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A B S T R A C T   

The work engagement of foreign language teachers enhances both their performance and the 
quality of instruction. Recent studies have highlighted the pivotal roles of emotional intelligence, 
job burnout, and self-efficacy in fostering teachers’ work engagement. Despite this, the complex 
interactions between these factors in the context of foreign language teaching remain underex-
plored. This study conducts a meta-analytic review to examine the connections among work 
engagement, emotional intelligence, burnout, and self-efficacy among foreign language educa-
tors. Utilizing a chain mediation model, it probes the mechanism through which emotional in-
telligence impacts work engagement, based on an analysis of 49 scholarly articles. Results from 
the meta-analysis robustly validate the hypothesized model. Specifically, emotional intelligence 
contributes to work engagement via four distinct routes: direct mediation through self-efficacy, 
direct mediation through job burnout, and chain mediation involving self-efficacy and job 
burnout. Of the evaluated factors, emotional intelligence had the most significant impact on 
enhancing work engagement. Implications of these findings may facilitate the training and 
ongoing professional development of foreign language teachers.   

1. Introduction 

The recent progress in humanism and positive psychology has led to a transformative shift in international educational psychology. 
While scholarly focus was initially on the negative emotions experienced by educational professionals, this has now expanded to a 
balanced interest in both teachers’ and students’ positive and negative emotions. As a result, work engagement among teachers is 
recognized as a beneficial individual trait and has attracted attention from scholars (e.g., Ref. [1,2]). Defined by Schaufeli et al. [3] as a 
positive, satisfying, work-related mental condition marked by energy, commitment, and concentration, work engagement may 
noticeably improve job satisfaction, organizational loyalty, teaching quality, and overall effectiveness among educators. Engaged 
educators demonstrate elevated motivation and dedication towards their roles, as evidenced by studies examining the positive impacts 
of work engagement [4–8]. 

Research on foreign language teacher education has predominantly concentrated on the detrimental consequences of burnout on 
teachers’ performance and efficacy [9–11]. However, this focus on negative emotions has created a research void concerning the 
beneficial effects of work engagement for foreign language educators. Insights into this overlooked area are recently offered by 
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Faskhodi and Siyyari [12] and Greenier et al. [13], who highlight the need for greater attention to the positive dimensions of teacher 
engagement. 

The work engagement of foreign language teachers enhances both their performance and the quality of instruction. Highly engaged 
teachers demonstrate significant commitment, characterized by a strong sense of professional belonging [14,15], and increasingly 
exhibit resilience to work-related challenges [16,17]. Identifying the determinants of work engagement among these educators is 
crucial for refining teacher training initiatives and fostering an improved educational climate. As such, it is imperative to explore the 
factors that impact work engagement in foreign language educators and shed light on their effects. This study aims to adopt an 
integrative research strategy by incorporating findings from current literature via meta-analytic structural equation modelling 
(MASEM). The goal is to uncover the mechanism through which various factors influence work engagement, with a particular focus on 
the self-efficacy, job burnout, and emotional intelligence of foreign language teachers. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Work engagement 

Teachers’ work engagement plays a pivotal role in their educational delivery and professional growth. It serves as a crucial in-
dicator for assessing teacher effectiveness and ultimately influence the trajectory of their careers [13,18,19]. Klassen et al. [7] 
highlighted three key aspects evidencing the critical role of teacher engagement: (1) highly engaged teachers can enhance teaching 
effectiveness and students’ learning outcomes; (2) highly engaged teachers can better overcome work stress, occupational burnout, 
and psychological health problems; (3) highly engaged teachers work more proactively and efficiently, make more contributions to the 
school, and are more willing to undertake additional responsibilities. 

Initial research into teacher engagement primarily viewed the concept through the lens of general work engagement. Kahn [20] 
first proposed the notion of work engagement, describing it as the harmonious relationship between an individual’s sense of self and 
their role within an organization. Christian et al. [5] describe work engagement as a complex concept that involves individuals’ 
self-directed application of resources to fulfil job demands. This engagement is manifested in actions, feelings, and thoughts that are 
part of a teacher’s professional duties. Schaufeli et al. [3] articulated work engagement as a positive, enduring affective-cognitive 
condition experienced by workers, characterized by three key components: vigor, dedication, and absorption, which respectively 
correspond to the behavioral, emotional, and cognitive aspects of engagement. In particular, vigor refers to the passion and effort 
individuals exhibit in their work, thus is related to the behavioral dimension. Dedication refers to the positive energy individuals feel 
and the sense of pride from achieving personal values, corresponding to the emotional dimension. Finally, absorption represents the 
investment of cognitive resources and the maintenance of attention in work, linked with the cognitive dimension [21]. Based on this 
conceptual foundation, Schaufeli et al. [3] formulated the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), which has emerged as the pre-
dominant instrument for assessing work engagement. This scale is extensively adopted among a diverse range of professions, notably 
teachers, for its effectiveness in measuring engagement. 

Klassen et al. [22] further acknowledged the interactive and communal aspects of the teaching profession. The authors concep-
tualized teacher work engagement as the eagerness of educators to independently invest their behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 
energies during participation in teaching-related tasks. They noted the failure of UWES, crafted initially to assess work engagement 
within the corporate sector, to accurately capture the unique work environment of teachers, thus questioning the validity of the scale 
for directly evaluating teacher work engagement. They pointed out that teaching is unique because teachers spend considerable time 
and energy interacting and communicating with their students, leading to lasting and meaningful relationships uncommon in other 
professions. Good teacher-student relationships can promote student engagement and learning outcomes, improve teachers’ 
well-being, and reduce emotional stress and burnout. Consequently, they posited that the essence of teaching lies in the interpersonal 
engagement between students and teachers, underscoring the necessity of incorporating a social aspect into the assessment of teacher 
work engagement alongside the behavioral, cognitive, and emotional facets. Klassen et al. [22] went on to create the Engaged Teacher 
Scale (ETS), a tailored instrument for gauging teacher engagement that encompasses four dimensions: behavioral, cognitive, 
emotional, and social. Here, cognitive and behavioral engagement refers to the dedication of teachers to their professional tasks, 
emotional engagement to their positive feelings towards their job, and social engagement to the connections and attentiveness among 
teachers, their peers, and students. Perera et al. [8] highlighted that the UWES assesses individuals’ perceived state during the 
engagement, whereas ETS measures individual performance during the engagement. The latter aligns more with Kahn’s [20] original 
definition of engagement, making it more suitable for assessing work engagement in the teaching profession. 

Distinct from other academic disciplines, learning a foreign language represents a unique and potentially intimidating challenge 
[23]. Educators in this field must exhibit considerable vigor, passion, and commitment, whereas these demands can precipitate 
burnout, job dissatisfaction, and intentions to leave the profession, adversely affecting educational quality and teacher well-being [3, 
24,25]. Hence, investigating the factors that affect the work engagement of foreign language teachers is essential. 

2.2. Work engagement and its influencing factors 

Studies have examined the complex nature of work engagement among foreign language teachers, frequently employing quanti-
tative techniques to collect empirical evidence. These investigations aim to uncover the links between the work engagement of foreign 
language teachers and various socio-psychological factors, including well-being (e.g., Ref. [26,27]), persistence in language learning 
or L2 grit (e.g., Ref. [28]), resilience or immunity (e.g., Ref. [29,16]), confidence in teaching abilities or teacher self-efficacy (e.g., 
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Ref. [30,31,32]), exhaustion or burnout (e.g., Ref. [12,33]), and the ability to understand and manage emotions or emotional intel-
ligence (e.g., Ref. [13,34]). Recent findings also suggest a positive correlation between flow, proactive personality, and work 
engagement among Chinese EFL teachers [35]. These studies into the connections between work engagement and socio-psychological 
attributes in foreign language educators mainly explore how these elements interact within varied socio-cultural and educational 
settings. However, many of these studies failed to elucidate the underlying mechanism driving teacher work engagement. 

It is well-documented that teachers possessing greater emotional intelligence tend to exhibit more engagement in language 
teaching [36]. Emotional intelligence, a psychological construct, emerges from the dynamic interplay between emotions and intellect, 
highlighting the crucial interaction between thoughts and feelings. Salovey and Mayer [37] were pioneers in conceptualizing 
emotional intelligence, describing it as the capacity to effectively identify, evaluate, regulate, and influence one’s and others’ emo-
tions. Cherniss [38] pointed out that emotional intelligence, pertaining to the discernment and management of emotions, operates as a 
facet of social intelligence, with emotional regulation skills impacting social competencies. Roudi and Asefi [39] explored the linkage 
between emotional intelligence and work engagement among foreign language educators, finding that emotional intelligence is a 
distinct personal asset that bolsters engagement across various facets of their professional activities. This view is echoed by researchers 
such as Greenier et al. [13] and Yang [32], who also affirm the positive influence of emotional intelligence on teacher engagement. 

Furthermore, from Bandura’s [40] viewpoint, self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in their capacity to execute behaviors necessary 
to specific performance attainments, reflecting confidence in the ability to exert control over one’s motivation, behavior, and social 
environment. This belief can transform an individual’s external actions by influencing their internal states. For educators, self-efficacy 
involves assessing their competence to facilitate student learning and foster positive development [41,42]. Self-efficacy has been 
demonstrated to influence work engagement among foreign language teachers positively [43,44]. Kong [26] discovered that the 
engagement of foreign language teachers at the higher education level is profoundly affected by their psychological health and sense of 
self-efficacy. Teachers who possess a firm conviction in their professional abilities are more likely to be deeply involved in their 
teaching duties. Furthermore, Yang [45] employed a structural equation modelling approach to examine the connections among work 
engagement, collective efficacy, and individual self-efficacy among foreign language educators. The findings indicated that both ef-
ficacy forms markedly enhance teachers’ engagement. The study by Liu et al. [46] also revealed that teacher self-efficacy can directly 
and indirectly influence online EFL teacher work engagement through the mediation of teacher buoyancy. 

Many research efforts have documented a negative correlation between job burnout and work engagement in foreign language 
teaching [47,48]. Schaufeli et al. [3] argue that job burnout is the antithesis of work engagement, originating from the gradual 
depletion of an individual’s engagement with their work. Maslach and Jackson [49] view job burnout as a condition marked by 
emotional fatigue, a sense of depersonalization, and diminished feelings of achievement in individuals engaged in professions that 
involve interaction with others. Teachers who experience intense occupational burnout cannot deal with work anxiety, improve social 
relationships, regulate physical fatigue, nor enhance professional interests [50]. The research conducted by Faskhodi and Siyyari [12] 
revealed a markedly negative relationship between job burnout and the three facets of work engagement in foreign language teachers. 
Similarly, Xu and Jia’s [33] study surveyed 295 foreign language teachers from 21 provinces in China and found that emotional 
exhaustion in burnout significantly reduced teachers’ work engagement. 

2.3. Relationships among influencing factors 

Regarding the interconnections between emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, and burnout among foreign language teachers, 
research conducted by Ali and Mehdi [51] and Motallebzadeh et al. [52] documented the beneficial role of self-efficacy in mitigating 
job burnout. A recent systematic review and meta-analysis revealed that among six psychological correlates of self-efficacy, teachers’ 
job burnout was particularly prominent, demonstrating a large effect size. This finding was supported by a substantial number of 
studies and a large sample size [53]. Additionally, emotional intelligence plays a pivotal role in moderating self-efficacy and burnout. 
On the one hand, some studies demonstrated that teachers’ emotional intelligence is positively associated with self-efficacy [54,55]. 
Anwar et al. [56] carried out research examining the mediating role of emotional intelligence in enhancing the teaching effectiveness 
of foreign language educators. They found that emotional intelligence directly enhances teaching effectiveness. However, emotional 
intelligence had a more substantial predictive effect on self-efficacy. Its direct effect on teaching effectiveness is mainly mediated by 
self-efficacy. Kostić [57] also indicated that developing emotional intelligence in foreign language teachers is an intentional and 
positive investment process, which can significantly enhance self-efficacy and increase teachers’ experiences with success. 

On the other hand, the relationship between emotional intelligence and burnout has already evidenced by many researchers [54, 
58–60]. A systematic review by Mérida-López & Extremera [61] further confirmed that teachers with higher levels of emotional in-
telligence exhibited lower levels of burnout. Heiran and Navidinia [62] explored the current state of emotional intelligence and 
burnout among foreign language educators in public and private language centers. Their findings indicated a significant negative 
relationship between teachers’ emotional intelligence and job burnout across different educational institutions, with this correlation 
being more pronounced in public school teachers. The authors emphasized the critical role of developing emotional intelligence for the 
psychological well-being of foreign language teachers and highlighted the need to investigate additional factors influencing job 
burnout. Similarly, the studies carried out by Vaezi and Fallah [63] in Iran and Alavinia and Ahmadzadeh [64] in Azerbaijan 
demonstrated that emotional intelligence is a significant predictor of job burnout. However, to the best of our knowledge, no studies 
have yet investigated the role of foreign language teachers’ emotional intelligence in addressing burnout challenges, particularly when 
self-efficacy is also considered a significant factor influencing work engagement. 
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2.4. Current study 

This research sought to comprehensively delineate the structural interrelations among work engagement of teachers within the 
context of foreign language instruction and its three most commonly examined determinants - teachers’ emotional intelligence, self- 
efficacy, and burnout - by utilizing a meta-analytic structural equation modelling (MASEM) methodology. 

Notably, this study differs from previous research using a simple mediation or direct effect testing approach (e.g., Ref. [45,56]). The 
chain mediation effect model adopted in the study has greater explanatory power than previous methods and is better suited to 
identifying the importance of target variables. Furthermore, structural equation modelling (SEM) is a widely utilized statistical 
technique for examining the structural connections among variables. However, as Cheung [65] noted, results from a single SEM 
analysis might not offer sufficient proof. Employing a meta-analytic structural equation modelling (MASEM) strategy to address this 
issue is advisable, which requires a substantial dataset from prior research. Thus, this research seeks to broaden the understanding of 
the structural links between work engagement and the three specified factors by applying MASEM. 

MASEM represents a methodology that merges the benefits of structural equation modelling and meta-analysis [65]. As a method 
for testing multivariate path relationships in complex theoretical models, it can help researchers test complex structures that cannot be 
fully measured in a single independent study [66]. The MASEM approach integrates empirical research literature and uses 
meta-analytic results for parameter estimation in the structural equation model. This approach allows for integrating inconsistent 
research results to validate existing conclusions and develop new theoretical models by calculating variable residuals. Therefore, the 
initial phase involves meta-analytically aggregating correlation matrices from prior empirical research to create a composite corre-
lation matrix. Although not every study examines the correlation coefficients among all variable pairs, this method aids in compen-
sating for missing data in the primary datasets. In the subsequent phase, the composite correlation matrix is utilized to fit the SEM 
model, thereby enabling the examination of the structure integrated by the variables. The specifics and complexities of the meth-
odology will be elaborated in the methods section. In general, MASEM is the ideal method for fulfilling our research objective of 
exploring the dynamics influencing work engagement. 

This study sought to transcend mere bivariate correlations by delivering an evidence-based view of the mechanism driving factors 
of work engagement, illustrating the causal connections between work engagement and its three key influencing factors. Drawing from 
path directions validated in the literature review, we formulated a model (Fig. 1) depicting how emotional intelligence among foreign 
language teachers influences work engagement through four distinct pathways, each corresponding to one of the following 
hypotheses. 

H1. Emotional intelligence directly influences work engagement (c); 

H2. Self-efficacy serves as a standalone mediator in the link between emotional intelligence and work engagement (a*e); 

H3. Job burnout acts as a standalone mediator in the link between emotional intelligence and work engagement (b*f); 

H4. A sequential mediation by self-efficacy and job burnout occurs in the link between emotional intelligence and work engagement 
(a*d*f). 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Literature Search 

Empirical studies were systematically identified using keyword up to the year 2023. The present study focuses on published journal 
articles in both English and Chinese. Empirical studies were methodically sourced using English keywords and their Chinese trans-
lations. Several English databases (i.e., Scopus, ProQuest, Web of Science, Google Scholar), a Chinese database (i.e., CNKI), and 
relevant journals (e.g., Studies in Second Language Acquisition, Applied Linguistics, Modern Language Journal, Language Learning, System, 
Language Teaching Research, Applied Linguistics Review), were used with the combination of keywords for the abstract field: [“work 
engagement”] AND [“second language” OR “foreign language” OR “EFL”] AND [“burnout” OR “self-efficacy” OR “emotional intel-
ligence”], resulting in 108 studies. It is important to mention that this study incorporated data from the CNKI database. This source 
provided access to extensive research on foreign language teacher studies in China, the nation hosting the world’s largest population of 

Fig. 1. The chain mediation hypothesis model.  
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foreign language learners and teachers. The following screening criteria were used: (1) studies must disclose raw correlation co-
efficients for any combination of the four focal variables or their components; (2) only one publication of duplicate data was included, 
with the more comprehensive report chosen; (3) sample sizes should be reported; and (4) the research must be situated within the 
context of second or foreign language education. An exhaustive examination was performed to ensure compliance with these criteria. 
Fig. 2 illustrates the steps conducted following the preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses [67]. After 
eliminating 59 studies for various reasons (12 unrelated to work engagement, 30 qualitative analyses on Willingness to Communicate 
(WTC) lacking correlation coefficients, and 17 devoid of the specified variables of interest), 49 studies were included in the analysis, 
encompassing 55 samples (N = 11,123). 

3.2. Coding procedure 

The information from the selected articles was compiled into a table based on the following information: article title (author and 
publication year), specified variable relationships, sample size (n), and correlation coefficient (r) among any of the four target vari-
ables. The final survey results were used to code the table for longitudinal studies. For articles reporting regression coefficients, the 
formula r = β × 0.98 + 0.05(β ≥ 0) was used to convert these coefficients into correlation coefficients for coding [68]. 

While the studies gathered predominantly examined teachers in foreign language learning contexts, variations were observed in 
how they defined and measured the target variables, which could encompass a diverse range of types. A significant portion of these 
studies (e.g., Ref. [12,26,30,33,39,45,69]) predominantly employed the UWES scale by Schaufeli et al. [3] as the principal tool for 
assessing teachers’ work engagement. This scale consists of three elements: vigour, dedication, and absorption. Concerning 
self-efficacy, our review revealed a diversity of measurement approaches in the primary research, reflecting its status as one of the most 
extensively investigated constructs in the academic literature [70–72]. In the majority of pertinent studies, the Teachers’ Sense of 
Efficacy Scale (TSES), crafted by Tschannen-Moran and Hoy [42], was the instrument of choice for assessing teachers’ self-efficacy (e. 
g., Akbari & Tavassoli, 2011 [51]; Amirian & Behshad, 2016; [56,70,72]), primarily based on Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale of Bandura’s 
[40] social cognitive theory. TSES is a scale with three factors and eight questions designed for each factor: (1) Efficacy in student 
engagement (ESE), (2) Efficacy in instructional strategies (EIS), and (3) Efficacy in classroom management (ECM). Additionally, other 
instruments such as the TEBS-Self (Teacher Efficacy Beliefs Scale-Self) by Dellinger et al. [73], as utilized in Mardani et al. [71], the 

Fig. 2. PRISMA flow diagram.  
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Teacher Interpersonal Self-Efficacy Scale by Friedman & Kass [74] employed in the research of Mashhady et al. [75] and Mede [76], 
and the Teacher Efficacy Beliefs Scale by Praver [77] applied in Özkara’s [78] study, were also employed to assess teachers’ perceived 
self-efficacy. 

Concerning emotional intelligence, our investigation revealed that the studies employed diverse instruments, all aimed at evalu-
ating teachers’ emotional intelligence. For instance, Akbari and Tavassoli [79] applied the Emotional Intelligence Scale by Schutte 
et al. [80], which encompasses four dimensions: perception of emotions, managing own emotions, managing others’ emotions, and 
utilizing emotions. Moreover, Heiran and Navidinia [62] employed the Farsi 41-Revised Emotional Intelligence Scale (F41-REIS), a 
modified adaptation of Schutte et al. [80]. Additionally, Bar-On [81] introduced Bar-On’s Emotional Intelligence (EI) Test Scale, 
designed to assess individual competencies in Intrapersonal, Interpersonal, Adaptability, Stress Management, and General Mood. This 
scale was also adapted by Alavinia and Ahmadzadeh [64], Esmaili et al. [82], and Vaezi and Fallah [63] to measure foreign language 
teachers’ EI. Amirian et al. [83] utilized the Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) for assessing dimensions of emotional 
intelligence among teachers, including self-emotion appraisal, others’ emotion appraisal, the use of emotion, and the regulation of 
emotion. In the context of teachers’ job burnout, our review identified widespread use of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI-ES) by 
Maslach et al. [84] and its various adaptations across the studies reviewed (e.g., [69,71,72,76,85,86]). This instrument measures 
teachers’ three core aspects of burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. 

We recognize that synthesizing coefficients derived from diverse measurement tools might introduce challenges in interpretation, 
given the distinct emphases and psychometric characteristics of each measurement. Fortunately, MASEM mitigates this issue, as re-
sidual variances and disturbance terms in MASEM models account for variance in constructs that could be due to heterogeneity in 
sampling and measurement. As Quinn & Wagner [87] noted, different from traditional Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) which 
specifies latent variables to represent common variance across measures or items of the same construct, MASEM capture the common 
variance across different measurement constructs by integrating higher-order factors, as the data are represented as correlations and 
not as scores on a particular measure. Therefore, we opted to proceed in a manner consistent with prior meta-analytic structural 
equation modelling (MASEM) research (e.g., Ref. [87,88]), acknowledging the impracticality of exhaustively reviewing every distinct 
theoretical framework due to practical constraints [89]. As a result, we assembled our correlation matrices for the four targeted 
variables, employing raw coefficients derived from 55 distinct samples (N = 11,123). Furthermore, it is essential to highlight that this 
study did not investigate sample moderators as other meta-analyses might since our primary objective was to elucidate the structure 
and mechanism interlinking the four targeted variables. 

3.3. Data analysis 

The research began with a meta-analysis, leveraging the sample sizes from empirical investigations as a weighting mechanism to 
compute the mean effect size (r) across the four variables outlined in the hypothetical framework. The findings indicated that all six 
bivariate relationships essential for the analysis were statistically significant, forming a correlation matrix. Table 1 presents the un-
adjusted correlation coefficients between the construct pairs being studied. 

Next, the consistency of each effect size was tested using the I2 statistic. All the correlation coefficients had significant heterogeneity 
(I2 > 75 %), indicating that the correlation coefficients in each study did not come from the same population. The overall weighted 
correlation coefficient should be calculated using the random effects model. Publication bias was examined using two methods (see 
Table 2): (1) the fail-safe N, which indicates that there is no publication bias if the fail-safe number is more significant than 5k+10 (k is 
the number of samples’ raw correlation coefficients in Table 1); all six pairs of variable relationships in this study had fail-safe numbers 
higher than the recommended value; and (2) Egger’s regression intercept, which indicates the absence of publication bias in the 
corresponding coefficient during the calculation process when its significance is below the 0.05 level. The results showed that the 
publication bias of all correlation coefficients was within an acceptable range. Finally, based on the previously established correlation 
matrix, a chain mediation analysis of the hypothetical model was conducted using AMOS to calculate the parameter values. 

4. Results 

Table 2 outlines aggregated correlations derived from the raw correlation coefficients across the 55 samples. The computation of 
average correlation coefficients took into account the varying sample sizes by applying appropriate weights [90]. The outcomes 
demonstrated that teachers’ work engagement exhibited a positive association with both self-efficacy and emotional intelligence, 
while showing a negative relationship with job burnout. 

The findings from the MASEM (Meta-Analytic Structural Equation Modeling) approach are illustrated in Fig. 3 using the aggregated 

Table 1 
Number of correlation coefficients from previous studies.   

1. 2. 3. 4. 

1.Emotional Intelligence 55(11,123)    
2. Self-Efficacy 12(1774) 55(11,123)   
3. Burnout 8(855) 22(4696) 55(11,123)  
4. Work Engagement 4(1230) 6(2042) 3(526) 55(11,123) 

Note. Values in parentheses indicate total sample sizes for correlation coefficients collected from primary studies. 
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correlation matrix. It is important to note that the chain mediation hypothesis model is a saturated structural model, making it un-
necessary to evaluate model fit indices such as CFI (Comparative Fit Index), TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index), and RMSEA (Root Mean Square 
Error of Approximation). 

The outcomes presented in Fig. 3 reveal that the three high-evidence factors, teachers’ emotional intelligence (β = 0.31, p =
00.001), self-efficacy (β = 0.23, p = 00.001), and burnout (β = − 0.28, p = 00.001) had statistically significant direct contributions to 
work engagement. Among these influencing factors, emotional intelligence significantly and directly affected self-efficacy and burnout 
(β = 0.66, p = 00.001; β = − 0.44, p = 00.001), and self-efficacy predicted burnout(β = − 0.25, p = 00.001) in a negative way. 

Subsequent analyses scrutinizing the magnitudes of mediating effects (See Table 3) show that the overall impact of emotional 
intelligence on work engagement consists of a direct effect and three indirect effects. First, the significant direct effect of emotional 
intelligence on work engagement (β = 0.31, p = 0.001) confirmed the support for hypothesis H1. Second, emotional intelligence 
indirectly affected work engagement via self-efficacy (β = 0.15, p = 0.001), endorsing hypothesis H2. Third, emotional intelligence 
indirectly influenced work engagement through burnout (β = 0.12, p = 0.001), corroborating hypothesis H3. Finally, the results 
revealed a significant chain mediating effect of self-efficacy and burnout on the relationship between emotional intelligence and work 
engagement (β = 0.05, p = 0.01), thus supporting hypothesis H4. The proportions of the three mediating effects on the total effect were 
23.81 %, 19.05 %, and 7.94 %, respectively, while the direct effect accounted for 49.21 %. This suggests that teachers’ self-efficacy and 
burnout partially mediate the relationship between emotional intelligence and work engagement. 

Table 2 
Correlation coefficients and publication bias.  

Correlation Pairs Correlation 95 % CI Heterogeneity Publication Bias 

r SD Lower Upper I2 Fail-safe N Egger’s p 

EI & SE 0.56* 0.023 0.49 0.56 88.29 1853 0.15 
EI & BO − 0.48* 0.040 − 0.45 − 0.34 88.72 360 0.22 
EI & WE 0.55* 0.026 0.51 0.59 95.18 475 0.92 
SE & BO − 0.44* 0.012 − 0.47 − 0.42 90.40 5412 0.65 
SE & WE 0.52* 0.020 0.50 0.56 79.62 1023 0.48 
BO & WE − 0.49* 0.046 − 0.51 − 0.37 88.13 97 0.20 

Note: * indicates p < 0.01; EI represents emotional intelligence, SE represents self-efficacy, BO represents job burnout, and WE represents work 
engagement. 

Fig. 3. Verified chain mediation hypothesis model.  

Table 3 
Analysis of effect sizes.  

Type of Effect Point Estimates Standard 
Error 

95 % CI Effect 
Proportion 

β Lower Upper 

Total Mediation 0.32 0.028 0.27 0.39 50.79 % 
Mediation(a*e) 0.15 0.027 0.11 0.21 23.81 % 
Mediation(b*f) 0.12 0.021 0.09 0.17 19.05 % 
Chain Mediation(a*d*f) 0.05 0.011 0.03 0.07 7.94 % 
Direct Effect(c) 0.31 0.043 0.23 0.4 49.21 %  
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5. Discussion 

5.1. The direct effect of emotional intelligence on work engagement 

This research established that emotional intelligence positively and directly influences work engagement, aligning with the 
findings of Greenier et al. [13], Roudi and Asefi [39], and Yang [32]. It is evident that the direct effect of emotional intelligence on 
work engagement is the most significant (β = 0.31) among four pathways, accounting for nearly half of the total effect and approx-
imately equal to the sum of all indirect effects. This suggests that foreign language educators with elevated emotional intelligence 
levels are more inclined to demonstrate enthusiastic, focused, and devoted work engagement. The notable link between emotion 
regulation and work engagement echoes the conclusions of several earlier studies within general education (e.g., Ref. [36,91]). For 
example, Mérida-López et al. [36,92] revealed that the emotional intelligence of educators enhances their engagement in work by 
alleviating job stress and fostering better relationships between teachers and learners. Butakor et al. [91] identified an indirect 
connection between teachers’ emotional intelligence and academic engagement, with job satisfaction mediating this dynamic. 
Therefore, we can also infer that the influence of emotional intelligence on the work engagement of foreign language teachers may be 
attributed to the various mediators and moderators. 

Conceptually, Petrides’s [93] trait EI theory indicated that individuals with high emotional intelligence often possess four traits: 
sociability, self-control, emotionality, and a sense of well-being. Sociability emphasizes an individual’s ability to communicate 
confidently and interact with others and their environment. This characteristic is the basis for teachers to show off the other three 
emotional intelligence traits. It is also a prerequisite for them to enter the workplace. From a social constructivist perspective, foreign 
language teachers construct meaning in their interaction with the teaching environment [13]. Social and cultural factors, teaching 
contexts, and organizational atmosphere influence their work engagement. These factors were attached to their communication and 
interaction with leaders, colleagues, and students [94]. They are essential sources for foreign language teachers to obtain teacher 
agency and social support. 

In addition, emotionality represents an individual’s capacity to recognize and convey positive emotions in the workplace. Teachers 
with solid emotionality are more likely to capture and amplify subtle emotional feelings, and positive emotions easily inspire them, 
showing enthusiasm and engagement in their work. Self-control focuses on those who can control their urges, tackle external pressures, 
and calmly deal with sudden problems. Therefore, teachers with this trait are good at concentrating and allocating cognitive resources 
in teaching, calling emotional regulation strategies when necessary, and devoting themselves wholeheartedly to teaching. Well-being 
represents a sense of fulfilment, corresponding to devotion in a teacher’s work engagement [93,95]. Teachers with a strong sense of 
fulfilment are filled with positive energy and a sense of personal value. They find pride and belonging as foreign language teachers in 
their work and have legitimate reasons to work hard. Consequently, various cognitive, emotional, and behavioral characteristics 
required for work engagement are reflected in the development of emotional intelligence. 

This study’s results further revealed that emotional intelligence emerged as the most potent predictor of work engagement among 
the factors considered. This can be ascribed to the critical role of teachers’ emotional intelligence as a primary variable that or-
chestrates all psychological variables. Hence, compared to the mediating roles of self-efficacy and job burnout, emotional in-
telligence’s direct influence comprises nearly half the total effects. It stands as the most significantly investigated element affecting 
teachers’ work engagement. 

5.2. The mediating role of self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy serves as a crucial mediator between emotional intelligence and work engagement, exerting a stronger mediating 
influence than job burnout(β = 0.15 >0 .12). This conclusion successfully integrates research findings from Fathi et al. [69], Kostić 
[57], and Wossenie [96], indicating that differences in emotional intelligence can lead to different beliefs in one’s competence among 
foreign language teachers, which in turn affects work engagement. Similarly, studies has validated this conclusion for various groups, 
including Chinese language teachers [97], physical education teachers [98], and special education teachers [99]. Bandura [100] 
highlighted that ‘somatic information, communicated through physiological and emotional states,’ leads to the formation of beliefs 
about one’s efficacy. Building on this, Sutton and Wheatley [101] suggested that variations in teacher efficacy can be attributed, in 
part, to differences in teachers’ emotional experiences. 

On the one hand, emotional intelligence has a positive predictive effect on self-efficacy. As the common independent variable of 
work engagement, burnout, and self-efficacy, the direct effect coefficient of emotional intelligence on self-efficacy is the largest (β =
0.66), highlighting its importance to self-efficacy theory. Bandura [102] posited that an individual’s beliefs about self-efficacy pri-
marily arise from four sources: vicarious experience, mastery experience, emotional and physiological states, and social persuasion. 
The latter two sources are relatively explicit and directly related to emotional intelligence. Firstly, the emotional and physiological 
state emphasizes the individual’s physical and mental reactions when participating in new events. Strong emotional fluctuations can 
hinder individual performance, usually lowering self-efficacy. For foreign language teachers who require frequent interpersonal 
interaction, understanding and managing their own or others’ emotions is essential for professional development [103]. High 
emotional intelligence means that teachers can fully mobilize their environmental adaptation abilities when facing complex teaching 
tasks, thereby maintaining a stable emotional and physiological state and effectively enhancing confidence and ability to complete 
teaching work. Secondly, social persuasion sources include others’ evaluations, persuasion, and self-admonition. Foreign language 
educators possessing elevated levels of emotional intelligence tend to forge stronger relationships with others, garnering greater social 
support and positive assessments across different domains, such as emotions, resources, and information. Such teachers operate within 
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a congenial social environment, possess a robust sense of professional belonging, and excel at assimilating various positive or negative 
assessments for their benefit. 

On the other hand, beliefs about self-efficacy further influence work engagement, aligning with the theory of planned behavior 
outlined by Ajzen et al.[104] and Lonsdale [105]. This theory holds that cognitive factors such as behavioral control influence pur-
poseful and planned rational motivated behavior. Behavioral control cognition refers to the expected degree of execution of 
controllable behavior. When this type of cognition is enhanced, individuals will increase their behavioral expectations and promote 
specific actions. Therefore, foreign language teachers’ self-efficacy is related to their control and judgment of teaching behaviors and 
outcomes; that is, subjective agency. The higher the teachers’ self-efficacy, the more confidence they possess in stimulating students’ 
interest in learning, managing classrooms efficiently, and employing suitable teaching methodologies, leading to greater engagement 
in their teaching activities. In addition, the social cognitive career theory model points out that teaching is a goal-oriented activity that 
requires teachers to invest in various aspects to achieve teaching goals [8]. Belief in ability determines how teachers perceive teaching 
opportunities and difficulties and affects their judgments of the degree of effort investment [100]. However, However, it must be noted 
that the beneficial influence of self-efficacy on enhancing teacher work engagement appears to be diminishing. This study revealed that 
the coefficient for path e is smaller than that for path f (β = 0.23 <0 .28). Notably, in contexts where emotional intelligence among 
teachers is relatively uniform, the detrimental impact of negative emotions such as job burnout on the work passion of foreign language 
teachers surpasses the restorative effects of self-efficacy. 

5.3. The mediating role of job burnout 

Studies by Alavinia and Ahmadzadeh [64] and Vaezi and Fallah [63] have successfully identified the ‘diminishing’ or ‘buffering’ 
effects of Azerbaijan and Iranian EFL teachers’ emotional intelligence on burnout. Faskhodi and Siyyari’s [12] correlation analysis 
provided evidence regarding the bivariate relationship between teachers’ burnout and engagement. This study provides a more 
comprehensive theoretical framework. Job burnout serves as a mediator between emotional intelligence and work engagement, 
suggesting that the emotional intelligence of foreign language educators can elevate or mitigate levels of job burnout, and alleviating 
job burnout favorably impacts their work engagement. 

Firstly, emotional intelligence is a factor that influences job burnout. According to the ability model of emotional intelligence, 
emotional intelligence is related to the ability to perceive and regulate emotions. Individuals with vital emotional intelligence can 
accurately perceive, evaluate, and regulate emotional states and express emotions appropriately at the right time [106]. Simulta-
neously, the influence of emotional intelligence on job burnout can be interpreted using the conservation of resources theory 
framework [107], where emotional intelligence is viewed as a personal resource. The smooth development of foreign language 
teaching work depends on teachers with sufficient internal emotional resources. High-resource teachers often adopt deep-acting 
strategies to change emotional cognition to comply with teaching norms. 

In contrast, low-resource teachers prefer surface-acting strategies and invest fewer resources. Foreign language teachers with high 
emotional intelligence can effectively use and allocate emotional resources to cope with different sources of stress, such as promotion 
and performance assessment. However, when teachers cannot perceive and regulate their own or others’ emotions accurately, they 
may encounter adverse effects such as personality shaking, amplification of setbacks, and a tendency to fall into a survival dilemma of 
learned helplessness. Eventually, this can lead to burnout due to the immense pressure they face. 

Secondly, teacher burnout can negatively predict work engagement due to the two opposing concepts. With the advent of positive 
psychology, Maslach and Leiter [108] first defined work engagement from the reverse perspective of job burnout, viewing the two as 
two endpoints of a continuum of work health status. They believed that only by reversing the score on the job burnout scale could the 
degree of work engagement be measured, affirming the close relationship between the two at their core. Subsequently, Schaufeli et al. 
[3] discovered inconsistencies in the tri-dimensional oppositional relationship between burnout and engagement. Although they 
successfully integrated emotional exhaustion and vigor into ‘energy’ and cynicism and dedication into ‘identification,’ they could not 
determine the reverse relationship between low achievement and absorption. Therefore, although job burnout and work engagement 
share the exact core dimensions, they are not two absolute opposite concepts, resulting in a moderate negative correlation between the 
two dimensions among foreign language teachers in this study. The job demands-resources model, proposed by Demerouti et al. [109], 
indicates that teacher job burnout frequently arises from the disparity between high job demands and insufficient resources. A pro-
longed over-extension of emotional resources can result in a decline in teachers’ motivation for professional development and their 
level of engagement. 

5.4. The chain mediating role of self-efficacy and job burnout 

This study determined that foreign language teachers’ self-efficacy negatively predicted job burnout, aligning with previous 
research conclusions that the higher the self-efficacy of foreign language teachers, the stronger their resistance to job burnout (e.g., 
Ref. [33,51,52]). According to the rule of coefficients product in mediation effect testing, when both independent mediators are 
significant, it further validates the relationship between the two variables, providing evidence for the existence of a chain mediation 
effect; that is, emotional intelligence is transmitted to work engagement through self-efficacy and job burnout, sequentially. Although 
the effect of the chain mediation is the smallest among the four paths, accounting for only 7.94 %, its two-tails significance still reaches 
a level of p < 0.01 within the 95 % confidence interval, indicating that the close relationship between self-efficacy and job burnout 
must be given significant attention. 

Teacher burnout is closely related to work pressure. Kyriacou and Sutcliffe’s [110] model of teachers’ occupational stress can 
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explain the relationship between self-efficacy and teacher burnout. This model claims whether the source of stress can be transformed 
into actual stress depends on the individual’s cognitive evaluation. As a core factor in cognitive motivation mechanism, self-efficacy 
determines teachers’ teaching activity selection, teaching achievement attribution, and teaching emotion regulation. Therefore, 
self-efficacy can be seen as a ‘weapon’ that protects teachers from the adverse effects of various working conditions when facing stress. 
Strong professional competence, beliefs, and confidence in handling challenges can motivate foreign language teachers to adopt 
positive motivational strategies [111] and avoid giving up teaching due to excessive stress. On the contrary, teachers with low 
self-efficacy levels often amplify their shortcomings and the difficulty of facing challenges, easily affected by negative emotions such as 
anxiety and depression when facing difficulties [112]. They are also sceptical about their abilities and values, leading to emotional 
exhaustion and low personal achievement. They must always be more confident in their capability to teach students well and handle 
teacher-student relationships. Additionally, a study found that self-esteem serves as a partial mediator between teaching efficacy and 
job burnout among special education teachers [113]. Therefore, although self-esteem was not directly examined as an influencing 
factor in this study, it may contribute to reducing the likelihood of burnout through its enhancement of teacher self-efficacy. 

In summary, positive emotional perception and regulation of foreign language teachers can alleviate job burnout by enhancing 
work efficacy, building identity recognition, and promoting work engagement. However, foreign language teachers with limited 
emotional regulation abilities might struggle to mitigate job burnout effectively due to poor self-efficacy. Consequently, they are more 
inclined to adopt avoidance behaviors or a perfunctory attitude when addressing work-related problems and challenges. 

6. Implications and limitations 

The research findings hold both theoretical and practical significance. Theoretically, prior studies have often been confined to 
exploring foreign language teachers’ psychological or behavioral mechanisms within a single context. This study uses the advantages 
of SEM and meta-analysis to integrate complex causal relationships between multiple variables. A chain mediation model was con-
structed to establish the vital position of three factors in the work engagement mechanism and present a new model of foreign language 
teacher research. This finding corroborates Petrides’s [93] assertion that emotional intelligence is a crucial personality trait for 
achieving success and adapting effectively in professional settings. Furthermore, the study contributes to understanding the pivotal 
mediating role of self-efficacy as delineated by social cognitive theory [102]. 

The essential difference between foreign language and non-foreign language teachers is that foreign language teaching revolves 
around language communication. Language is an essential medium for emotional expression. The effectiveness of teacher-student 
communication is constrained by emotional factors which determine the successful completion of teaching activities. Therefore, it 
is necessary to promote foreign language teachers’ positive emotions, fully play the vital role of emotional intelligence and self-efficacy 
in their development, and assist them in navigating through challenges associated with negative emotions, such as job burnout. 
Specifically, emotional intelligence is not an inborn trait; it can be enhanced through a variety of training and professional devel-
opment programs [34,114]. Given the unique professional attributes of foreign language teachers and the communicative demands of 
language instruction, emotional intelligence training can be incorporated into teachers’ professional development, providing 
pre-service and in-service social skills and emotional management training programs to ‘help teachers manipulate their emotions 
appropriately, shift undesirable emotional states to more productive ones, and understand the link between emotions, thoughts and 
actions’ ([115], p. 710). Teacher educators may consider implementing mentoring programs designed to facilitate the acquisition of 
emotion management skills among novice teachers. Through these programs, experienced educators can offer teachers personalized 
support and tailored practical strategies to help them effectively handle emotional challenges in the classroom. 

In addition, given the favorable effects of self-efficacy in regulating teachers’ burnout and engagement, it is recommended that 
school leaders, educational administrators, and policymakers proactively arrange regular activities aimed at bolstering teachers’ sense 
of subject identity and enhancing their language teaching capabilities. Such initiatives may inspire educators to explore and redefine 
their professional identities, addressing the existential questions of ‘Who am I?’ and’‘Who do I want to be?’ [116], thus enhancing their 
teaching efficacy, stimulating teaching enthusiasm, and reducing the risk of job burnout. Finally, interpersonal communication and 
sharing of teaching experiences in learning communities can be beneficial to teachers’ emotional intelligence and self-efficacy [117]. It 
is necessary for school leaders to encourage foreign language teachers to participate in community activities. They can also introduce 
routine assessments of emotional well-being to aid teachers in identifying both their strengths and areas for improvement. Feedback 
from these assessments can then inform the development of personalized improvement plans. Additionally, policymakers should 
prioritize the establishment of supportive policies geared towards fostering a conducive work environment. This may entail recog-
nizing indicators of job burnout, providing teachers with resources such as counseling services and stress management seminars. 

Last, we noted some study limitations: (1) Owing to the scarcity of empirical research, the model confirmed through this study 
explained 51 % of the variance in work engagement observed in foreign language educators. The combined mediating effects of self- 
efficacy and job burnout, alongside the direct influence of emotional intelligence, were balanced, suggesting potential for further 
refinement and expansion of the model. With the gradual enrichment of relevant studies, we call for more detailed and in-depth 
research to explore the regulatory effects or dimensional relationships of other influencing factors on work engagement; (2) Due to 
variations in samples, measures, settings and the scarcity of reviewed empirical research, it was reasonable to question the hetero-
geneity of these correlation pairs in this study. Although random-effect models which allows for the generalization of findings to be 
outside of the studies included in a meta analysis, was adopted, it would be more convincing to include the measure type as a 
moderator to further validate the conclusions of this study; (3) The present study’s employment of MASEM departed from conventional 
meta-analytic procedures which compares different groups of foreign language teachers. Consequently, the generalizability of the 
findings could be questioned. This issue may be addressed in future through the utilization of traditional meta-analytic methods to 
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investigate moderating variables, such as teachers’ cultural or educational backgrounds. Alternatively, as the number of studies in-
creases, it may become feasible to validate the model of this study by utilizing specific samples of teachers; (4) During the process of 
literature collection and screening, we found that factors such as job stress and anxiety among foreign language teachers are also 
influential aspects of work engagement in many studies. As demonstrated in this study, MASEM verification prerequisite the con-
struction of a correlation matrix, which is based on a sufficient number of empirical studies with correlation coefficients between pairs 
of variables. However, existing research on job stress and anxiety does not meet this requirement. 

7. Conclusion 

The current research developed a MASEM model by amalgamating empirical results from 55 independent samples (N = 11,123), 
aiming to examine the structural connections between work engagement and three high-evidence factors. Results show that the in-
fluence of emotional intelligence on work engagement is conveyed via four routes: direct mediation through self-efficacy, direct 
mediation through job burnout, and a chain mediation involving both self-efficacy and job burnout. This study enriches the literature 
on work engagement by offering an in-depth analysis of the intricate socio-psychological aspects of foreign language teachers’ work 
engagement, coupled with the empirically supported significance of emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, and job burnout. Findings 
provide the groundwork for subsequent empirical research to expand upon the work engagement framework examined in this 
research. 
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Appendix I  

Table Ap1 
Measures used in the original studies  

Variables Measures Measure Construction Author Cited by 

Work engagement Utrecht Work Engagement Scale and Its 
Modifications 

Vigour 
Dedication 
Absorption 

Schaufeli et al. [3] Xu & Jia [33] 

Self-Efficacy Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale Efficacy in student engagement 
Efficacy in instructional 
strategies 
Efficacy in classroom 
management 

Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 
[42] 

Ali & Mehdi [51] 

(continued on next page) 
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Table Ap1 (continued ) 

Variables Measures Measure Construction Author Cited by 

Teacher Efficacy Beliefs Scale-Self Self-efficacy 
Work-group collective efficacy 
Faculty collective efficacy 

Dellinger et al. [73] Mardani et al. [71] 

Teacher Interpersonal Self-Efficacy Scale Classroom context efficacy 
School context efficacy 

Friedman & Kass [74] Mashhady et al. [75] 

Teacher Efficacy 
Beliefs Scale 

Student engagement efficacy 
Instructional strategies efficacy 
Classroom management 
efficacy 
Dealing with superiors efficacy 

Praver [77] Özkara [78] 

Emotional 
Intelligence 

Emotional Intelligence Scale Perception of emotions 
Managing own emotions 
Managing others’ emotions 
Utilizing emotions 

Schutte et al. [80] Akbari & Tavassoli 
[79] 

Farsi 41-Revised Emotional Intelligence Scale Optimismregulation 
Utilization of emotions 
Appraisal of emotions 

Schutte et al. [80] Heiran & Navidinia 
[62] 

Bar-On’s Emotional Intelligence Intrapersonal 
Interpersonal 
Adaptability 
Stress Management 
General Mood 

Bar-On [81] Esmaili et al. [82] 

Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale 
(WLEIS) 

Self-emotion appraisal 
Others’ emotion appraisal 
Use of emotion 
Regulation of emotion. 

Wong & Law Amirian et al. [83] 

Job Burnout Maslach Burnout Inventory and Its 
Modifications 

Exhaustion 
Depersonalization 
Personal accomplishment 

Maslach et al. [84] Safari [72]  
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