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Simple Summary: This research proposes a psychological model to describe how leadership can
deal with the work burnout of feeders in livestock production agribusinesses to solve the impor-
tant problems of mental health and well-being, thereby increasing the sustainable work of feeders.
The empirical evidence comes from 240 livestock feeders from 80 Taiwanese livestock production
agribusinesses. The research results can push the literature of emotional intelligence and implemen-
tation methods to livestock production agribusinesses.

Abstract: The present research poses a novel multilevel model to describe how transformational lead-
ership can significantly affect task performance and counterproductive work behavior through inter-
mediary effects of emotional intelligence, work engagement, and work burnout. The empirical data
is from 240 livestock feeders from 80 Taiwanese livestock production agribusinesses. The empirical
results demonstrate that leadership could indeed transform the emotional intelligence of livestock
feeders into positive task performance and negative counterproductive work behavior. The research
results can provide an implementation method for livestock production agribusinesses to achieve the
sustainable work of feeders in agribusinesses through handling task performance and counterpro-
ductive work behavior of feeders.

Keywords: counterproductive work behavior; emotional intelligence; task performance; transformational
leadership; work burnout; work engagement

1. Introduction
1.1. Background

In the agricultural sector, livestock production has accounted for 33% of the gross pro-
duction and 60% of the labor force in the world [1,2]. However, the sudden COVID-19 pan-
demic caused many agricultural production restrictions to avoid the outbreak of COVID-
19, which also caused major disruptions in the agricultural production supply chain [3].
Therefore, it has caused difficulties in the production and sales of agricultural products
and further caused the production workers in this field (such as the feeders of livestock
production agribusinesses) to face huge unemployment pressure, which is the first source
of work stress for feeders in agribusinesses. Indeed, Taiwan’s unemployment rate has
reached a new peak in 11 years (4.8%) due to COVID-19 [4]. In addition, previous studies
have examined that COVID-19 may infect the farm employees from livestock [5–7], so these
livestock feeders need to face daily infections from livestock, which is the second source of
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work stress for feeders in agribusinesses. Table 1 demonstrates these variable acronyms in
the present survey.

Table 1. The acronyms of variables.

Variables Acronyms

Transformational Leadership TL
Emotional Intelligence EI
Work Engagement WE
Work Burnout WB
Task Performance TP
Counterproductive Work Behavior CWB

Indeed, to obtain a superior competitive advantage, livestock production agribusi-
nesses vendors must motivate their livestock feeders to use their full energy for per-
formance (e.g., TP) and should also reduce their negative behaviors (e.g., WB) due to
work pressure at the same time [8] to achieve the goal of sustainable work. Previous
empirical studies have investigated the organizational enhance variables that increase
positive behaviors [9–11] and organizational intervention variables that reduce negative
employee behaviors [12–14]. However, few studies focus on how a single variable (e.g., EI)
can simultaneously handle the positive and negative behaviors of feeders in agribusi-
ness. In addition, although past research has paid attention to EI in the multidisciplinary
field [15–17], EI has almost been seen as a leading variable for predicting positive be-
havior in previous studies [18–20]. EI indicates the capability of individuals to manage
their emotion-related behaviors [15,17]. However, few studies have explored TL as the
antecedent of EI [21]. TL indicates that a leader uses ideal infection, inspiration, individual
concern, and intelligent excitation to transform employees for resulting high-level thinking
and performance [22]. The process of TL should include EI, and this assumption is also
supported by social learning theory [23]. For example, these feeders in agribusinesses may
passively imitate EI behavior from their supervisors through the TL process to increase
their EI, which has also been examined in previous research [24].

Researchers in the past have been lacking in exploring the key antecedents that can
increase employees’ WE and TP and can improve employees’ WB and CWB at the same
time. WB indicates a psychological state of spirit exhaustion [25]. CWB indicates that
employees use negative behaviors to vent their uneasy emotions to harm the company or
colleagues [26]. WE is a job-related mental condition in which individuals put their selves
into the job [27]. However, few studies have studied both intervention strategies in mitigat-
ing the development of WB and enhancement strategies in promoting the development
of WE at the same time, leading to key literature gaps. Indeed, WE and WB are not just
trivial concepts because these two concepts will affect performance and turnover intention,
which will cause significant losses to the company [28–30]. Past researchers mainly employ
job-person fit and work demand-resource perspectives as intervention strategies to alleviate
WB [31,32] and employ the work demand-resource views and Kahn’s [27] framework as
enhancement strategies to increase WE [33–35]. In response to this list, the second target
of this research is to propose a new stream that uses EI to simultaneously alleviate WB
and enhance WE, thereby affecting CWB development and TP development. Indeed, it is
important to study how EI simultaneously increases WE and reduces WB because it can
not only increase outstanding performance but also achieve the goal of sustainable work
of feeders in agribusinesses to realize the competitive advantage. In addition, previous
investigations focused less on the impact of TL, EI, WE, and WB at the organizational
level to individual-level CWB and TP, so the present research extends these variables to
the work-unit level to open the black box of psychological mechanisms more completely.
Therefore, this research proposes the multilevel model [36–38], which surveys how cross-
level TL can significantly affect cross-level EI, WE, and WB, thereby leading to CWB and
TP. Indeed, past surveys have empirically explored the antecedents of TP and CWB [39–41],
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but few studies pay attention to the antecedents of CWB and TP at the work-unit level.
The present research surveyed 240 livestock feeders from 80 Taiwan livestock production
agribusinesses and analyzed the proposed model through the multilevel model to fill this
concern. In particular, EI, WE, TP, WB, and CWB were seen as individual-level variables in
the past studies [42–51] and cross-sectional samples [52–54]. By using the multilevel model
to analyze the data, this research can handle the literature gaps in social science research.

1.2. Research Framework and Development of Hypotheses
1.2.1. TL and EI

Past researchers [22] found that TL has four dimensions, including ideal infection,
inspiration, individual concern, and intelligent excitation, to transform employees. Previous
studies have shown that TL can increase positive behaviors of employees [55–57] because TL
can change employees’ self-worth to meet organizational expectations. However, past research
has paid little attention to the effect of the TL process for EI because TL can change an
employee’s self-worth and capability by adjusting and expressing appropriate emotions
(i.e., EI) in a work setting to attain good performance. That is to say, a leader uses ideal
infection, inspiration, consideration, and intelligent excitation to transform an employee’s
self-worth to meet organizational expectations, and it can strengthen the employee’s EI
capability, which regulates and shows appropriate emotions. In addition, a transforma-
tional leader may express appropriate emotions to express concern, and subordinates may
imitate such emotions. Indeed, social learning theory also supports this hypothesis [23]
because an employee may passively learn behaviors from his colleagues or supervisor to
obtain a reward instead of a punishment. Past research has also found that an individual
can learn EI behaviors from others [58] and TL may influence EI [59].

Hypothesis 1. TL will affect EI.

1.2.2. EI, WE, and WB

WE means a psychological state of fulfillment, both positive and work-related, in which
an individual can give his or her full self in achieving role performance of job through
putting physical, cognitive, and emotional resources into the work [27]. When a person is
physically, cognitively, and emotionally attached to the work, he or she will show WE [27].
A person with a high WE value is energetic and has a high sense of self-efficacy because
he or she has a proactive attitude towards work. One possible reason for the positive
impact of EI on WE is that EI is a psychological resilience or personal resource [60] and
a person experiences long-term positive emotions that can increase his or her mental
resilience [61,62]. Indeed, positive emotions can expand his or her initial thoughts and
possible actions to cope with good or bad situations. Broadly speaking, EI is the capability
to know the emotional needs of others and how to cope with stress by regulating and
expressing emotions that can cope with multiple situations [63]. Personal resources can
stimulate the motivational process that can affect willingness to work [64], thereby increas-
ing the individual’s willingness to devote himself or herself to his or her role performance
(i.e., WE). Indeed, a previous study also assumed that personal resources have a positive
impact on WE [65].

Hypothesis 2. EI will affect WE.

WB includes depersonalization (personal attitude is to keep a distance from the
stressor) and emotional exhaustion (a mental state of exhaustion) [25,66,67]. A person who
has experienced WB may show negative emotions, lack of energy, and low motivation for
work and customers [25] and believe that his performance has declined.

Previous empirical research has proposed that the correlation between EI and WB is
significantly negative [68], and has also proposed that EI may reduce WB [69]. In addition,
based on the resource perspective discussed earlier, some research evidence also suggests
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that resources may have a negative impact on WB [31]. Indeed, insufficient resources may
lead an individual to experience the status of WB [70]. In contrast, adequate resources
may cause individuals to avoid resource depletion [71]. On the other hand, insufficient
resources will lead to difficulties in obtaining resources, leading to WB.

Hypothesis 3. EI will affect WB.

1.2.3. WE and TP

TP means an employee’s activities to complete core tasks [72]. A dedicated employee
should devote more resources to his or her work than a less dedicated employee, and the
dedicated employee should generate more performance across fields, such as working
with external experts or searching for external resources. Indeed, WE means focus, vitality,
and dedication, and an employee with high WE levels must cultivate complete and positive
performance through innovation, interpersonal cooperation, and participation in work [73].

Hypothesis 4. WE will affect TP.

1.2.4. WB and CWB

CWB is an employee’s relief of anxiety through negative behaviors that may harm the
company or colleagues [26]. Although few studies have explored how WB affects CWB,
several studies provide some possible evidence for this relationship. Past studies have
found that emotionally exhausted employees often exhibit CWB [74] because CWB is a
side effect of WB. In addition, Krischer and his colleague [75] found that employee CWB
may be a way to vent the emotional exhaustion of employees because employees who
deal with abnormal production behaviors show less emotional exhaustion than employees
who avoid abnormal production behaviors. However, Krischer and his colleague [75]
did not test the statistical significance between WB and CWB. In addition, the theory of
conservation resources [76] believes that there is a connection between WB and CWB.
Because an emotionally exhausted employee (i.e., high levels of WB) lacks resources, the
employee may save his or her resources by rejecting production behavior to show CWB.

Hypothesis 5. WB will affect CWB.

1.2.5. Multilevel TL, EI, WE, and WB

TL, EI, WE, and WB can be examined for the multilevel from a theoretical and em-
pirical perspective. Indeed, previous surveys have investigated TL, EI, WE, and WB as
multilevel [77–80] by compiling the individual-level employee perception of these variables
based on the multilevel method perspective [81]. Indeed, TL, EI, WE, and WB should be
investigated at the work-unit level because these variables may appear in specific environ-
ments that cannot be investigated only at the individual level [82]. In addition, socialization
theory also supports this hypothesis that new members of the working group can learn
from other members through interaction to cultivate homogenous perception [83], thereby
supporting the TL, EI, WE, and WB at the work-unit level.

1.2.6. Cross-Level Effect of TL, EI, WE, and WB to TP and CWB

Contextual model [84] and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) are employed
to infer the cross-level relationships. Because organizational-level and individual-level
prototypes should be influenced by environmental variables and individual interactions
based on the contextual model [84], the cross-level TL should affect TP and CWB by the
cross-level EI, WE, and WB at the same time. The work-unit-level variables represent
an atmosphere that is shared by every member of the workgroup [85]. In addition, the
social cognitive theory also supports the cross-level framework [23] because individual
behavior is constituted by the interactive effects between the persona and the surrounding
environment. That is to say, an employee who exhibits a high level of TP and CWB is not
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only affected by WE and CWB (personal perception) at the personal level but also by the
cross-level WE and CWB (workgroup atmosphere).

In sum, this survey further posits that the relationships between TL, EI, WE, WB,
TP, and CWB at different levels should be functionally similar, and this assumption is
supported by previous research [86].

Hypothesis 6. Work-unit-level TL will affect work-unit-level EI.

Hypothesis 7. Work-unit-level EI will affect work-unit-level WE.

Hypothesis 8. Work-unit-level EI will affect work-unit-level WB.

Hypothesis 9. Work-unit-level WE will affect TP.

Hypothesis 10. Work-unit-level WB will affect CWB.

2. Materials and Methods

This survey constructed a multilevel model that TL results in EL. EI also leads to WE
and WB development, which consequently leads to CWB and TP (see Figure 1).
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2.1. Measures

MLQ Form 5X was adopted to evaluate the ideal infection, inspiration, individual
concern, and intelligent excitation of TL [22]. The EI scale developed by Law et al. [87] was
adopted to evaluate EI because this scale was developed in Great China setting. The present
research employed the scale of Lee and Huang [8] to measure WE because the scale has
been confirmed in its reliability and validity in the Greater China context. Singh’s [72]
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scale was adopted to evaluate TP. WB was evaluated by Ashill and Rod’s [88] scale. Finally,
CWB was evaluated by Dalal and his colleague’s [89] scale.

2.2. Subjects and Procedures

We approached several agricultural associations in Taiwan and then asked the 80 agribusi-
nesses to provide the email contact of their three livestock feeders with their supervisors to
assist our investigation. The sampling list contained 240 livestock feeders. We requested
the 240 feeders to assess TL, EI, WE, WB, TP, and CWB. In addition, the data collected from
cross-level can significantly improve the bias of the common method [90–92].

2.3. Validation of Multilevel Data Structure

The reliability and validity of survey data were confirmed by the confirmatory factor
analysis, and the results met the standard threshold suggested by Fornell and Larcker [93].
In addition, the model fit (RMR = 0.62, RMSEA = 0.48, CDI = 0.92, GFI = 0.92, NFI = 0.91)
is also acceptable. In addition, we adopted the statistics of Shapiro–Wilk to confirm the
normal distribution of data, and the statistics are 0.99 (p > 0.5).

3. Results
The Results of Analysis

Because the data structure of this study is nested within multiple agribusinesses
(consistency within the group but differences between groups), we adopted the multilevel
model [36] to analyze the multilevel framework. The 10 Hypotheses are shown as follows,
and Table 2 demonstrates the analysis results in the present survey.

Table 2. The Results of Analysis.

Hypothesis Path Coefficient

H1 Individual-level TL→Individual-level EI 0.32 **
H2 Individual-level EI→Individual-level WE 0.33 **
H3 Individual-level EI→Individual-level WB −0.29 **
H4 Individual-level WE→Individual-level TP 0.31 **
H5 Individual-level WB→Individual-level CWB 0.28 **
H6 Work-unit-level TL→Work-unit-level EI 0.38 **
H7 Work-unit-level EI→Work-unit-level WE 0.36 **
H8 Work-unit-level EI→Work-unit-level WB −0.35 **
H9 Work-unit-level WE→Individual-level TP 0.37 **
H10 Work-unit-level WB→Individual-level CWB 0.33 **

Notes: TL, transformational leadership; EI, emotional intelligence; WE, work engagement;
WB, work burnout; TP, task performance; CWB, counter-productive work behaviors. **: p < 0.01.

Hypothesis 1. TL will affect EI.

Hypothesis 2. EI will affect WE.

Hypothesis 3. EI will affect WB.

Hypothesis 4. WE will affect TP.

Hypothesis 5. WB will affect CWB.

Hypothesis 6. Work-unit-level TL will affect work-unit-level EI.

Hypothesis 7. Work-unit-level EI will affect work-unit-level WE.

Hypothesis 8. Work-unit-level EI will affect work-unit-level WB.

Hypothesis 9. Work-unit-level WE will affect TP.
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Hypothesis 10. Work-unit-level WB will affect CW.

First, work-unit-level and individual-level TL, respectively, caused work-unit-level EI
(β = 0.38, p < 0.01) and individual-level EI (β = 0.32, p < 0.01) development. These results
support Hypotheses 1 and 6. That is to say, the work-unit-level and individual-level TL at
the first stage affected not only the positive EI atmosphere within the workgroup but also
the feeder’s positive EI development.

Second, work-unit-level and individual-level EI, respectively, caused WE at the work-unit
level (β = 0.36, p < 0.01) and individual level (β = 0.33, p < 0.01). As a result, Hypotheses 2
and 7 are supported. That is to say, EI at work-unit-level and individual-level caused WE
atmosphere within a workgroup and WE.

Third, work-unit-level and individual-level EI, respectively, caused WB at the work-
unit level (β = −0.35, p < 0.01) and individual level (β = −0.29, p < 0.01). Hypotheses 3 and
8 are supported. That is to say, EI caused WB atmosphere within a workgroup and WB.

Fourth, WE at work-unit level (β = 0.37, p < 0.01) and individual level (β = 0.31, p < 0.01)
caused TP. These results support Hypotheses 4 and 9. That is to say, WE atmosphere within
a workgroup and WE caused TP.

Finally, WB at work-unit level (β = 0.33, p < 0.01) and individual level (β = 0.28,
p < 0.01) caused individual-level CWB. These results support Hypotheses 5 and 10. That is
to say, WB atmosphere within a workgroup and WB caused the CWB.

4. Discussion
4.1. The Implications of Academic

This survey also elucidates the nature of behavioral mechanisms for TP and CWB
in that TL can cause EI development to predict such a wide array of behavioral activities.
In particular, the WB and CWB should be more serious during the COVID-19 pandemic.
In the same vein, EI should be also significantly different during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. However, TL can still handle these negative behaviors of feeders (WB and CWB)
through the intermediary role of EI regardless of whether WB and CWB are more serious.
In addition, EI is almost seen as a key antecedent in past studies [94–96], but few studies
examine how to increase the EI by management method (e.g., leadership). That is to say,
the MGCM of the present research makes it possible to cultivate EI, which in turn can deal
with a variety of positive and negative behaviors of feeders in agribusinesses. In addition,
previous research also supposes that TL may affect EI [59], but there are few studies to
empirically investigate this link.

Finally, the present research also contributes to Kahn’s (1990) [27] theory of WE by
considering EI as its antecedent. That is to say, the present research proposes the EI to be
one key antecedent of WE rather than the availability, meaningfulness, and safety that
Kahn (1990) [27] proposed. In addition, the empirical results that EI is also a key antecedent
of WB because EI is a key psychological resource to deal with WB symptoms have been
addressed by only a few studies.

4.2. The Implications of Practice

First, in the great explosion of COVID-19, the present research delineated how TL
could increase the feeders’ WE and TP development and reduce the feeders’ WB and
CWB development in agribusinesses, showing how EI is the key role in handling the two
paths. Indeed, although human resource managers must develop intervention strategies for
alleviating negative behaviors (e.g., WB and CWB) and enhanced strategies for increasing
positive behaviors (e.g., WE and TP), it does not entirely handle this problem. The present
research addresses a key path to handle the two concerns at the same time by the TL-EI link.

Second, during COVID-19, TL can also handle TP and CWB, so these vendors should
adopt education training to enhance the TL of supervisors. It makes sense because a trans-
formational leader can adopt ideal infection, inspiration, individual concern, and intelligent
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excitation to transform employee EI into positive WE, and TP development, and negative
WB and CWB development.

Finally, the present research recommends that agribusinesses should invest important
resources in improving the EI of employees instead of putting most of the resources in
improving multiple motivation and attitudes of feeders because it is more valuable to focus
on EI than others.

4.3. Further Research and Limitations

This survey poses the key mediating role of EI, but there may be other important
variables that can replace the role of EI in different contexts, which leaves further research
to explore. Next, although we collected the multilevel data, the causal relationship should
be verified by more longitudinal data. Next, the empirical samples in Taiwan may not be
generalized to different contexts, so further research should adopt different samples to
verify the generalization in the present research. Finally, the number of participants is only
240, so further research should adopt more samples to test the framework in this survey.

5. Conclusions

This survey proposes a multilevel model to argue that the TL can result in TP and
CWB through the intermediary effects of EI, WE, and WB. The multilevel model has
important contributions to TL, EI, WE, WB, TP, and CWB and can guide agribusinesses
to implement sustainable employee career development. Indeed, past studies have rarely
adopted this perspective to examine how to deal with negative behaviors and enhance
positive behaviors of feeders at the same time. Therefore, the present study proposes that
TL can fill the gap and establish a new milestone through the key intermediary role of EI.
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