may potentially inflate the
associations between variables. Therefore, future research could use
various methods such as leadership evaluation or peer assessment to
collect variables in the study. Second, the cross-sectional nature of the
data used in this study can only reflect the correlation between
variables but cannot reflect the directionality of the relationships
between variables. Future research should use longitudinal data to
examine the relationships between variables. Third, the study required
kindergarten teachers to recall surface acting in their work, and
retrospective assessments may be inaccurate. Future research could
incorporate methods such as on-site observations.

6 Conclusion

Self-efficacy and work engagement mediate the relationship
between emotional intelligence and surface acting in kindergarten
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teachers, demonstrating both simple and chain mediation effects.
These results indicate that self-efficacy and work engagement may
play important roles in the relationship between emotional
intelligence and surface acting. The findings provide theoretical
basis and practical implications for promoting the rational use of
surface acting by kindergarten teachers. It is suggested that
kindergarten administrators should permit reasonable surface
acting to capture the attention of young children when designing
emotional display rules.
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