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Based on the Job Demands-Resources theory, this research investigated the multiple mediating role of spe-
cial education teachers’ social support and work engagement in the relationship between their emotional
intelligence and job performance. Data of 710 Chinese mainland teachers in special education schools were
analyzed. The results showed that emotional intelligence directly predicted job performance. Both social sup-
port and work engagement partially mediated the relationship between emotional intelligence and job per-
formance. Furthermore, social support and work engagement serially mediated the relationship between
emotional intelligence and job performance. The limitations and implications for future studies and practices
are discussed.
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Introduction
The quality and effectiveness of special education
teachers have been concerned by international research-
ers for a long time (Brownell et al. 2008, Brownell
et al. 2010). Job performance, originating from the
industrial and organizational psychology, is conceptual-
ized as relevant behaviors individuals performed to
achieve organizational goals and being regarded as
basic indicators of organizational effectiveness
(Campbell 1990, Van Scotter and Motowidlo 1996, Ali
and Haider 2017). Like other sectors, the quality of the
education process largely depends on teachers’ perform-
ance, which has a direct impact on the progress and
development of students (Ali and Haider 2017, Werang
and Lena 2014). Furthermore, work is part of individu-
al’s life, and teachers’ performance at work will also
affect their mental health and family life (Winefield
et al. 2014). As for administrators, researchers, and
school leaders, they thus must tackle the issue of how
to improve teachers’ job performance. Although the
number of research relevant to job performance in

education contexts is increasing, they have mainly

focused on general education teachers (Asrar-ul-Haq

et al. 2017, Li et al. 2018). To fill the research gap, the

present study aims to examine Chinese mainland spe-

cial education teachers’ job performance and the corre-

sponding influencing factors.
Empirical studies focused on employees have found

that emotional intelligence is a critical driver of job per-

formance (Joseph et al. 2015, O'Boyle et al. 2011,

Joseph and Newman 2010). For instance, O'Boyle et al.

(2011) conducted a meta-analysis and found emotional

intelligence positively predicts job performance, but

also argued the importance of emotional intelligence

varies with the job categories. Therefore, future studies

should consider exploring occupations related to more

emotional labor and social interaction. Teaching is an

emotional practice (Hargreaves 1998), which may be

more obvious for special education teachers who are

responsible for students with disabilities. However, little

is known about the relationships between teachers’

(especially special education teachers) emotional intelli-

gence and their job performance.
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Furthermore, the underlying mechanism of how
emotional intelligence impacts individuals’ job perform-
ance is unclear. Notably, the job demands-resources
theory (JD-R theory), one of the most popular for
exploring individuals’ job performance around the
world (Bakker and Demerouti 2017), provides us with a
reasonable framework to investigate the internal rela-
tionships between emotional intelligence and job per-
formance. According to JD-R theory, both individuals’
personal resources (e.g. self-efficacy and emotional
intelligence) and job resources (e.g. social support,
feedback) contribute to improving work engagement
and thus bring excellent job performance (M�erida-
L�opez et al. 2019, Bakker and Demerouti 2007, Bakker
and Demerouti 2017).

Learning in Regular Classrooms (LRC), a Chinese
inclusive education pattern, has provided school access
for children with disabilities who used to be refused by
education in any form (Deng et al.2017). However,
unlike Western countries where inclusive education has
developed well, special education schools still play a
key role in China (Fu et al. 2021). Until 2020, there
were 2244 special education schools nationwide where
320,775 students with moderate or severe disabilities
studying in and 66169 special education teachers work-
ing in (Ministry of Education 2021a). Besides, to make
LRC more inclusive, the Chinese government also
encourages special education schools which enjoy con-
siderable special resources to transform into special
education resource centers to support the surrounding
general education schools that provide education to
children with disabilities (Ministry of Education
2021b). This thus implies that teachers in special educa-
tion schools will face with teaching, assessment,
rehabilitation, and counseling services to general educa-
tion schools (Zhu 2021), which certainly demands
higher emotional and social interaction in their work. In
this context, emotional intelligence may play a protect-
ive and promoting role in special education teachers’
work engagement and performance. In addition,
Chinese special education teachers suffer marginaliza-
tion and stigmatization in a sense due to the public’s
misunderstanding of the value of special education
(Yang 2016). Separated curriculum standards, evalu-
ation and management systems for special education
schools may also exacerbate the need for social support
for special education teachers.

The JD-R theory has inspired many studies that aim
to increase employee job performance. Therefore, based
on this theory, the current study has been designed first
to explore the relationship between the emotional intel-
ligence and job performance of special education teach-
ers in Chinese mainland and then to examine how
social support and work engagement mediate this rela-
tionship. Comparing to the existing research, the pre-
sent study makes some potential contributions. First,

this study is a pioneering attempt to exploring the rela-
tionship between emotional intelligence and job per-
formance of special education teachers in Chinese
mainland to our knowledge, thus enriching this relation-
ship investigation in educational and Eastern culture
contexts. Second, this study regards emotional intelli-
gence as personal resource, social support as job resour-
ces, and uncovers the crucial role that both personal
and job resources play in work engagement and job per-
formance increase, contributing to the application and
development of the JD-R theory.

Literature review and hypotheses
Theoretical framework
According to the JD-R model, job characteristics can be
categorized into job demands and resources. Job
demands are related to the aspects that lead to sustained
physical and psychological effort, while job resources
related to the aspects that contribute to the achievement
of work goals, job demand reduction and personal
growth (Demerouti et al. 2001, Bakker and Demerouti
2007). The JD-R model also proposed the motivational
process which assumes that job resources have the
effect of motivating high work engagement and thus
improving excellent performance (Bakker and
Demerouti 2007). However, Bakker and Demerouti
(2017) claimed that the original JD-R model takes a
top-down perspective of job design and emphasizes the
critical role of management and the resource depart-
ments in creating work environment. Therefore, they
extended the JD-R model by incorporating personal
resources that refer to individuals’ ability to control and
impact their environment successfully (Hobfoll et al.
2003), and proposed that personal resources also have a
direct impact on work engagement and job performance
(Bakker and Demerouti 2017). Besides, emotional intel-
ligence and social support are identified as typical per-
sonal and job resources based on other empirical
studies and theoretical proposes (M�erida-L�opez et al.
2019, Bakker and Demerouti 2007). It is noteworthy
that when individuals are with high emotional intelli-
gence, they would be willing and capable to construct
constant social resources (e.g. social relationships)
(Bozionelos and Singh 2017, Fredrickson 2001). Thus,
the JD-R theory provides a reasonable framework to
explore the relationships between special education
teachers’ emotional intelligence, social support, work
engagement, and job performance in Chinese context.

Emotional intelligence and its impact on job
performance
During the past three decades, emotional intelligence
has attracted considerable attention in management and
psychological research (Miao et al. 2017). Mayer and
Salovey (1997) defined emotional intelligence as a set
of interrelated skills, referring to 'the ability to perceive
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accurately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability
to access and/or generate feelings when they facilitate
thought; the ability to understand emotion and emo-
tional knowledge; and the ability to regulate emotions
to promote emotional and intellectual growth’ (p10).
Many individuals’ outcomes (e.g. academic achieve-
ment, job satisfaction, burnout, work engagement, and
job performance) are associated with emotional intelli-
gence (Billings et al. 2014, Vratskikh et al. 2016,
Zysberg et al. 2017, Asrar-ul-Haq et al. 2017, Febrina
et al. 2021). There is a consensus in the industrial and
organizational psychological literature that emotional
intelligence is a positive predictor of individuals’ job
performance (Joseph et al. 2015, Febrina et al. 2021).

In educational contexts, teachers are required to
interact with school members, especially students, to
achieve teaching goals. Given that teaching cannot be
detached from emotion (Hargreaves 1998), teachers are
required to maintain stable and positive emotions in
addition to professional knowledge and skills (Hosotani
and Imai-Matsumura 2011, Hou et al. 2014). If teachers
are with high emotional intelligence, they would be
more likely to be concerned about students’ diverse
needs, and form close student-teacher relationships
(Nizielski et al.2013, Poulou 2016). Several studies
have indicated that teachers’ emotional intelligence is
positively associated with their job performance (Asrar-
ul-Haq et al. 2017, Li et al. 2018).

However, most of previous studies focused on gen-
eral education teachers in diverse culture background.
O'Boyle (2011) et al. argued that the impact of emo-
tional intelligence on job performance varies with job
categories. For this reason, future studies should target
occupations perceived as high in emotional labor and
social interaction. Teaching is a challenging and high-
stress endeavor, given that teachers are required to be
responsible for complicated tasks (e.g. lesson planning,
classroom management, collaboration with families)
(Kebbi 2018). Studies have indicated that a cluster of
factors (e.g. challenging student behaviors, role over-
load, and paperwork) lead to special education teachers’
job burnout (Hastings and Brown 2002, Adera and
Bullock 2010). Furthermore, it has been recognized by
anthropologists that culture has specific 'display rules '
or norms that influence individuals’ emotional manage-
ment and responses from different backgrounds
(Stubbs-Koman et al. 2007). Similarly, Law et al.
(2004) claimed that although the construct of emotional
intelligence is universal, behaviors resulting from indi-
viduals’ emotional intelligence are less consistent across
cultural contexts. Thus, it would be meaningful and
necessary to explore the relationship between emotional
intelligence and job performance concentrate on special
education teachers in Chinese cultural contexts. Based
on the above discussion, we postulate the follow-
ing hypothesis.

H1: The emotional intelligence of special education teachers
will positively predict their job performance.

Social support and its mediating role
Since 1970s, social support research has made signifi-
cant progress in various fields (Cobb 1976, Cohen et al.
1984). However, the concepts and measures of social
support are diverse. Barrera (1986) divided social sup-
port concepts into three categories and named social
embeddedness, perceived social support, and enacted
support, respectively. A three-component model pro-
posed by Xiao (1994) is widely used in Chinese main-
land, which consists of subjective support (i.e.
assistance from family members, friends, and organiza-
tion), objective support (i.e. the perception of being
understood and supported), and the utilization of sup-
port (i.e. the extent to which individuals make use of
the support) (e.g. Lei and Kantor 2022). From a per-
spective of the JD-R theory, social support, as one of
the typical job resources, has the motivating potential
and contributes to excellent work performance
(Demerouti et al. 2001). Empirical studies have also
consistently shown that social support positively
impacts teachers’ job performance (Lavy 2019, Chang
et al. 2020)

Regarding the influencing factors of social support,
growing studies have shown that teachers’ emotional
intelligence is positively related to social support
(M�erida-L�opez et al. 2022, Fiorilli et al. 2019, Ju et al.
2015). This is aligned with the proposition of the JD-R
theory that personal resources are associated with job
resources (Bakker and Demerouti 2017). Moreover, the
Broaden-and-Build theory provides a framework for
explaining the relationship between emotional intelli-
gence and social support. And it proposes positive
affect leads to constant resources, such as interpersonal
resources (Fredrickson 2001). Although the mediating
role of social support in the relationship between emo-
tional intelligence and job performance remains rela-
tively under-explored, some empirical educational
studies have shown that social support mediates the
effects of emotional intelligence on the variables dir-
ectly related to teacher’ job performance (e.g. life satis-
faction) (Ju et al. 2015). As with these, the following
hypothesis is made:

H2: Special education teachers’ social support plays an
independently mediating role in the relationship between
their emotional intelligence and job performance.

Work engagement and its mediating role
There has been an increasing interest in work engage-
ment with the development of positive psychology
(Kristine Field and Hendrina Buitendach 2012).
Schaufeli et al. (2002) conceptualized work engagement
as 'a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that

J. Wang et al. Special education teachers’ emotional intelligence and its relationships with social support, work engagement and job performance

816 International Journal of Developmental Disabilities 2024 VOL. 70 NO. 5



is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorp-
tion’(p74). The JD-R theory provides a theoretical
framework for understanding the influencing factors of
and outcome variables of work engagement (Bakker
and Demerouti 2017). According to JD-R theory, indi-
viduals with high engagement would be more goal-ori-
ented, enthusiastic and energetic, and thus easier to
achieve better performance at work (Bakker and
Demerouti 2017). In educational settings, empirical
studies have found that teacher’ job performance can be
positively predicted by their work engagement
(Choochom 2016, Bakker and Bal 2010).

In addition, emotional intelligence has been regarded
as part of personal resources, and plays a crucial role in
promoting individuals’ work engagement (Bakker and
Demerouti 2017). Individuals with high emotional intel-
ligence are more skilled at perceiving and regulating
emotions so they can alleviate negative emotions and
then conserve positive emotional resources (Dong et al.
2014). Empirical studies conducted with teacher sam-
ples, including special education teachers have reached
the consensus that emotional intelligence is positively
related to work engagement (Fu et al. 2021, M�erida-
L�opez et al. 2020, Lestari & Sawitri 2017).
Noteworthily, M�erida-L�opez et al. (2020) found that
work engagement mediates the relationship between
teachers’ emotional intelligence and withdrawal inten-
tion. Similarly, Choochom (2016) found that teachers’
work engagement is a mediator between personal
resources (e.g. psychological immunity, intrinsic motiv-
ation) and job performance. Therefore, we put forward
the following hypothesis:

H3: Special education teachers’ work engagement plays an
independently mediating role in the relationship between
their emotional intelligence and job performance.

Social support and work engagement
The above literature reviews imply that both social sup-
port and work engagement can independently mediate
the relationship between teachers’ emotional intelli-
gence and job performance. It is necessary to further
analyze the relationship between social support and
work engagement to understand the mechanisms under-
lying the impact of emotional intelligence on job
performance.

According to social exchange theory, when employ-
ees receive economic or non-economic rewards from
their organization, they would have a sense of obliga-
tion to repay the organization. Improving work engage-
ment is one way for employees to repay the
organization (Saks 2006). As a result, teachers will be
more engaged in work in response to the support they
receive from the school. Considerable studies have also
confirmed the positive associations between teachers’
social support and work engagement (Han et al. 2020,

Addimando 2019, Minghui et al. 2018). Teachers sup-
ported by others (e.g. leaders, colleagues, and families)
tend to be more engrossed in their work. In contrast,
insufficient social resources link to burnout and lower
effectiveness (Cheng and Gao 2019, Hultell and
Gustavsson 2011). Furthermore, Choochom (2016)
found that social support can indirectly affect job per-
formance by influencing work engagement. In other
words, support from social networks, such as school
leaders and colleagues, motivates teachers to be more
engaged and then improve their job performance.

As described earlier, the JD-R theory posits that both
personal and job resources are functional in motivating
individuals to be enthusiastic at work and achieve
higher performance (Bakker and Demerouti 2017). On
the one hand, workers with sufficient personal resources
are more likely to perceive and create a more resource-
ful work environment (Kohn and Schooler 1982). On
the other hand, previous studies have shown that job
resources mediate the effect of personal resources on
work engagement (Xanthopoulou et al. 2007). Hence,
we postulate the hypothesis as follows:

H4: Special education teachers’ social support and work
engagement serially mediate the relationship between
emotional intelligence and job performance.

Method
Participants and procedure
Using the convenience sampling method, teachers from
special education schools in Beijing, Hubei,
Guangdong, Zhejiang, Shanghai, Sichuan, and
Chongqing in Chinese mainland were invited to partici-
pate in this study in 2020, running from July to
December. Electronic questionnaires were distributed to
participants who were willing to participate. Moreover,
participants were informed that participation was
anonymous. Among the 771 questionnaires returned, 61
were considered invalid (e.g. obviously filled out incor-
rectly), yielding a response rate of 91.2%. The 710 par-
ticipants included 136 males (19.2%) and 574 females
(80.9%). Of the total sample, 2.4% of teachers taught at
the pre-school level, 59.6% in the elementary schools,
18.9% in the junior middle schools, and 19.2% in the
senior high schools or vocational schools. And 10.7%
of teachers had college’s degrees or below, 80.9% of
teachers had a bachelor’s degree, 8.5% of teachers had
a master’s degree or above. In terms of their teaching
span, 30.9% were less than 5 years, 23.8% were from 5
to 9 years, 15.9% were between 10 and 14 years, 10.3%
were from 15 to 19 years, and 19.2% were more than
20 years. In addition, 82.4% of the participant provided
services to students with intellectual disabilities, 14.5%
provided services to students with hearing disabilities,
and 3.1% provided services to students with visual
disabilities.
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Instruments
Emotional intelligence
Special education teachers’ emotional intelligence was
measured using the Wong and Law Emotional
Intelligence Scale (Wong and Law 2002). The 16 items
of the scale reflect the four subscales established by the
author for defining emotional intelligence: self-emotion
appraisal, other-emotion appraisal, use of emotion, and
regulation of emotion, each of them is with 4 items.
Participants are asked to give responses using a 7-point
Likert scale ranging from 1(‘Strongly disagree’) to
7(‘Strong agree’). The Cronbach alpha’s coefficient
was 0.90 for self-emotion appraisal, 0.87 for other-emo-
tion appraisal, 0.86 for use of emotion and 0.92 for
regulation of emotion, respectively.

Social support
To measure the social support for special education
teachers, the Social Support Rate Scale developed by
Xiao (1994) was adopted in the study. It consists of 10
items measuring subjective support, objective support,
and the utilization of support. The high score indicated
the high level of social support. In the present study,
the Cronbach’s alpha for the whole scale was 0.80. The
reliability indices were 0.75 for subjective support, 0.68
for objective support, and 0.51 for the utilization of
support. All subscales expect for the utilization of sup-
port were with acceptable internal reliability. Thus, the
third subscale has been eliminated in this study during
later analysis.

Work engagement
To estimate the work engagement of special education
teachers, the Work Engagement Scale was applied
(Schaufeli et al. 2002) in the Chinese validation by
Zhang and Gan (2005). It presents 15 items assessing
vigor, dedication, and absorption. In the three subscales,
participants responded on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from 0 ('Never’) to 6 ('Always’). In the present study,
each subscale had good reliability with Cronbach’s
alpha values of 0.92, 0.87, and 0.90, respectively.

Job performance
Van Scotter and Motowidlo (1996) noted that job per-
formance consists of task performance, job dedication
and interpersonal facilitation. Based on this, Xu and
Zhang (2011) developed the Job Performance Scale for
Chinese teachers. The first subscale, named by the
authors as ‘Job Dedication’, includes 4 items. Both the
second and last subscales, named by the authors as
‘Interpersonal Facilitation’ and ‘Task performance’,
include 5 items. Responses were given on a five-point
scale ranging from ‘totally disagree’ (1) to ‘totally
agree’(5). In the current study, The Cronbach’s alpha

was 0.84 for job dedication, 0.87 for interpersonal
facilitation, and 0.89 for task performance, respectively.

Statistical analysis
First, Cronbach’s alpha test was conducted to identify
whether the reliability of all scales was good. Next, the
common method variance was calculated. Moreover,
Pearson correlation analysis was utilized to confirm
whether there were significant relationships between
variables. Then, structural equation modeling (SEM)
using Amos 24.0 was performed to explore relation-
ships between variables. Consistent with the two-step
approach proposed by Byrne (2010), the measurement
and structural model were both estimated. And con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to validate
the construct of both the measurement and structural
model. With regards to fit indices, well-established
indices, such as chi-square divided by degree of free-
dom (v2/df), the comparative fit index (CFI), the
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), the root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA) were utilized. For both CFI
and TLI, values greater than 0.90 indicated a good fit.
Value below 0.08 for RMSEA indicated an acceptable
fit (Hu and Bentler 1999). Finally, bootstrap analysis
was conducted to analyze the mediated relations
between variables (Preacher and Hayes 2008). 5000
bootstrap samples were selected randomly, and a 95%
bias-corrected percentile interval and a percentile confi-
dence interval were constructed (Taylor et al. 2008).
Before estimating the medication effects, the direct
effect of emotional intelligence on job performance was
examined. The results showed that emotional intelli-
gence significantly and positively predicted job per-
formance (b¼ 0.45, p< 0.001).

Results
Assessment of common method variance
Harman’s single-factor test was used to test the com-
mon method variance (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Eleven
factors were extracted by exploratory factor analysis
that explains 70.30% of the total variance, and the first
factor accounts for 33.5% of the variance. Moreover,
the results of CFA showed that a single factor model
had not good fit to the data (v2/df ¼ 22.38, CFI ¼ 0.78,
TLI(NNFI)¼0.73, RMSEA ¼ 0.17, SRMR ¼ 0.11).
Hence, common method variance was not a significant
issue in the present study.

Descriptive statistics and correlations
The means and standard deviations of all variables in
the current study are presented in Table 1, in addition
to bivariate correlations.

Measurement model
As shown by the results of CFA (v2/df ¼ 4.53, CFI ¼
0.97, TLI (NNFI) ¼ 0.96, RMSEA ¼ 0.07, SRMR ¼
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0.04), the measurement model which is consisted of
four-factors fitted the data well. And the standardized
factor loadings, representing the relationships between
the indicators and the latent variables, ranged from
0.51to 0.95 and all were statistically significant
(p< 0.001). Furthermore, all correlations between the
latent variables of the model were signifi-
cant (p< 0.001).

Structural model
SEM procedure was then performed to test the initial
hypotheses regarding the relationships between emo-
tional intelligence, social support, work engagement
and job performance. The indices show that the struc-
tural model fit the data well (v2/df ¼ 4.53, CFI ¼ 0.97,
TLI (NNFI) ¼ 0.96, RMSEA ¼ 0.07, SRMR ¼ 0.04).
As depicted in Figure 1, emotional intelligence posi-
tively predicted social support (b¼ 0.45, p< 0.001),
work engagement (b¼ 0.56, p< 0.001) and job per-
formance (b¼ 0.27, p< 0.001), respectively. The
results also confirmed that social support positively pre-
dicated to work engagement (b¼ 0.21, p< 0.001) and
job performance (b¼ 0.08, p< 0.05). In addition, work
engagement positively predicted job performance
(b¼ 0.56, p< 0.001).

Mediated relationships
To test the indirect effects of emotional intelligence on
job performance, bootstrapping was then conducted. As
shown in Table 2, emotional intelligence was directly

related to job performance (b¼ 0.27, p< 0.001).
Furthermore, emotional intelligence was indirectly
related to job performance. First, the positive specific
indirect effect of emotional intelligence on job perform-
ance via social support was significant at (b¼ 0.04,
p< 0.05). Next, the positive specific indirect effect of
emotional intelligence towards job performance via
work engagement was also significant at (b¼ 0.31,
p< 0.001). Last, the positive serial mediating role of
social support and work engagement in the relationship
between emotional intelligence and job performance
was significant with an effect size of 0.05 (p< 0.001).
With respect to the total indirect from emotional intelli-
gence to job performance, the result showed the total
indirect was significant at (b¼ 0.40, p< 0.001).

Discussion
This study examined the relationship between special
education teachers’ emotional intelligence, social sup-
port, work engagement and job performance. Several
salient points are derived from the findings of
this study.

First, this study confirmed that emotional intelli-
gence directly and positively predicted job performance,
as which is consistent with previous studies on teacher
samples (Asrar-Ul-Haq et al. 2017, Li et al. 2018, Hou
et al.2014). Thus, the hypothesis 1 has been supported.
This result indicated that teachers with high emotional
intelligence are more likely to achieve excellent job
performance. Notably, this study found that special edu-
cation teachers’ emotional intelligence is more strongly
associated with their job performance compared with
other careers’ employees (Joseph and Newman 2010).
This finding contributes to extend current knowledge
by confirming O'Boyle et al. (2011) hypothesis that the
association between emotional intelligence and job per-
formance varies with job categories. Under the back-
ground of LRC, increasing students with serve

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations between
all variables in this study.

M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Emotional intelligence 5.59 0.73 –

2. Social support 4.75 1.05 0.32�� –

3. Work engagement 5.13 1.03 0.53�� 0.39�� –

4. Job performance 4.16 0.53 0.51�� 0.40�� 0.62�� –

Note: ��p<0.01.

Figure 1. Serial multiple mediation of social support and work engagement in the relationship between emotional intelli-
gence and special education teachers’ job performance with standard path coefficients. �p<0.05, ��p<0.01, ���p<0.001.
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disabilities are enrolled in special education schools
which are also required to transform to special educa-
tion resources centers. As a result, the roles of special
education teachers are changing, which means they
shoulder a range of responsibilities: assessment, indi-
vidual educational plan, rehabilitation, and collaboration
with general education teachers (Zhu 2021).
Consequently, the high demand for social interactions
and emotions has a great impact on the link between
emotional intelligence and the job performance of spe-
cial education teachers.

Second, this study demonstrated that social support
served as a partial mediator variable in the association
between emotional intelligence and job performance,
which was consistent with hypothesis 2. This finding
corroborates a previous study on higher education
teachers conducted by Li et al. (2016). According to
Broaden-and-Build Theory, positive emotions are bene-
ficial to increasing interpersonal resources, such as the
broad social network (Fredrickson 2001). Individuals
with high emotional intelligence tend to experience
positive emotions that contribute to obtaining more
social support and motivate them to achieve high per-
formance (Demerouti et al. 2001, Dong et al. 2014). In
general, this finding indicated that special education
teachers’ emotional intelligence contributes to building
positive relationships, accumulating social capital, and
then improving their job performance.

Third, consistent with hypothesis 3, this study found
that work engagement played a partial mediating role in
the relationship between emotional intelligence and job
performance. This finding is in line with a previous
study with an elementary teacher sample which also
highlighted the mediating role of that work engagement
played (Choochom 2016). As an important personal
resource, emotional intelligence is considered to impact
teachers’ occupational psychological health (Taris et al.
2017). Teachers with high emotional intelligence can
effectively regulate their emotions and behaviors in the
face of stress, and engage in their work rather than get
stuck in burnout (M�erida-L�opez et al. 2020). In

addition, personal resources are beneficial to improving
one’s job performance. Thus, our finding shows that
special education teachers’ emotional intelligence is
beneficial for promoting work engagement and then
facilitating performance at work.

Lastly, this study also showed that the positive rela-
tionship between emotional intelligence and job per-
formance was serially mediated by social support and
work engagement. As such, hypothesis 4 has been con-
firmed. This finding is in accordance with the propos-
ition of the JD-R theory, which assumes that personal
and work resources contribute to work engagement
improvement, and individuals with high work engage-
ment tend to be goal-oriented and focus on tasks to
achieve good performance (Bakker and Demerouti
2017). Meanwhile, emotional intelligence, as the ability
to identify, regulate and use emotions, will enable indi-
viduals to maintain positive emotions and thus gain
access to more interpersonal resources (Bozionelos and
Singh 2017, Fredrickson 2001). Therefore, this study
provided empirical evidence for the JD-R theory and
demonstrated the critical role of social support and
work engagement in the relationship between emotional
intelligence and the performance of special educa-
tion teachers.

Conclusion, implications, limitations, and
future directions
The present study concludes that special education
teachers’ emotional intelligence can positively impact
job performance. And their social support and work
engagement not only play independently partial but also
serial mediating roles in the relationship between emo-
tional intelligence and job performance. The results of
this study make some theoretical contributions to the
emotional intelligence and job performance literature.
First, it enriches cross-culture and cross-occupation
studies focused on the association between emotional
intelligence and job performance by targeting special
education teachers in China. Second, the current study
explains how personal and job resource impact special

Table 2. Direct and indirect relations of emotional intelligence to special education teachers’ job performance in the serial
multiple mediation model (n¼710).

Effects Estimate SE

Bootstrapping
Bias-corrected

percentile 95%CI Two-tailed
significance (p)Lower Upper

Direct effect
Emotional intelligence ! Job performance 0.27 0.06 0.16 0.38 <0.001(���)
Indirect effects
Emotional intelligence ! Social

support ! Job performance
0.04 0.02 0.00 0.08 0.04(�)

Emotional intelligence ! Work
engagement ! Job performance

0.31 0.04 0.25 0.39 <0.001(���)

Emotional intelligence ! Social
support ! Work engagement ! Job performance

0.05 0.01 0.03 0.08 <0.001(���)

The total indirect effects of emotional
intelligence on job performance

0.40 0.04 0.34 0.48 <0.001(���)

Note. �p<0.05, ��p<0.01, ���p<0.001. SE¼ standard error. 95% CI ¼ 95% confidence interval.
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education teachers’ work engagement and job perform-
ance, providing empirical evidence for the JD-R theory.
Third, given the positive impact of social support on
special education teachers’ work engagement, social
exchange theory is further supported.

Furthermore, this study has two key practical implica-
tions for administrators, researchers, and school leaders.
First, the present study demonstrated the importance of
emotional intelligence for special education teachers.
Although teachers’ emotion has attracted much attention,
there is still a lack of policies specifically aimed to emo-
tional intelligence in Chinese pre-service teacher education
and in-service teacher training (Cheng et al. 2021).
Notably, recent studies in Western countries have reported
that teachers’ emotional intelligence can be improved by
effective training program (Kyriazopoulou and Pappa
2021, Vesely et al, 2014). Thus, ways to improving emo-
tional intelligence should be included in special education
teachers’ education programs.

Second, social support was a partial mediator of the
relationship between emotional intelligence and job per-
formance, which suggests that comprehensive and
effective social support would be beneficial to special
education teachers’ job performance. Therefore, more
support should be provided to special education teach-
ers. For instance, changing the misconceptions held by
the public towards special education, improving the
social status of special education teachers and building
learning communities which encourage teachers to col-
laborate with each other.

However, some limitations need to be addressed.
First, this study only used convenience sampling.
Future research may consider stratified or random sam-
pling to improve the generalization of results. Second,
the self-reporting questionnaires were used to collect
data. However, job performance reported by teachers
may not be consistent with actual performance. Future
research should take multi-sources to evaluate special
education teachers’ job performance. Third, a cross-sec-
tional data set was used in this study and thus could not
determine the causal relationship between variables.
Future research could consider a longitudinal research
design or experimental method to further clarify the
causal relationship between them. Fourth, this study
provided empirical evidence for JD-R theory by exam-
ining the direct and indirect impacts of special educa-
tion teachers’ emotional intelligence on their job
performance. Nevertheless, this mechanism still calls
for further examinations. Given that job performance is
also influenced by job demands and job crafting, future
research may be able to consider the effects of personal
resources, job resources, job demands, and job crafting
on the job performance of special education teachers.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Funding
This work was supported by the National Office for

EducationSciences Planning in China (grant
No CHA210265).

ORCID
Nan Zhu http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2539-6799

References
Addimando, L. 2019. The effect of positive working conditions on

work engagement and teaching classroom practices: A large
cross-sectional study in Switzerland. Frontiers in Psychology, 10,
2129.

Adera, B. A. and Bullock, L. M. 2010. Job stressors and teacher job
satisfaction in programs serving students with emotional and
behavioral disorders. Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties, 15,
5–14.

Ali, A. and Haider, S. Z. 2017. Developing a validated instrument to
measure teachers’ job performance: Analyzing the role of back-
ground variables. Journal of Educational Research, 20, 21–35.

Asrar-Ul-Haq, M., Anwar, S. and Hassan, M. 2017. Impact of emo-
tional intelligence on teachers performance in higher education
institutions of Pakistan. Future Business Journal, 3, 87–97.

Bakker, A. B. and Bal, M. P. 2010. Weekly work engagement and
performance: A study among starting teachers. Journal of
Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 83, 189–206.

Bakker, A. B. and Demerouti, E. 2007. The job demands-resources
model: State of the art. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 22,
309–328.

Bakker, A. B. and Demerouti, E. 2017. Job demands–resources the-
ory: Taking stock and looking forward. Journal of Occupational
Health Psychology, 22, 273–285.

Barrera, M. 1986. Distinctions between social support concepts,
measures, and models. American Journal of Community
Psychology, 14, 413–445.

Billings, C. E. W., Downey, L. A., Lomas, J. E., Lloyd, J. and
Stough, C. 2014. Emotional intelligence and scholastic achieve-
ment in pre-adolescent children. Personality and Individual
Differences, 65, 14–18.

Bozionelos, N. and Singh, S. 2017. The relationship of emotional
intelligence with task and contextual performance: More than it
meets the linear eye. Personality and Individual Differences, 116,
206–211.

Brownell, M. T., Leko, M. M., Kamman, M. and King, L. 2008.
Defining and preparing high-quality teachers in special education:
What do we know from the research? Advances in Learning &
Behavioral Disabilities, 21, 35–74.

Brownell, M. T., Sindelar, P. T., Kiely, M. T. and Danielson, L. C.
2010. Special education teacher quality and preparation: Exposing
foundations, constructing a new model. Exceptional Children, 76,
357–377.

Byrne, B. 2010. Structural equation modeling with AMOS. Basic
concepts, applications, and programming (2nd ed.). New York:
Routledge.

Campbell, J. P. 1990. Modeling the performance prediction problem
in industrial and organizational psychology. In M. D. Dunnette &
L. M. Hough (Eds.), Handbook of Industrial and Organizational
Psychology (pp. 687–731). Palo Alto: Consulting Psychologists
Press.

Chang, C. M., Liu, L. W., Hsieh, H. H. and Chen, K. C. 2020. A
multilevel analysis of organizational support on the relationship
between person-environment fit and performance of university
physical education teachers. International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health, 17, 2041.

Cheng, J., Tang, X. and Du, M. 2021. Emotional literacy: The
cornerstone of teachers’ emotional labor. Teacher Education
Research, 33, 32–37.

Cheng, X. and Gao, Y. 2019. The relationship between kindergarten
teachers’ social support and work involvement: The mediating
effect of psychological capital. Studies in Early Childhood
Education, 12, 41–51.

Choochom, O. 2016. A causal relationship model of teachers’ work
engagement. International Journal of Behavioral Science, 11,
143–152.

Cobb, S. 1976. Social support as a moderator of life stress.
Psychosomatic Medicine, 38, 300–314.

J. Wang et al. Special education teachers’ emotional intelligence and its relationships with social support, work engagement and job performance

International Journal of Developmental Disabilities 2024 VOL. 70 NO. 5 821



Cohen, L. H., McGowan, J., Fooskas, S. and Rose, S. 1984. Positive
life events and social support and the relationship between life
stress and psychological disorder. American Journal of
Community Psychology, 12, 567–587.

Demerouti, E., Bakker, A. B., Nachreiner, F. and Schaufeli, W. B.
2001. The job demands-resources model of burnout. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 86, 499–512.

Deng, M., Wang, S., Guan, W. and Wang, Y. 2017. The develop-
ment and initial validation of a questionnaire of inclusive teach-
ers’ competency for meeting special educational needs in regular
classrooms in China. International Journal of Inclusive
Education, 21, 416–427.

Dong, Y., Seo, M. G. and Bartol, K. M. 2014. No pain, no gain: An
affect-based model of developmental job experience and the buf-
fering effects of emotional intelligence. The Academy of
Management Journal, 57, 1056–1077.

Febrina, S. C., Astuti, W. and Triatmanto, B. 2021. The impact of
organizational culture and emotional intelligence on employee
performance: An empirical study from Indonesia. The Journal of
Asian Finance, Economics and Business, 8, 285–296.

Fiorilli, C., Benevene, P., De Stasio, S., Buonomo, I., Romano, L.,
Pepe, A. and Addimando, L. 2019. Teachers’ burnout: The role of
trait emotional intelligence and social support. Frontiers in
Psychology, 10, 2743.

Fredrickson, B. L. 2001. The role of positive emotions in positive
psychology: The broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions.
American Psychologist, 56, 218–226.

Fu, W., Tang, W., Xue, E., Li, J. and Shan, C. 2021. The mediation
effect of self-esteem on job-burnout and self-efficacy of special
education teachers in Western China. International Journal of
Developmental Disabilities, 67, 273–282.

Fu, W., Wang, C., Tang, W., Lu, S. and Wang, Y. 2021. Emotional
intelligence and well-being of special education teachers in China:
The mediating role of work-engagement. Frontiers in Psychology,
12, 696561.

Han, J., Yin, H., Wang, J. and Zhang, J. 2020. Job demands and
resources as antecedents of university teachers’ exhaustion,
engagement and job satisfaction. Educational Psychology, 40,
318–335.

Hargreaves, A. 1998. The emotional practice of teaching. Teaching
and Teacher Education, 14, 835–854.

Hastings, R. P. and Brown, T. 2002. Coping strategies and the
impact of challenging behaviors on special educators’ burnout.
Mental Retardation, 40, 148–156.

Hobfoll, S., Johnson, R., Ennis, N. and Jackson, A. 2003. Resource
loss, resource gain, and emotional outcomes among inner city
women. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84,
632–643.

Hou, M., Jiang, Q., Chen, X., Zhu, M., Yan, X. and Xiang, L. 2014.
Teacher’s emotional intelligence and job performance: The media-
ting roles of work-family enrichment and active behaviors.
Psychological Development and Education, 30, 160–168.

Hosotani, R. and Imai-Matsumura, K. 2011. Emotional experience,
expression, and regulation of high-quality Japanese elementary
school teachers. Teaching and Teacher Education, 27,
1039–1048.

Hu, L. and Bentler, P. M. 1999. Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in
covariance structure analysis: Conventional criteria versus new
alternatives. Structural Equation Modeling: A Multidisciplinary
Journal, 6, 1–55.

Hultell, D. and Gustavsson, J. P. 2011. Factors affecting burnout and
work engagement in teachers when entering employment. Work
(Reading, Mass.), 40, 85–98.

Joseph, D. L., Jin, J., Newman, D. A. and O'Boyle, E. H. 2015. Why
does self-reported emotional intelligence predict job performance?
A meta-analytic investigation of mixed EI. The Journal of
Applied Psychology, 100, 298–342.

Joseph, D. L. and Newman, D. A. 2010. Emotional intelligence: An
integrative meta-analysis and cascading model. The Journal of
Applied Psychology, 95, 54–78.

Ju, C., Lan, J., Li, Y., Feng, W. and You, X. 2015. The mediating
role of workplace social support on the relationship between trait
emotional intelligence and teacher burnout. Teaching and Teacher
Education, 51, 58–67.

Kebbi, M. 2018. Stress and coping strategies used by special educa-
tion and general classroom teachers. International Journal of
Special Education, 33, 34–61.

Kohn, M. L. and Schooler, C. 1982. Job conditions and personality:
A longitudinal assessment of their reciprocal effects. American
Journal of Sociology, 87, 1257–1286.

Kristine Field, L. and Hendrina Buitendach, J. 2012. Work engage-
ment, organisational commitment, job resources and job demands
of teachers working within disadvantaged high schools in
Kwazulu-Natal, South. Journal of Psychology in Africa, 22,
87–95.

Kyriazopoulou, M. and Pappa, S. 2021. Emotional intelligence in
Greek teacher education: Findings from a short intervention.
Current Psychology. doi:10.1007/s12144-021-02226-0

Lavy, S. 2019. Daily dynamics of teachers’ organizational citizenship
behavior: Social and emotional antecedents and outcomes.
Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 2863.

Law, K. S., Wong, C. S. and Song, L. J. 2004. The construct and cri-
terion validity of emotional intelligence and its potential utility
for management studies. The Journal of Applied Psychology, 89,
483–496.

Lei, X. and Kantor, J. 2020. Social support and family quality of life
in Chinese families of children with autism spectrum disorder:
The mediating role of family cohesion and adaptability.
International Journal of Developmental Disabilities, 68, 454–461.

Lestari, S. D. and Sawitri, D. R. 2017. Correlation between emo-
tional intelligence and work engagement of special need school
teachers. Advanced Science Letters, 23, 3480–3482.

Li, L., Zheng, Z. and Liao, X. 2016. University teachers0 professional
psychological capital and job performance: Mediating effect of
social support. Studies of Psychology and Behavior, 14, 802–810.

Li, M., P�erez-D�ıaz, P. A., Mao, Y. and Petrides, K. V. 2018. A
multilevel model of teachers’ job performance: Understanding the
effects of trait emotional intelligence, job satisfaction, and organ-
izational trust. Frontiers in Psychology, 9, 2420.

Minghui, L., Lei, H., Xiaomeng, C. and Potm�e�silc, M. 2018. Teacher
efficacy, work engagement, and social support among Chinese
special education school teachers. Frontiers in Psychology, 9,
648.

Mayer, J. D. and Salovey, P. 1997. What is emotional intelligence?
In P. Salovey & D. Sluyter (Eds.), Emotional development and
emotional intelligence: Educational implications (pp. 3–34). New
York: Basic Books.

M�erida-L�opez, S., Bakker, A. B. and Extremera, N. 2019. How does
emotional intelligence help teachers to stay engaged? Cross-valid-
ation of a moderated mediation model. Personality and Individual
Differences, 151, 109393.

M�erida-L�opez, S., Extremera, N. and S�anchez-Lvarez, N. 2020. The
interactive effects of personal resources on teachers’ work engage-
ment and withdrawal intentions: A structural equation modeling
approach. International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health, 17, 2170.

M�erida-L�opez, S., Quintana-Orts, C., Hintsa, T. and Extremera, N.
2022. Emotional intelligence and social support of teachers:
Exploring how personal and social resources are associated with
job satisfaction and intentions to quit job. Revista de
Psicodid�actica (English Ed), 27, 168–175.

Miao, C., Humphrey, R. H. and Qian, S. 2017. A meta-analysis of
emotional intelligence and work attitudes. Journal of
Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 90, 177–202.

Ministry of Education. 2021a. National statistical bulletin on the
development of education in 2020. Retrieved from http://www.
moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/sjzl_fztjgb/202108/t20210827_555004.html.

Ministry of Education. 2021b. The guiding opinions on learning in
regular classroom of the ministry of education. http://www.moe.
gov.cn/srcsite/A06/s3331/202006/t20200628_468736.html.

Nizielski, S., Hallum, S., Lopes, P. N. and Schutz, A. 2013.
Attention to student needs mediates the relationship between
teacher emotional intelligence and student misconduct in the
classroom. Journal of Psychoeducational Assessment, 269,
320–329.

O'Boyle, E. H., Humphrey, R. H., Pollack, J. M., Hawver, T. H. and
Story, P. A. 2011. The relation between emotional intelligence
and job performance: A meta-analysis. Journal of Organizational
Behavior, 32, 788–818.

Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Lee, J.Y. and Podsakoff, N. P.
2003. Common method biases in behavioral research: A critical
review of the literature and recommended remedies. The Journal
of Applied Psychology, 88, 879–903.

Poulou, M. S. 2016. Social and emotional learning and teacher–stu-
dent relationships: Preschool teachers’ and students’ perceptions.
Early Childhood Education Journal, 45, 1–9.

Preacher, K. J. and Hayes, A. F. 2008. Asymptotic and resampling
strategies for assessing and comparing indirect effects in multiple
mediator models. Behavior Research Methods, 40, 879–891.

J. Wang et al. Special education teachers’ emotional intelligence and its relationships with social support, work engagement and job performance

822 International Journal of Developmental Disabilities 2024 VOL. 70 NO. 5

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02226-0
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/sjzl_fztjgb/202108/t20210827_555004.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_sjzl/sjzl_fztjgb/202108/t20210827_555004.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A06/s3331/202006/t20200628_468736.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A06/s3331/202006/t20200628_468736.html


Saks, A. M. 2006. Antecedents and consequences of employee
engagement. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 21, 600–619.

Schaufeli, W. B., Salanova, M., Gonz�alez-Rom�a, V. and Bakker,
A. B. 2002. The measurement of engagement and burnout: A two
sample confirmatory factor analytic approach. Journal of
Happiness Studies, 3, 71–92.

Stubbs-Koman, E., Wolff, S. and Howard, A. 2007. The cascading
impact of culture: Group emotional competence (GEC) as a cultural
resource. In R. J. Emmerling, V. K. Shanwal, & M. K. Mandal
(Eds.), Emotional intelligence: Theoretical and cultural perspectives
(pp. 39–53). New York: Nova Science Publishers, Inc.

Taris, T.W., Leisink, P. L. M. and Schaufeli, W. B. 2017. Applying
occupational health theories to educator stress: Contribution of the
job demands-resources model. In T. W. Taris, P. L. M. Leisink,
W. B. Schaufeli, T. McIntyre, S. McIntyre & D. Francis (Eds.),
Educator Stress: Aligning Perspectives on Health, Safety and Well-
Being. (pp.237–259). Basel: Springer International Publishing.

Taylor, A. B., MacKinnon, D. P. and Tein, J.Y. 2008. Tests of the
three-path mediated effect. Organizational Research Methods, 11,
241–269.

Van Scotter, J. R. and Motowidlo, S. J. 1996. Interpersonal facilita-
tion and job dedication as separate facets of contextual perform-
ance. Journal of Applied Psychology, 81, 525–531.

Vesely, A. K., Saklofske, D. H. and Nordstokke, D. W. 2014. EI
training and pre-service teacher wellbeing. Personality and
Individual Differences, 65, 81–85.

Vratskikh, I., Masa’deh, R. M., Al-Lozi, M. and Maqableh, M. 2016.
The impact of emotional intelligence on job performance via the
mediating role of job satisfaction. International Journal of
Business and Management, 11, 69–69.

Werang, B. R. and Lena, L. 2014. Relationship between principal’s lead-
ership, school organizational climate, and teachers’ job performance

at state senior high schools in Merauke Regency–Papua–Indonesia.
International Journal of Education and Research, 2, 635–640.

Winefield, H. R., Boyd, C. and Winefield, A. H. 2014. Work-family
conflict and well-being in university employees. The Journal of
Psychology, 148, 683–697.

Wong, C. S. and Law, K. S. 2002. The effects of leader and follower
emotional intelligence on performance and attitude: An explora-
tory study. The Leadership Quarterly, 13, 243–274.

Xanthopoulou, D., Bakker, A.B., Demerouti, E. and Schaufeli, W. B.
2007. The role of personal resources in the job demands-resources
model. International Journal of Stress Management, 14, 121–141.

Xiao, S. 1994. Theoretical foundations and research applications of
the Social Support Rating Scale. Journal of Clinical Psychiatry,
4, 98–100.

Xu, X. and Zhang, D. 2011. The relationship between teacher’s work
values and job performance. Journal of Psychological Science,
34, 871–874.

Yang, Y. 2016. Segregated management of special education schools
is questionable. Journal of the Chinese Society of Education, 7,
38–43.

Zhang, Y. and Gan, Y. 2005. The Chinese version of Utrecht work
engagement scale: An examination of reliability and validity.
Chinese Journal of Clinical Psychology, 13, 268–270.

Zhu, N. 2021. Issues on the contents of professional development for
special education teachers-based on the perspective of the chang-
ing roles of teachers. Journal of Educational Studies, 17, 62–73.

Zysberg, L., Orenshtein, C., Gimmon, E. and Robinson, R. 2017.
Emotional intelligence, personality, stress, and burnout among
educators. International Journal of Stress Management, 24,
122–136.

J. Wang et al. Special education teachers’ emotional intelligence and its relationships with social support, work engagement and job performance

International Journal of Developmental Disabilities 2024 VOL. 70 NO. 5 823


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature review and hypotheses
	Theoretical framework
	Emotional intelligence and its impact on job performance
	Social support and its mediating role
	Work engagement and its mediating role
	Social support and work engagement

	Method
	Participants and procedure
	Instruments
	Emotional intelligence
	Social support
	Work engagement
	Job performance

	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Assessment of common method variance
	Descriptive statistics and correlations
	Measurement model
	Structural model
	Mediated relationships

	Discussion
	Conclusion, implications, limitations, and future directions
	Funding
	Orcid
	References


