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Objective: This study aims to explore how Leader-Member Exchange (LMX), Job Embeddedness (JE), Job Satisfaction (JS), and Career shocks (CS) affect hospital staff’s turnover intention. By offering theoretical and practical insights, it reassures the reader of the study’s value in curbing employee departures and building a more stable workforce.

Methods: Using a longitudinal design and self-administered questionnaires, data were collected in two rounds from 500 medical staff in 12 tertiary public hospitals in Guangzhou, China, between May and September 2023. The data were analyzed with SPSS 26 and PROCESS macro for SPSS 4.1, including descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and mediation and moderation analyses.

Results: LMX, JE, and JS were significantly negatively correlated with Turnover Intention (TI) (r = –0.365, p < 0.01; r = –0.571, p < 0.01; r = –0.517, p < 0.01). JS fully mediated the link between LMX and TI (ab = –0.384, 95%CI: [–0.497, –0.285]) and partially mediated the link between JE and TI (ab = –0.237, 95%CI: [–0.350, –0.123]). CS significantly moderates these relationships: positive CS enhanced employees’ JE and JS, while negative CS weakened organizational commitment and increased turnover likelihood.

Discussion: CS can temporarily intensify the relationships between LMX, JE, JS, and TI under certain circumstances, likely due to heightened employee sensitivity to leadership support, work environment, and career development. This moderation effect also highlights that employees’ demand for organizational support increases when facing career challenges, and high-quality LMX and JE can provide essential assistance for employees to navigate career shocks.

Conclusion: By investigating the impact of LMX, JE, JS, and CS on turnover intention, this study offers a fresh perspective on the occupational behavior of medical staff in public hospitals. The findings not only enrich LMX and career shocks theories but also provide practical guidance for managers. This guidance empowers managers to reduce employee turnover intention, making them feel capable and ready to implement these strategies. As a primary goal, the abstract should render the general significance and conceptual advance of the work clearly accessible to a broad readership. References should not be cited in the abstract. Leave the Abstract empty if your article does not require one – please see the “Article types” on every Frontiers journal page for full details.
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1 Introduction

Public hospitals form the backbone of China’s healthcare system. They are crucial for enhancing the equity and accessibility of essential medical services. Moreover, they play a key role in preventing and controlling major epidemics like COVID-19 and safeguarding people’s lives and health (National Health Commission, 2021). Hospital medical staff, essential for service provision, research, and education, ensure the hospitals’ ongoing high-quality care. However, multiple studies have shown that medical staff in Chinese public hospitals have a high intention and rate of turnover (Chen, 2021; Wang, 2021; Wu et al., 2021; YIMI Research, 2022). High turnover intentions and rates affect public hospitals’ operational efficiency and service quality and restrict the development of medical and health causes.

Turnover intention refers to an employee’s thoughts or tendencies to leave their current job or organization within a specific period. Turnover intention is often seen as an effective indicator for predicting actual turnover behavior (Hom and Griffeth, 1995). Previous studies often used variables of employees’ subjective attitudes for analysis, such as job satisfaction, organizational identification, and organizational commitment. However, research has shown that traditional attitude variables have limited explanatory power for employees’ turnover tendencies (Griffeth et al., 2000; Hom and Griffeth, 1995; Maertz and Campion, 2004). Therefore, it is necessary to explore new variables beyond traditional attitudinal variables to investigate employee turnover tendencies.

This study has two main objectives. First, it evaluates how Leader-Member Exchange (LMX), Job Embeddedness (JE), and Job Satisfaction (JS) impact employee turnover intention. Second, it explores the moderating role of career shocks in the relationships between JE, LMX, JS, and turnover intention. By pinpointing key drivers and potential moderating mechanisms, the study aims to offer practical HR strategies for hospital management to reduce medical staff turnover, equipping them with the necessary tools to address this critical issue.

Previous studies have extensively examined factors influencing turnover intention (Hom et al., 2017), but there are gaps in understanding the complex interplay between Leader-Member Exchange (LMX), Job Embeddedness (JE), Job Satisfaction (JS), and turnover intention in the context of public hospitals in China. Existing research has often focused on transformational (Deng, 2023; Dong et al., 2024), with less attention paid to career shocks and their potential moderating role (Feng et al., 2021; Huang and Cui, 2021). This study addresses this gap by integrating LMX, JE, JS, and turnover intention into a unified framework and examining the moderating effect of career shocks. It provides a more comprehensive perspective on factors influencing medical staff turnover intention in public hospitals and offers practical guidance for hospital managers to develop targeted retention strategies.



2 Literature review

Job embeddedness reflects the strong ties and interdependence between individuals and their work environment, forming a powerful force for retention that increases the resistance and costs for individuals when considering leaving their jobs (Mitchell et al., 2001). Setthakorn et al. (2024) further confirmed the relationship between job embeddedness and turnover intentions in their study in Thailand and Indonesia. Highly embedded employees have established close connections and ties within their work or organization, increasing the cost and difficulty of leaving, leading us to propose the hypothesis:

H1: Job Embeddedness (JE) is negatively correlated with Turnover Intention (TI).

The Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory describes the social exchanges between leaders and subordinates based on specific relationships (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). Due to leaders’ limited time and energy, they inevitably differentiate among their subordinates, building various types of relationships. High-quality LMX relationships can improve employee job satisfaction and performance, reduce work stress, increase communication frequency, and enhance work efficiency and team outcomes. Conversely, low-quality LMX relationships may lead to poor job performance, higher stress, dissatisfaction, and increased turnover intentions. leading us to propose the hypothesis:

H2: There is a negative correlation between LMX and turnover intentions.

Job satisfaction is an essential indicator for measuring employees’ psychological health and quality of life and a key factor affecting organizational stability and employees’ intentions to leave. This multidimensional concept has received extensive attention and research in organizational behavior and human resource management (Judge et al., 2017). With in-depth Research, scholars have found a close association between job satisfaction and turnover intentions. When employees are satisfied with work content, working environment, and compensation, their sense of belonging and loyalty to the organization will be enhanced, reducing the intention to leave (Jackofsky and Peters, 1983). Furthermore, much empirical research supports this view, proving that job satisfaction is a valid indicator for predicting employee turnover intentions (Mobley et al., 1978). Making us to propose the following hypothesis

H3: There is a negative relation between Job satisfaction (JS) and turnover intention (TI).

When discussing the turnover intentions of medical staff, job satisfaction plays an essential role. LMX and Job Embeddedness (JE) influence employee job satisfaction. The LMX theory suggests that high-quality relationships between leaders and subordinates can enhance subordinates’ job satisfaction, as these relationships are usually accompanied by trust, respect, and support (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). Gerstner and Day (1997) research indicates that LMX indirectly affects turnover behavior by influencing employees’ job satisfaction and other attitudes. On the other hand, the job embeddedness theory emphasizes the connections between employees and their work, organization, and community, increasing employees’ motivation to stay in their current positions and thereby improving job satisfaction (Mitchell et al., 2001). When employees feel support from leaders and connections with colleagues, they are more likely to be satisfied with their jobs, and this satisfaction, in turn, reduces their willingness to leave the organization.

LMX and JE indirectly reduce turnover intentions by increasing job satisfaction. Thus, we hypothesize:

H4a: Job satisfaction mediates the relationship between LMX and turnover intentions.

H4b: Job satisfaction mediates the relationship between Job Embeddedness and turnover intentions.

Career shocks, derived from the “systemic shock” in the Unfolding Model of Voluntary Employee Turnover, refers to destructive and unique events that occur beyond an individual’s control, triggering a process of careful reflection on one’s career (Akkermans et al., 2018). Its effect encourages individuals to reassess their career development paths and directions (Seibert et al., 2013). These unusual events have a profound impact on the careers of medical professionals. They can stimulate deep reflection on one’s current career situation and may alter career decisions (Feng et al., 2021). Such events can be categorized into positive career shock (e.g., unexpected promotions, receiving significant awards) and negative career shocks (e.g., overlooked promotions, project failures). Positive career shocks enhance employees’ identification with and sense of belonging to their current careers, elevate their status and reputation within organizations and professional fields, and not only bring a sense of achievement and satisfaction but potentially inspire tremendous work enthusiasm and career motivation (Kraimer et al., 2019). These positive events occurring within organizations are akin to placing “golden handcuffs” on employees (Seibert et al., 2016), strengthening their connection to the organization and reducing their willingness to leave. However, special positive shocks related to career opportunities, such as unexpected job offers, may inspire employees to explore more career possibilities, potentially leading to thoughts of changing organizations, industries, or positions and even resulting in boomerang behavior (Amarneh et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2008). In contrast, negative career shocks often trigger dissatisfaction and disappointment with one’s current career and may even lead to the desire to leave. These events can negatively impact an individual’s career mindset and planning. Additionally, negative political events and significant organizational changes, such as layoffs, mergers and acquisitions, or ethical scandals, can also affect employees, threatening their career stability and prospects. Personal life events, such as a spouse needing to change cities for a new job, divorce, serious illness, or death of a family member (Seibert et al., 2016), can similarly have a profound impact on an individual’s career status and decisions, forcing them to re-examine and adjust their career plans and goals.

The leader-member exchange (LMX) theory emphasizes that the relationship quality between leaders and subordinates affects employee behavior and attitudes (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). This underscores the crucial role of leaders in supporting their subordinates, particularly during challenging times such as career shocks. Employees facing such shocks may rely more on their leaders’ support and resources to deal with challenges, affecting their behavior and attitudes. For instance, when medical staff feel frustrated due to failed promotions or research project applications, these negative career shocks may weaken their commitment to the hospital, reduce the quality of LMX, and thus increase the likelihood of leaving. These events may undermine the medical staff’s trust in and commitment to the organization, lowering the quality of LMX. In such cases, the negative impact of high-quality LMX on the intention to leave may be weakened. Negative career shocks may lead medical staff to reassess their career development paths, increasing the likelihood of leaving. From the perspective of job embeddedness, Mitchell et al. (2001) believe that the close connection and interdependence between employees and their work environment can influence their intention to leave. When medical staff experience positive career shocks, such as unexpected promotions or recognition, it enhances their professional identity and sense of belonging, thereby increasing their job embeddedness. In such cases, the negative impact of job embeddedness on the intention to leave may be further strengthened. This is because positive career shocks improve job satisfaction among medical staff and strengthen their connection with the organization, making them more likely to stay in their current positions.

Based on the above discussion, we posit that career shocks may moderate the effects of leader-member exchange (LMX), job embeddedness, and job satisfaction on turnover intention. Specifically, we hypothesize that:

H5a: Career shocks may intensify the negative relationship between LMX and turnover intentions, which is more pronounced when career shocks are high.

H5b: Career shocks may intensify the negative relationship between job embeddedness and turnover intentions, which is more pronounced when career shocks are high.

H5c: Career shocks may intensify the negative relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intentions, which is more pronounced when career shocks are high.

Previous research has shown that leader-member exchange (LMX), job embeddedness (JE), and job satisfaction (JS) can influence medical professionals’ turnover intention (TI). However, most studies have focused on analyzing these factors individually, with little exploration of their interactions. Moreover, the role of career shocks (CS) as a potential moderator in medical professionals’ turnover intention has not been thoroughly studied. This study aims to fill this gap by constructing an integrated framework to systematically explore the complex relationships among these variables and verify the moderating effect of career shocks (see Figure 1). The practical implication of this research is significant, as it will provide public hospital managers with a more comprehensive theoretical basis and practical guidance for developing effective human resource management strategies to reduce turnover rates.


[image: Diagram illustrating the relationships between Leader-Member Exchange, Job Satisfaction, Job Embeddedness, Career Shocks, and Turnover Intention. Arrows indicate Hypotheses (H1-H5) representing the influence paths. Leader-Member Exchange affects Job Satisfaction and Turnover Intention. Job Satisfaction is influenced by both Leader-Member Exchange and Job Embeddedness. Career Shocks have direct and indirect effects on Turnover Intention through Job Satisfaction and Job Embeddedness.]
FIGURE 1
Framework diagram.




3 Materials and methods


3.1 Research design and participants

This study employed longitudinal research design and collected data using self-administered questionnaires. The research adopted a multi-stage random sampling method. From May to September 2023, the research team conducted two rounds of questionnaire surveys, each involving 500 participants. As of April 26, 2023, there were 20 tertiary public hospitals in Guangzhou, China, including 11 general and nine specialized hospitals. For this study, seven general hospitals and five specialized hospitals were randomly selected, totaling 12 tertiary public hospitals. These hospitals were chosen because they are located in different administrative districts of Guangzhou and cover various types of medical service institutions. Moreover, they provide comprehensive health services and have high medical care, teaching, and research standards, making them suitable for examining the turnover rates of medical professionals in Guangzhou, China. Finally, at least 40 medical staff members were randomly selected from each chosen hospital using a random number table method.

All study procedures were conducted with the highest ethical standards and were approved by the Ethics Committee of the Second Affiliated Hospital of Guangzhou Medical University (approval number: 2023-ks-07). This approval underscores the rigorous ethical review process the study underwent. Furthermore, all participants were fully informed of the study’s purpose and provided signed consent forms, ensuring their rights and privacy were respected throughout the research process. The inclusion criteria for participants were as follows: participants must (1) have a formal labor contract with the hospital; (2) have worked at the hospital for at least 1 year; (3) have signed an informed consent form and voluntarily completed the questionnaire. Trained volunteers created electronic versions of the scales and generated corresponding QR codes using a professional online survey website.1 Respondents could easily access and fill out the online questionnaire by scanning the QR code with their smartphones. Volunteers explained the purpose and principles of the study to the respondents, guided them on how to fill out the questionnaire, and obtained their informed consent. To protect the respondents’ privacy and match the results of the two rounds of questionnaire surveys, we designed a unique identification code, which was created by combining part of the respondent’s surname and part of their mobile phone number. A total of 338 valid questionnaires were successfully matched in the two rounds of surveys.

Before testing our hypotheses, we evaluated the psychometric quality of the scales used in this study through exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Based on the results, we took a rigorous approach and eliminated items with low factor loadings, ensuring the most accurate measurement of the variables. Additionally, we conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to assess the association between the individual items in the measurement model and the concepts they represent, thereby enhancing the accuracy and reliability of the study. The results indicated that the scales fit the data reasonably well (χ2 = 1072.589, p < 0.01, χ2/df = 2.56, CFI = 0.918, IFI = 0.918, TLI = 0.909, GFI = 0.827, RMSEA = 0.068, LO = 0.063, HI = 0.073). We also assessed the discriminant validity of the scales using average variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR). The results showed that the AVE values for almost all scales were above the reference value of 0.50, and the CR values were above 0.70. After ensuring good reliability and acceptable discriminant validity within each scale, we performed multiple linear regression on the sample to test the main hypotheses.



3.2 Sociodemographic data and work characteristics

Data on respondents’ gender, age, marital status, years of work experience, education level, monthly income, LMX, job embeddedness, job satisfaction, turnover intention, and career shocks were collected using a structured questionnaire.



3.3 Measurement of turnover intention

The Turnover Intention Scale developed by Mobley et al. (1979) was selected for use in this study. This scale consists of 4 items, measured using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The higher the total score, the stronger the respondent’s intention to leave their job. The Cronbach’s α coefficient is 0.755.



3.4 Measurement of LMX

The LMX scale developed by Wang et al. (2005) was utilized for this measurement. This scale comprises seven items, rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A higher total score indicates a closer relationship between the respondent and their leader. The Cronbach’s α coefficient is 0.92.



3.5 Measurement of job embeddedness

The Job Embeddedness scale developed by Crossley et al. (2007) was employed for this assessment. This scale includes seven items, rated on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A higher total score indicates a deeper level of job embeddedness for the respondent. The Cronbach’s α coefficient is 0.862.



3.6 Measurement of job satisfaction

The Overall Job Satisfaction scale developed by Tsui et al. (1992) was used for this measurement. This scale includes six items, rated on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A higher total score indicates a higher level of job satisfaction among the respondents. The Cronbach’s α coefficient is 0.75.



3.7 Measurement of career shocks

The Career shocks Event scale developed by Ali et al. (2020) for the Chinese context was used for this measurement. With nine items, this scale categorizes career shocks events into two significant types: Positive Career shocks (PCS) events and Negative Career shocks (NCS) events. It uses a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A higher total score indicates a greater level of career shocks experienced by the respondent. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for the Positive Career Shocks (PCS) subscale is 0.92, and for the Negative Career Shocks (NCS) subscale, it is 0.94.



3.8 Statistical analysis

Data preprocessing and analysis were conducted using SPSS 26 and the PROCESS macro for SPSS 4.1. SPSS was utilized for descriptive statistical, correlation, and exploratory factor analyses. The PROCESS macro was employed to analyze mediating effects and moderating effects. In the analysis, we adjusted for covariates that might affect turnover intention and used the Bootstrap method to enhance the robustness of the results. You may insert up to 5 heading levels into your manuscript as can be seen in “Styles” tab of this template. These formatting styles are meant as a guide, as long as the heading levels are clear, Frontiers style will be applied during typesetting.




4 Results


4.1 Common method biases analyses

To control for common method bias, Harman’s single-factor test was performed on the scales (Fang et al., 2020; Podsakoff et al., 2003). After principal component analysis, six factors with eigenvalues greater than one were extracted. The first factor accounted for only 39.28% of the variance, below the 50.0% threshold (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Thus, common method bias is not a serious concern in this study.



4.2 Preliminary analyses

Table 1 provides a comprehensive overview of the 338 respondents, highlighting their demographic and job-related features. Predominantly female (72.2%) and highly educated, with 90.5% holding a bachelor’s degree or higher. The majority were married (73.1%), and doctors and nurses represented approximately half of the sample. A significant proportion (67.2%) held mid-level or higher professional titles, and the majority (78.1%) had over 6 years of work experience.


TABLE 1 Comparison of turnover intention among medical staff of different demographic characteristics (N = 338).


	Variable
	N(%)
	Turnover intention (M ± SD)
	F
	P





	Gender
	
	
	2.143
	0.144



	 Male
	94(27.8%)
	1.904 ± 0.842
	
	



	 Female
	244(72.2%)
	1.897 ± 0.935



	Age (years)
	
	
	6.541
	0.000



	 29 or below
	74(21.9%)
	2.189 ± 2.189
	
	



	 30–39
	140(41.4%)
	1.930 ± 1.930



	 40–49
	95(28.1%)
	1.784 ± 1.784



	 50 or above
	29(8.6%)
	1.379 ± 1.379



	Education background
	
	
	1.064
	0.365



	 College or below
	32(9.5%)
	2.031 ± 0.960
	
	



	 Bachelor
	170(50.3%)
	1.952 ± 0.983



	 Master
	103(30.5%)
	1.774 ± 0.794



	 Doctor
	33(9.8%)
	1.886 ± 0.786



	Marital status
	
	
	7.119
	0.001



	 Married
	247(73.1%)
	1.792 ± 0.869
	
	



	 Unmarried
	85(25.1%)
	2.215 ± 0.964



	 Others (divorce)
	6(1.8%)
	1.833 ± 0.801



	Personnel type
	
	
	10.679
	0.001



	 Doctor
	166(49.1%)
	1.798 ± 1.798
	
	



	 Nurse
	172(50.9%)
	1.996 ± 1.996



	Professional title
	
	
	2.914
	0.022



	 Primary
	110(32.5%)
	2.132 ± 1.014
	
	



	 Intermediate
	135(39.9%)
	1.824 ± 0.869



	 Vice senior
	70(20.7%)
	1.732 ± 0.778



	 Senior
	22(6.5%)
	1.716 ± 0.821



	 Ungraded
	1(0.3%)
	2.000 ± 0.000



	Length of service
	
	
	7.369
	0.000



	 5 years or below
	74(21.9%)
	2.041 ± 0.968
	
	



	 6–15 Years
	152(45%)
	1.990 ± 0.932



	 16–25 years
	73(21.6%)
	1.890 ± 0.846



	 26 years or above
	39(11.5%)
	1.288 ± 0.515



	Monthly income
	
	
	2.193
	0.089



	 Less than 10,000
	105(31.1%)
	2.062 ± 1.006
	
	



	 10,001–20,000
	163(48.2%)
	1.865 ± 0.885



	 20,001–30,000
	59(17.5%)
	1.767 ± 0.807



	 30,000 or above
	11(3.3%)
	1.546 ± 0.579






Correlation analyses (Table 2) revealed that turnover intention was significantly and negatively correlated with leader-member exchange (r = –0.365, p < 0.01), job embeddedness (r = –0.571, p < 0.01), and job satisfaction (r = –0.517, p < 0.01), and significantly and positively correlated with negative career shocks (r = 0.247, p < 0.01). These findings suggest that a strong leader-member relationship, job satisfaction, and job embeddedness can potentially reduce turnover intention, while negative career shocks can increase it. Additionally, leader-member exchange was positively correlated with job embeddedness and job satisfaction, while job embeddedness was positively correlated with job satisfaction but negatively correlated with negative career shocks. Job satisfaction was positively associated with positive career shocks and negatively with negative career shocks. Positive and negative career shocks correlated positively (r = 0.441, p < 0.01).


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations among the key variables.


	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11





	1.Gender
	1.720
	0.449
	−
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	2.Age
	2.230
	0.889
	-0.127*
	−
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	3.Education background
	2.410
	0.792
	-0.241**
	0.223**
	−
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	4.Length of service
	2.230
	0.920
	0.003
	0.834**
	0.011
	−
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	5.TI (t1)
	1.899
	0.909
	-0.004
	-0.229**
	-0.074
	-0.208**
	−
	
	
	
	
	
	



	6.TI (t2)
	1.902
	0.964
	-0.005
	-.205**
	0.005
	-0.193**
	0.483**
	−
	
	
	
	
	



	7.LMX (t1)
	3.927
	0.729
	0.063
	-0.063
	-0.185**
	0.062
	-0.365**
	-0.294**
	−
	
	
	
	



	8.JE (t1)
	3.867
	0.776
	0.019
	0.219**
	-0.043
	0.239**
	-0.571**
	-0.446**
	0.542**
	−
	
	
	



	9.JS (t1)
	3.821
	0.774
	0.124*
	0.014
	-0.095
	0.079
	-0.517**
	-0.419**
	0.654**
	0.738**
	−
	
	



	10.JS (t2)
	3.919
	0.769
	0.062
	0.051
	-0.229**
	0.086
	-0.404**
	-0.409**
	0.477**
	0.551**
	0.653**
	−
	



	11.PCS (t2)
	2.946
	1.088
	-0.019
	-0.169**
	-0.076
	-0.144**
	0.051
	0.116*
	0.036
	0.033
	0*
	0.148**
	-



	12.NCS (t2)
	2.932
	1.091
	-0.06
	-0.081
	0.06
	-0.105
	0.282**
	0.306**
	-0.191**
	-0.195**
	-0.230**
	-0.189**
	0.441**






N = 338.

*p < 0.05,

**p < 0.01; TI, turnover intention; LMX, leader-member exchange; JE, job embeddedness; JS, job satisfaction; PCS, positive career shock; NCS, negative career shock. t = measurement wave.






4.3 Mediating analyses

The results (see Table 3) showed that after controlling gender, age, and length of service, leader-member exchange (LMX) was significantly and negatively associated with turnover intention (TI) (B = –0.487, p < 0.001). When job satisfaction (JS) was introduced as a mediating variable, the direct effect of LMX on TI was no longer significant (B = 0.322, p > 0.05), while JS was significantly and negatively related to TI (B = –0.550, p < 0.001). LMX was a significant predictor of JS (B = 0.699, p < 0.001). The bias-corrected percentile bootstrapping analysis indicated that the mediating effect of JS in the relationship between LMX and TI was significant (ab = –0.384, 95% CI: –0.497, –0.285), accounting for 78.84% of the total effect. This suggests that JS fully mediated the relationship between LMX and TI.


TABLE 3 Testing Job satisfaction as a mediator in the relationship between leader-member exchange, job embeddedness and turnover intention.


	Model pathways
	R2
	B
	SE
	β
	t
	95% CI





	Job satisfaction as a mediator in the relationship between LMX and turnover intention



	Leader-member exchange →Turnover intention
	0.200
	-0.487
	0.063
	-0.391
	-7.784
	(–0.610, –0.364)



	Leader-member exchange →Job satisfaction
	0.440
	0.699
	0.045
	0.659
	15.683
	(0.611, 0.787)



	Leader-member exchange →Turnover intention
	0.322
	-0.1031
	0.0761
	-0.083
	-1.355
	(–0.253, 0.047)



	Job satisfaction →Turnover intention
	
	-0.550
	0.071
	-0.468
	-7.748
	(–0.689, –0.41)



	Indirect effect
	-0.384
	0.054
	
	
	(–0.497, –0.285)



	Direct effect
	-0.103
	0.076
	(–0.253, 0.047)



	Total effect
	-0.487
	0.063
	(–0.610, –0.364)



	Job satisfaction as a mediator in the relationship between job embeddedness and turnover intention



	Job embeddedness →turnover intention
	0.339
	-0.644
	0.054
	-0.550
	-11.967
	(–0.750, –0.538)



	Job embeddedness →job satisfaction
	0.576
	0.763
	0.037
	0.765
	20.788
	(0.690, 0.835)



	Job embeddedness →turnover intention
	0.368
	-0.408
	0.080
	-0.348
	-5.105
	(–0.565, –0.251)



	Job satisfaction →turnover intention
	
	-0.310
	0.079
	-0.264
	-3.939
	(–0.465, –0.155)



	Indirect effect
	-0.237
	0.058
	
	
	(–0.350, –0.123)



	Direct effect
	-0.408
	0.080
	(–0.565, –0.251)



	Total effect
	-0.644
	0.054
	(–0.750, –0.538)






Covariates used to control including gender, age, education level, and length of service. B, regression coefficient; SE, standard error.




Our results, as shown in Table 3, revealed a significant and negative association between job embeddedness (JE) and turnover intention (TI) (B = –0.644, p < 0.001), even after controlling relevant variables. When job satisfaction (JS) was introduced as a mediating variable, we found that both JE (B = –0.408, p > 0.05) and JS (B = –0.310, p < 0.001) were negatively related to TI. Importantly, JE was a significant predictor of JS (B = 0.763, p < 0.001). Our bias-corrected percentile bootstrapping analysis confirmed the significant mediating effect of JS in the JE-TI relationship (ab = –0.237, 95% CI: –0.350, –0.123), accounting for 36.71% of the total effect. This suggests that JS acts as a partial mediator in the JE-TI relationship, highlighting the complex dynamics of play.



4.4 Moderated mediation analyses

In summary, the moderated mediation analyses (see Table 4) showed that leader-member exchange (LMX) and job satisfaction (JS) were negatively related to turnover intention (TI) (B = –0.160, p < 0.05; B = –0.453, p < 0.001), whereas positive career shocks (PCS) were positively associated with TI (B = 0.101, p < 0.05). The interaction between LMX and PCS was significant (B = –0.173, p < 0.01), indicating that PCS moderated the relationship between LMX and TI. Similarly, the interaction between JS and PCS was significant (B = 0.225, p < 0.001), indicating that PCS moderated the relationship between JS and TI.


TABLE 4 Testing career shocks as a moderator.


	Model pathways
	R2
	B
	SE
	t
	95% CI





	Leader-member exchange →job satisfaction
	0.237
	0.513
	0.052
	9.912
	(0.411, 0.615)



	Leader-member exchange →turnover intention
	0.275
	-0.160
	0.073
	-2.190
	(–0.303 −0.016)



	Job satisfaction →turnover intention
	
	-0.453
	0.069
	-6.570
	(–0.588 −0.317)



	Positive career shock →turnover intention
	0.101
	0.045
	2.261
	(0.013, 0.188)



	LMX × Positive career shock →Turnover intention
	-0.173
	0.062
	-2.783
	(–0.296 −0.051)



	Job satisfaction × positive career shock →turnover intention
	0.225
	0.058
	3.888
	(0.111, 0.339)



	Job embeddedness →job satisfaction
	0.310
	0.559
	0.047
	12.005
	(0.467, 0.650)



	Job embeddedness →turnover intention
	
	-0.331
	0.070
	-4.699
	(–0.469 −0.192)



	Job satisfaction →turnover intention
	-0.343
	0.070
	-4.885
	(–0.481 −0.205)



	Positive career shock →turnover intention
	0.101
	0.043
	2.327
	(0.016, 0.186)



	Job embeddedness × positive career shock →turnover intention
	-0.162
	0.057
	-2.846
	(–0.275 −0.050)



	Job satisfaction × Positive career shock →Turnover intention
	0.237
	0.059
	4.043
	(0.122, 0.353)



	Leader-member exchange →job satisfaction
	0.237
	0.513
	0.052
	9.912
	(0.411, 0.615)



	Leader-member exchange →turnover intention
	0.292
	-0.182
	0.072
	-2.518
	(–0.324 −0.040)



	Job satisfaction →turnover intention
	
	-0.376
	0.067
	-5.613
	(–0.508 −0.244)



	Negative career shock →turnover intention
	0.148
	0.047
	3.161
	(0.056, 0.240)



	LMX × Negative career shock→turnover intention
	-0.181
	0.060
	-3.019
	(–0.298 −0.063)



	Job satisfaction × negative career shock →turnover intention
	0.189
	0.058
	3.274
	(0.076, 0.302)



	Job embeddedness →job satisfaction
	0.310
	0.559
	0.047
	12.005
	(0.467, 0.650)



	Job embeddedness →turnover intention
	0.322
	-0.316
	0.070
	-4.523
	(–0.45 −0.179)



	Job satisfaction →turnover intention
	
	-0.292
	0.069
	-4.240
	(–0.428 −0.157)



	Negative career shock →turnover intention
	0.153
	0.046
	3.331
	(0.063, 0.243)



	Job embeddedness × negative career shock →turnover intention
	-0.184
	0.061
	-3.040
	(–0.304 −0.065)



	Job satisfaction × negative career shock →turnover intention
	0.196
	0.058
	3.376
	(0.082, 0.311)






Covariates used to control including gender, age, education level, and length of service. B, regression coefficient; SE, standard error.




Simple slope tests (see Figure 2) revealed that when PCS was high, LMX was negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.3481, p < 0.001), but this relationship was not significant when PCS was low (Bsimple = 0.0288, n.s.). Likewise, when PCS was high (see Figure 3), JS was negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.2072, p < 0.001), whereas when PCS was low, JS was more strongly negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.6978, p < 0.001).


[image: Line graph showing turnover intention against leadership-member exchange. An orange line indicates high positive career shocks, declining from 2.7 to 1.8. A blue line for low positive career shocks remains steady around 2.1.]
FIGURE 2
Moderation of positive career shocks to leadership-member exchange and turnover intention.



[image: Line graph showing turnover intention against job satisfaction. The graph features two lines: blue for low positive career shocks and orange for high positive career shocks. Both lines decline from low to high job satisfaction, with a sharper decline in the blue line.]
FIGURE 3
Moderation of positive career shocks to job satisfaction and turnover intention.


Additionally, job embeddedness (JE) and job satisfaction (JS) were negatively associated with turnover intention (TI) (B = –0.331, p < 0.001; B = –0.343, p < 0.001). The interaction between JE and positive career shocks (PCS) was significant (B = –0.162, p < 0.01), indicating that PCS moderated the relationship between JE and TI. Similarly, the interaction between JS and PCS was significant (B = 0.225, p < 0.001), suggesting that PCS moderated the relationship between JS and TI.

Simple slope analysis (see Figure 4) showed that when PCS was high, JE was negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.5072, p < 0.001), but this effect was not significant when PCS was low (Bsimple = –0.1539, n.s.). Likewise, when PCS was low (see Figure 5), JS was negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.6011, p < 0.001), but this effect was not significant when PCS was high (Bsimple = –0.0848, n.s.).


[image: Line graph showing turnover intention on the y-axis and job embeddedness on the x-axis. Two lines represent low and high positive career shocks. Both lines decrease as job embeddedness increases.]
FIGURE 4
Moderation of positive career shocks to job embeddedness and turnover intention.



[image: Line graph showing the relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intention. Two lines compare the effects of low and high positive career shocks. The blue line indicates a sharper decline in turnover intention with low positive career shocks, while the orange line shows a smaller decline with high positive career shocks as job satisfaction increases.]
FIGURE 5
Moderation of positive career shocks to job satisfaction and turnover intention.


Negative career shocks (NCS) were positively associated with turnover intention (TI) (B = 0.148, p < 0.01). The interaction between leader-member exchange (LMX) and NCS was significant (B = –0.181, p < 0.01), indicating that NCS moderated the relationship between LMX and TI. Similarly, the interaction between job satisfaction (JS) and NCS was significant (B = 0.189, p < 0.01), indicating that NCS also moderated the relationship between JS and TI.

Simple slope tests (see Figure 6) showed that when NCS was high, LMX was negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.3788, p < 0.001), but this effect was not significant when NCS was low (Bsimple = 0.0152, n.s.). Likewise, when NCS was high (see Figure 7), the effect of JS on TI was not significant (Bsimple = –0.1697, n.s.), but when NCS was low, JS was negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.5818, p < 0.001).


[image: Line graph showing turnover intention against leadership-member exchange. Two lines represent low and high negative career shocks. Low shocks remain constant, while high shocks decrease significantly from low to high exchange levels.]
FIGURE 6
Moderation of negative career shocks to leadership-member exchange and turnover intention.



[image: Line graph showing turnover intention against job satisfaction. Two lines represent low and high negative career shocks. Turnover intention decreases with higher job satisfaction for both lines, more sharply for low negative career shocks.]
FIGURE 7
Moderation of negative career shocks to job satisfaction and turnover intention.


Finally, the study’s findings revealed significant relationships between job embeddedness (JE) and job satisfaction (JS) with turnover intention (TI) (B = –0.316, p < 0.001; B = –0.292, p < 0.001). The study also highlighted the significant moderating role of negative career shocks (NCS) in the JE–TI and JS–TI relationships, underscoring the importance of considering NCS in organizational behavior research.

Simple slope analysis (see Figure 8) showed that when NCS was high, JE was negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.5175, p < 0.001), but this effect was not significant when NCS was low (Bsimple = –0.1152, n.s.). Likewise, when NCS was high (see Figure 9), JS was not significantly related to TI (Bsimple = –0.0782, n.s.), but when NCS was low, JS was negatively related to TI (Bsimple = –0.5065, p < 0.001).


[image: Line graph showing the relationship between job embeddedness and turnover intention. The x-axis represents job embeddedness from low to high, and the y-axis represents turnover intention from 1 to 3. Two lines are shown: blue for low negative career shocks, decreasing from 2.2 to 1.8, and orange for high negative career shocks, decreasing from 2.8 to 1.7.]
FIGURE 8
Moderation of negative career shocks to job embeddedness and turnover intention.



[image: Line graph showing the relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intention, with two lines representing low and high negative career shocks. Both lines show decreased turnover intention from low to high job satisfaction, with a steeper decrease for low negative career shocks.]
FIGURE 9
Moderation of negative career shocks to job satisfaction and turnover intention.





5 Discussion

This study delves into the complex interplay of leader-member exchange (LMX), job embeddedness, job satisfaction, and career shocks and their impact on hospital staff’s turnover intention. The results reveal a significant negative LMX-TI link, in line with most previous studies (Le et al., 1993; Major et al., 1995; Sparrowe, 1994; Vecchio and Gobdel, 1984; Wilhelm et al., 1993), and confirm the role of high-quality LMX in reducing turnover intention. However, the proposed curvilinear LMX-TI relationship by Harris et al. (2005) was not supported in this study, possibly due to the high job stress and limited promotion chances among public hospital staff. These findings contribute to the existing body of knowledge, providing a deeper understanding of the factors influencing turnover intention in the healthcare sector.

The negative correlation between job embeddedness (JE) and turnover intention (TI) is consistent with the findings of Jiang et al. (2012), Lee et al. (2004), and Mitchell et al. (2001), indicating that employees’ deep integration into the organization significantly reduces their likelihood of leaving. This sense of integration primarily stems from employees’ identification with the organization, job satisfaction, and positive relationships with colleagues and superiors. To enhance employees’ organizational identification, managers can foster a strong company culture and provide opportunities for employees to contribute to the organization’s mission. To improve job satisfaction, managers can ensure fair compensation, provide opportunities for career growth, and promote a healthy work-life balance. These insights suggest practical strategies that managers can implement to improve their job embeddedness.

Job satisfaction (JS) emerges as a key player, fully mediating the relationship between leader-member exchange (LMX) and turnover intention. This finding, in line with the results of Han and Jekel (2011), further solidifies JS’s mediating role in the LMX-TI relationship. Additionally, JS was found to partially mediate the relationship between JE and TI, highlighting the direct impact of JE on employees’ turnover intention and its indirect effect through improved job satisfaction. This complexity underscores the need for a comprehensive approach to understanding and addressing turnover intention, engaging us in a committed exploration of this critical issue.

The moderating role of career shocks indicates that positive career shocks (e.g., promotions or project successes) can enhance employees’ job embeddedness and satisfaction, thereby reducing turnover intention. Conversely, negative career shocks (e.g., promotion failures or unfair treatment) may weaken employees’ trust in leaders and commitment to the organization, increasing the likelihood of leaving. This finding empirically supports career shocks theory and underscores the need for managers to understand and address employees’ psychological responses when they face career shocks, fostering a culture of empathy and consideration.

The limitations of this study are as follows. First, the study focused on medical staff in Guangzhou’s public hospitals, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings. Future research could expand to other industries or regions to verify the broad applicability of the results. Second, the two-wave survey design may be subject to random influences. Future research could increase the frequency of data collection to enhance data stability and reliability. Third, the sole use of quantitative methods limits an in-depth understanding of the subject’s behaviors, attitudes, and views. Future research could incorporate qualitative methods to complement the limitations of quantitative data and provide more nuanced information. It is also important for future research to explore the differentiated impacts of various positive and negative career shocks on turnover intention and how individual differences, such as career adaptability, moderate these effects, as this will provide a more nuanced understanding of these effects.



6 Conclusion

This study is centered on the roles of leader-member exchange (LMX), job embeddedness, job satisfaction, and career shocks in influencing hospital staff’s turnover intention. The results demonstrate a significant negative association between LMX and turnover intention, with job embeddedness and satisfaction serving as mediators in this relationship. Positive career shocks bolster job embeddedness and satisfaction, while negative shocks may diminish organizational commitment and increase the likelihood of departure. These findings underscore the pivotal roles of LMX, job embeddedness, employee retention satisfaction, and the moderating impact of career shocks in the context of hospital staff’s turnover intention.

Theoretically, this study introduces the moderating role of career shocks, offering a new perspective on how leader-member exchange (LMX) and job embeddedness influence employees’ turnover intention through psychological mechanisms. This extends the application of LMX and career shocks theories, providing new research directions for understanding occupational behaviors. Importantly, it offers actionable insights for public hospital managers, empowering them to effectively reduce turnover intention by enhancing LMX quality and boosting employees’ job embeddedness and satisfaction. Moreover, managers should monitor employees’ psychological responses to career shocks and offer timely support to mitigate the negative impacts of such shocks on turnover intention.
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