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Abstract

Background: Leaders’ emotions and emotion regulation strategies influence subordinates’attitudes and behaviors,
while previous studies have mostly taken an emotional perspective. Leaders’emotional competence also has an
impact on subordinates through motivational and cognitive pathways. Based on self-determination theory, this study
examined the impact of emotional leadership on subordinates'work engagement, as well as the mediating role of
subordinates'intrinsic motivation and the moderating role of traditionality.

Methods: We first performed a scenario experiment study in which 116 Chinese college students were asked to read
experimental materials on different leadership behaviors and answer relevant questions. Subsequently, a question-
naire survey was conducted, in which 347 Chinese enterprise employees were asked to rate their own experiences
with emotional leadership, work engagement and intrinsic motivation. We used SPSS 25.0 for performance reliability
analysis, correlation analysis and hierarchical regression analysis to test the reliability of the scales and investigate the
relationship between the variables. Bootstrap analysis was used to test the mediating and moderating effects.

Results: Emotional leadership has a significant direct positive effect on subordinates'work engagement and posi-
tively influences subordinates' work engagement through the mediation of subordinates'intrinsic motivation. The
effect of emotional leadership on intrinsic motivation is stronger for those with high traditionality than for those with
low traditionality.

Conclusion: Emotional leadership can improve subordinates' work engagement by stimulating their intrinsic motiva-
tion. Therefore, managers need to be able to effectively regulate and manage subordinates’emotions to stimulate
their intrinsic motivation and to differentiate the management of subordinates with different levels of traditionality to
improve subordinates’ work engagement.

Keywords: Emotional leadership, Intrinsic motivation, Traditionality, Work engagement, Self-determination theory

Introduction

Work engagement is a state in which an individual is full
of energy, concentration and dedication at work [1] and
is a key factor in improving individual effectiveness and
productivity [2]. Therefore, how to promote employee
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work engagement is an important issue for managers.
With the rise of positive psychology, scholars are focus-
ing on the effect of subordinates’ emotions on their work
engagement, such as emotional intelligence [3], depres-
sion and anxiety [4]. However, according to affective
events theory, employee emotions are often triggered by
external events at work [5]. In particular, leaders, as an
important aspect of the work environment, often have
significant impacts on subordinates’ emotions. Therefore,
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leaders’ emotions and emotion regulation strategies are
one of the key causes of subordinates’ emotions, attitudes
and behaviors [6].

Emotional leadership refers to the leadership process in
which leaders effectively use their own emotional capa-
bilities and affect the emotional perception of subordi-
nates to improve leadership effectiveness [7]. Emotional
leadership emphasizes the management and contagion
of the emotions of the members of the organization.
However, few studies have examined the influence of
emotional leadership on subordinates’ work behavior.
According to social exchange theory, when leaders are
able to effectively regulate and manage subordinates’
emotions, subordinates will feel supported by leaders
and will be more engaged in their work to reward the
organization [8]. However, previous studies have rarely
directly tested the relationship between emotional lead-
ership and subordinates’ work engagement. Moreover,
previous research has discussed the impact of leadership
on subordinates’ work attitudes and behaviors from the
affective perspective [9, 10], while it also affects subor-
dinates through motivational pathways [11] by meeting
their needs for autonomy, competence, and relationships
[12-16], resulting in work engagement, which has rarely
been investigated in the field of emotional leadership. In
addition, the theory also emphasizes that employee moti-
vation is the product of the interaction between indi-
vidual characteristics and the external environment [17].
Traditionality, as an individual characteristic with a typi-
cal Chinese cultural imprint and reflecting differences
in individual values, has a significant impact on employ-
ees’ behaviors [18] and may be an important moderator
in the process of leadership influencing subordinates’
work engagement. However, existing research has not
attempted to reveal whether the influences of emotional
leadership are different on subordinates with different
levels of traditionality.

Based on self-determination theory, this study inves-
tigated the influence of emotional leadership on sub-
ordinates’ work engagement and examined the role of
intrinsic motivation and traditionality to enrich emo-
tional leadership effectiveness research and provide a ref-
erence for enhancing subordinates’ work engagement.

Literature review and hypotheses

Emotional leadership and work engagement

In emotional leadership, the emotional competencies of
leaders include emotional intelligence, empathy, emotion
recognition, emotion expression and emotion regula-
tion [7]. Studies have found that leaders with high emo-
tional intelligence are effective in promoting employees’
engagement and performance [19, 20]. The most obvious
characteristic of people with high emotional intelligence
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is that they are good at identifying and managing their
own and others’ emotions [21]. Therefore, leaders who
are able to identify and manage their own emotions and
those of their subordinates can increase subordinates’
work engagement. In addition, empathy, a core compo-
nent of emotional leadership [22], helps to ease the nega-
tive emotions of subordinates in certain situations and
helps them re-engage in their work [16, 23].

In summary, this study proposes Hypothesis 1: Emo-
tional leadership has a significant positive effect on work
engagement.

The mediating role of intrinsic motivation

Intrinsic motivation is an individual’s willingness to work
due to an interest in the work itself [24] and is influenced
by environmental factors such as organizational culture
[25]. Leadership is an important environmental variable
that influences employee intrinsic motivation [26]. Posi-
tive leadership styles such as ethical and Spiritual lead-
ership have been found to promote employees’ intrinsic
motivation [27-29].

Self-determination theory states that work environ-
ments can effectively stimulate individuals’ intrinsic
motivation when they meet subordinates’ needs for
autonomy, competence and relationships [12]. Common
emotion management behaviors in emotional leader-
ship include emotion-oriented task setting, relationship
management, boosting morale, caring and support, open
communication, and witty interaction [14]. On the one
hand, leaders with high emotional leadership usually
provide subordinates with adequate altruistic care and
resource support, allow them to organize their own work
schedules, and boost their confidence in completing dif-
ficult tasks by boosting morale, which will enhance their
subordinates’ sense of job autonomy and competence
[14, 15]; on the other hand, leaders with high emotional
leadership often engage in positive emotional inter-
actions and open communication with subordinates,
which is conducive to building a harmonious relation-
ship between supervisors and subordinate [16], which
can meet the relationship needs of subordinates. Thus,
emotional leadership is effective in meeting subordinates’
autonomy, competence and relationship needs, which in
turn stimulate the intrinsic motivation of subordinates.

Self-determination theory further states that motiva-
tion at work is an important mediating variable between
external environmental factors and individual work atti-
tudes and behaviors [30]. Subordinates are usually more
motivated to engage in work when they are interested
in the work itself [13]. Therefore, intrinsic motivation
is the key force that motivates individuals to engage in
their work [31]. In addition, autonomy and competence,
core cognitive components of intrinsic motivation [32],
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can arouse subjective initiative and work enthusiasm of
employees, make them focus on their work, and result in
significantly higher levels of work engagement [33].

In summary, this study proposes Hypothesis 2: Emo-
tional leadership motivates subordinates’ intrinsic moti-
vation, which in turn increases their work engagement.
In other words, subordinates’ intrinsic motivation plays
a mediating role between leaders’ emotional leadership
and subordinates’ work engagement.

The moderating role of subordinates’ traditionality
Traditionality has been identified and measured as the
extent to which an individual endorses the traditional
hierarchical role relationships (i.e., emperor-subject,
father-son, husband-wife, older brother-younger brother,
and friend-friend) prescribed by Confucian social ethics
[34]. Deference to authority is a core component of tra-
ditionality in the workplace [35]. Individuals with high
traditionality follow their role obligations and return
more “loyalty” when given more “benevolence” by the
leader, whereas individuals with low traditionality follow
the principle of incentive-contribution equality, and their
behaviors are more influenced by reciprocal exchange
with the leader [35].

According to leadership contingency theory, leader-
ship effectiveness is influenced by situational factors [36].
Subordinates respond differently to leadership behaviors
depending on their traditionality [37]. First, subordi-
nates with high traditionality follow cultural values such
as humaneness, benevolence and morality, and the car-
ing and supportive, open communication and morale-
boosting characteristics of emotional leadership match
their values [35, 38]. As a result, they are more likely to
recognize emotional leadership and be more influenced
by it. Second, subordinates with high traditionality will
show more respect, obedience and admiration for their
leaders [18], which leads them to show greater compli-
ance with emotional management strategies and respond
more positively to emotional leadership behaviors. Thus,
they will be more susceptible to the benefits of emotional
leadership and are more likely to satisfy their needs for
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autonomy, competence and relationships and to be inter-
nally motivated to work.

In summary, this study proposes Hypothesis 3: Tradi-
tionality positively moderates the relationship between
emotional leadership and subordinates’ intrinsic moti-
vation. The positive effect of emotional leadership on
intrinsic motivation is stronger for subordinates with
high traditionality.

Thus, this study constructs the research model shown
in Fig. 1:

Study 1: Experimental study

Methods

Experimental procedures

G*Power was used to estimate the sample size, and one-
way ANOVA was selected, in which «=0.05, 1—-=0.80,
f=0.4, the number of groups =4, and the total number of
required samples was 111. The participants were students
from a Chinese university majoring in economic manage-
ment, including human resource management, account-
ing and finance.

They were told they would participate in a role simula-
tion experiment on leadership behavior, which required
them to read materials and answer relevant questions. A
total of 126 participants were recruited. The traditionality
test was carried out first, and participants were divided
into high traditionality and low traditionality groups
according to their scores of traditionality higher and
lower than the mean. Within the two groups, participants
were randomly divided into high and low emotional lead-
ership subgroups and then read the high and low emo-
tional leadership materials, respectively. The material of
high emotional leadership described a leader who is sen-
sitive to the emotions of subordinates, cares about their
work and lives, and gives timely help and encouragement
to them, while the material of low emotional leadership
was just the opposite (see the appendix for specific mate-
rials). Then, they completed emotional leadership, intrin-
sic motivation and work engagement questionnaires.

Generally, it takes approximately 5 s to answer each
question, and the minimum time for this questionnaire

Traditionality

Emotional
leadership

Intrinsic motivation

Work engagement

Fig. 1 The research model
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is approximately 105 s. Therefore, after excluding those
questionnaires that took less than 100 s to complete, 116
questionnaires were valid. Of these, 88 were female and
28 were male. The final valid sample of the four groups is
shown in Table 1. Specifically, there were 26 students in
the high emotional leadership and high traditional group,
of these, 14were female and 12 were male; 35 students in
the high emotional leadership and low traditional group,
of these, 31 were female and 4 were male; 21 students in
the low emotional leadership and high traditional group,
of these, 12 were female and 9 were male; and 34 stu-
dents in the low emotional leadership and low traditional
group, of these, 31 were female and 3 were male.

Thirty-two university students were invited to con-
duct a pretest to test the validity of the text material
before the formal experiment. After reading the materi-
als, all participants rated the leaders in the material they
had read using a five-point emotional leadership scale
(for a detailed description of the scale, see the Meas-
ures section). The results showed that the mean score
of emotional leadership of the high emotional leader-
ship material group was significantly higher (M =4.50,
SD=0.44) than that of the low emotional leadership
material group (M=1.75, SD =0.66). This indicated that
the two text materials could trigger significantly different
perceptions of emotional leadership.

Measures

All scales used in this study were scored on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale, from 1 to 5 representing “totally disagree” to
“totally agree’, respectively.

Emotional leadership was measured using Jin’s revised
Emotional Competence Scale [22], which was commonly
used in measurement work and has shown good reliabil-
ity in previous studies [39]. It contains seven questions,
such as, “My team leader is able to identify subordinates’
strengths and limitations” The Cronbach’s alpha in this
study was 0.98.

Intrinsic motivation was measured using the scale
developed by Deci and Ryan [40], which was commonly
used in measurement work and has shown good reliabil-
ity in previous studies [41]. It contains four questions,
such as, “I have fun doing my job” The Cronbach’s alpha
in this study was 0.98.

Table 1 Sample groupings

Group High emotional Low
leadership emotional
leadership
High traditionality 26 21
Low traditionality 35 34

The number in the table represents the sample size
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Traditionality was measured using the scale developed
by Farh et al. [18], which was commonly used in meas-
urement work and has shown good reliability in previous
studies [42]. It contains five questions: (1) “When peo-
ple have a conflict, they should ask the most senior per-
son to decide who is right,” (2) “Children should respect
those people who are respected by their parents,” (3) “The
best way to avoid mistakes is to follow the instructions
of senior persons,” (4) “Before marriage, a woman should
subordinate herself to her father; after marriage, to her
husband,” and (5) “The chief government official is like
the head of a household, the citizen should obey his deci-
sions on all state matters” The Cronbach’s alpha in this
study was 0.72.

Work engagement was measured using the scale devel-
oped by Saks [43], which was commonly used in meas-
urement work and has shown good reliability in previous
studies [44]. It contains five questions such as “At work,
I concentrate on my job” The Cronbach’s alpha in this
study was 0.93.

Statistical analysis

SPSS 25.0 and Mplus 7.0 were used for statistical analysis
in this study. Reliability analysis was used to test the reli-
ability of the scales, while correlation analysis and hierar-
chical regression analysis were used to test the hypothesis
to investigate the relationship between the independent
variable emotional leadership, the mediating variable
intrinsic motivation, the moderating variable traditional-
ity and the outcome variable work engagement. To test
the positive impact of emotional leadership on intrin-
sic motivation and the moderating role of traditionality,
ANOVA was used to compare the intrinsic motivation of
different groups. All scales in this study are mature scales
with a single dimension, so exploratory factor analysis is
not needed.

Results

Manipulation test

ANOVA results showed that the high emotional lead-
ership group rated emotional leadership significantly
higher (M=4.03, SD=0.66) than the low emotional
leadership group (M=1.84, SD=0.71), £(116)=17.09,
p<0.001. Therefore, this experiment was effective in
manipulating emotional leadership.

Correlation analysis

As shown in Table 2, emotional leadership was signifi-
cantly and positively correlated with intrinsic motiva-
tion (r=0.90, p<0.01) and work engagement (r=0.78,
p<0.01); and intrinsic motivation was significantly and
positively correlated with work engagement (r=0.84,
p<0.01). The hypotheses were initially tested.
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Table 2 Table of correlation coefficients for the study variables
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Variables M sD Emotional Intrinsic motivation Traditionality Work
leadership engagement
Emotional Leadership 2.99 1.29
Intrinsic motivation 291 127 090"
Traditionality 2.81 0.64 0.08 0.08
Work engagement 2.75 0.92 0.78" 084" 0.14
M mean; SD standard deviation
**correlation significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed)
Table 3 Hierarchical regression analysis table
Intrinsic motivation Work engagement
M1 M2 M3 M4
B SE B SE B SE B SE
Emotional 090" 0.04 092" 0.04 078" 0.042 0.10 0.09
leadership
Intrinsic 0.76™" 0.09
motivation
Traditionality —0.01 0.08
Emotional 0.09" 0.06
leadership*
traditionality
R 81% 82% 61% 71%
AR? 81% 1% 61% 10%

M1, Model 1; M2, Model 2; M3, Model 3; M4, Model 4; SE, standard errors; *p < 0.05; ***p <0.001

Hypothesis testing

Hierarchical regression analysis was used to test the
hypothesis, and the results are shown in Table 3. To
explore the relationship between emotional leadership
and work engagement, emotional leadership was added
to obtain M3. In M3, the positive effect of emotional
leadership on work engagement was significant (3=0.78,
p<0.001); thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported. To explore
the relationship between emotional leadership and
intrinsic motivation, emotional leadership was added to
obtain M1. In M1, the positive effect of emotional lead-
ership on intrinsic motivation was significant (8=0.90,
p<0.001). To explore the mediating effect of intrinsic
motivation, on the basis of M3, intrinsic motivation was
added to obtain M4. In M4, the positive effect of intrin-
sic motivation level on work engagement was significant
(=0.76, p<0.001), and the B coefficient of emotional
leadership on work engagement decreased from 0.78 to
0.10 and was no longer significant. Thus, Hypothesis 2
was supported. To explore the moderating effect of tra-
ditionality, an interaction term of emotional leadership
and traditionality was constructed. Then, on the basis of

5 DOHigh individual traditionality B Low individual traditionality

Intrinsic motivation

Low emotional leadership

Fig. 2 The moderating role of traditionality in the relationship

High emotional leadership

between emotional leadership and intrinsic motivation

M1, the interaction term was added to obtain M2. In M2,
the interaction term between emotional leadership and
traditionality had a significant positive effect on intrin-
sic motivation (8=0.09, p <0.05); thus, Hypothesis 3 was
supported.

To provide a more visual representation of the moder-
ating effect of traditionality, ANOVA was used to com-
pare the intrinsic motivation scores of the four groups
of subjects, and the results are shown in Fig. 2. Within
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the low traditionality group, the mean score of intrinsic
motivation of the low emotional leadership subgroup
(M=1.91, SD=0.86) was significantly lower than that
of the high emotional leadership subgroup (M=3.90,
SD=0.67) (p<0.001). Within the high traditionality
group, the mean score of intrinsic motivation of the low
emotional leadership subgroup (M =1.67, SD =0.60) was
also significantly lower than that of the high emotional
leadership subgroup (M=4.03, SD=0.42) (p<0.001).
However, the positive effect of emotional leadership on
intrinsic motivation was also stronger when the level of
traditionality increased, suggesting that traditionality
positively moderates the relationship between emotional
leadership and intrinsic motivation; thus, Hypothesis 3
was supported.

Study 2: Questionnaire study
Methods
Participants
According to the requirement of 10 samples for each
parameter to be estimated, this study required nearly 250
samples. According to the 60% efficiency of the distrib-
uted questionnaires, 400 questionnaires were initially
distributed to a large science and technology enterprise
in Beijing, China. The company specializes in R&D and
the production of mining machinery and equipment and
has more than 500 employees. Participants who had been
working there for more than 6 months were included in
the survey, and 382 questionnaires were returned. Unlike
Study 1, there was no experimental manipulation, and
employees were asked to rate their own experiences for
all questionnaires. After excluding 90% or more of the
data that only selected the same option, the filling rate
was less than 80%, and the data exceeded 3 standard devi-
ations, a total of 347 valid questionnaires were obtained.
Among respondents, 71.8% were female and 28.2%
were male; those aged 25 and below accounted for
15.6%, those aged 26—30 accounted for 54.7%, those aged
31-35 accounted for 20.5%, and those aged 36 and above
accounted for 9.2%; 31.7% had junior secondary educa-
tion or below, 43.8% had high school or secondary edu-
cation, 19.6% had a college education and 4.9% had a

Table 4 Confirmatory factor analysis results of variables
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bachelor’s degree or above, and 68.0% had worked under
their current supervisor for less than 3 years.

Measures

All scales used in this study were scored on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale, from 1 to 5 representing “totally disagree” to
“totally agree’, respectively. Emotional leadership, inter-
nal motivation and traditionality were all measured using
the same scales as in Study 1, with Cronbach’s alphas of
0.90, 0.92 and 0.67, respectively. Work engagement was
measured using the scale developed by Schaufeli [45],
which was commonly used in measurement work and
has shown good reliability in previous studies [46]. It
contains nine questions such as “At my work, I feel burst-
ing with energy”. The Cronbach’s alpha in this study was
0.91.

Statistical analysis

SPSS 25.0 and Mplus 7.0 were used for statistical analy-
sis in this study. Reliability analysis and confirmatory fac-
tor analysis were used to test the reliability and validity
of the scales, and common method bias factor analysis
was used to test whether the data had homology bias
problems. Correlation analysis and hierarchical regres-
sion analysis were used to test the hypothesis to investi-
gate the relationship between the independent variable
emotional leadership, the mediating variable intrinsic
motivation, the moderating variable traditionality and
the outcome variable work engagement. Finally, boot-
strap analysis was performed using the Process plugin to
integrate the research model and to analyze the mediat-
ing role of intrinsic motivation between emotional lead-
ership and work engagement and the moderating role of
traditionality between emotional leadership and intrinsic
motivation.

Results

Discriminant validity analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis was performed on all vari-
ables in the research model using Mplus7.0 to test the
discriminant validity between variables. This study com-
pared the fit of models with one to four factors. As shown
in Table 4, the fitting index of the four-factor model was

X df X*/df RMSEA SRMR TLI CFI
Four factors 542,60 269 202 0.05 0.04 0.94 0.95
Three factors 74943 272 276 0.07 0.06 0.90 091
Two factors 956.27 274 349 0.08 0.06 085 087
One factor 1863.59 275 6.78 0.13 0.1 0.66 0.69

N =347; the three-factor model takes intrinsic motivation and traditionality as a factor; the two-factor model takes intrinsic motivation, traditionality and work

engagement as a factor
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significantly better than that of the one-to-three-factor
models, and the fitting indices of the four-factor model
all met the discriminant criteria, indicating that the four
research variables had good discriminant validity, which
can also be further verified from the low correlation
among variables in the following correlation analysis.

Common method bias test

Common method bias refers to the artificial variation
among variables caused by the same subjects or data
sources, measurement context, project context, or the
characteristics of the project itself. Considering that all
the data were self-reported by the research subjects at
one time, to reduce the impact of common method bias
on the research results, the following analysis was con-
ducted. First, the Harman one-way test for common
method bias was adopted, and all variable items were
subjected to unrotated exploratory factor analysis. The
percentage of variance explained by the first factor was
38.446%, which was lower than the 40% criterion. Sec-
ond, since the Harman one-way test method may be
insensitive, the method factor was added as a global fac-
tor on the basis of the four-factor model. The four-fac-
tor structure of the data fit well (x*/df=2.02, CFI=0.95,
TLI=0.94, SRMR =0.04, RMESA =0.05), but the model
could not be fitted after adding the method factor. Finally,
positive team climate was used as a marker variable that
had no theoretical relationship with this study. The model
after adding the marker variable (BIC=21,230.77) was
compared with the research model (BIC=19,254.31),
and the research model was significantly better than the
model with a marker variable. All the above statistical
tests showed that there was no serious common method
bias in these data [47].

Table 5 Descriptive statistics and correlations
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Correlation analysis

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and
correlations. As shown in Table 5, there were correla-
tions between variables such as gender, age, marriage,
education, coworking time and frequency interaction
and research variables, including emotional leadership,
intrinsic motivation, work engagement and traditionality.
Therefore, the former variables were treated as control
variables in this study.

Emotional leadership was significantly and positively
correlated with intrinsic motivation (r=0.41, p<0.01)
and with work engagement (r=0.48, p<0.01); intrinsic
motivation was significantly and positively correlated
with work engagement (r=0.78, p<0.01). The hypoth-
eses were initially tested.

Hypothesis test
As shown in Table 6, each hypothesis was tested using
hierarchical regression analysis.

Main effect tests. In M4, only the control variables are
added to the regression equation. To explore the relation-
ship between emotional leadership and work engage-
ment, based on M4, emotional leadership was added to
obtain M5. In M5, emotional leadership showed a sig-
nificant positive effect on employees’ work engagement
(5=0.46, p<0.01), indicating that the higher the level of
emotional leadership of the leader, the higher the level
of employee work engagement; thus, Hypothesis 1 was
supported.

Mediating effect test. In M1, only the control vari-
ables are added to the regression equation. To explore
the relationship between emotional leadership and
intrinsic motivation, based on M1, emotional leader-
ship was added to obtain M2. In M2, the positive effect

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1.Gender 1.28 045

2.Age 2933 461  —004

3.Marriage 154 051 —011 051"

4.Education 199 089 —0.10 —0.04 0.14"

5. Coworking time 310 245 001 034" 032" 0.09

6.Frequency of interaction 3.21 112 —0.01 0.03 0.02 —0.08 0.09

7 Emotional Leadership 356 071  —005 —007  —006 014" —006 030"

8.Intrinsic motivation 342 080 —004 0.06 0.05 016" 010 020" 0417

9Work engagement 339 067 —008 0.02 003 015" 008 0197 048" 078"
10Traditionality 309 062 —016°  —009 0.03 025" 008 004 018" 028" 0317

M mean; SD standard deviationa
*correlation significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).

**correlation significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed)
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Table 6 Hierarchical regression analysis
Control variables Intrinsic motivation Work engagement

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6

B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE
Gender —0.02 0.09 —0.01 0.08 0.02 0.08 —0.06 0.08 —0.05 0.07 —0.05 0.05
Age 0.05 0.01 0.06 0.01 0.09 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.03 0.01 —0.01 0.01
Marriage —0.02 0.10 0.01 0.09 0.01 0.09 —0.04 0.08 —0.01 0.07 —0.01 0.05
Education 018" 005 011 005 005 004 0167 004 008 004 001 0.03
Coworking time 0.06 0.02 0.09 0.02 0.07 0.02 0.05 0.02 0.09 0.01 0.03 0.01
Frequency of interaction 021" 004 009 004 009 004 0207 003 005 003 —001 002
Independent variable
Emotional leadership 038" 006 036" 006 046" 005  0.19" 0.04
Mediate variable
Intrinsic motivation 070" 003
Moderate variable
Traditionality 016" 006
Emotional Leadership* Traditionality 015" 008
R? 8% 21% 26% 7% 25% 64%
AR 8% 13% 5% 7% 18% 39%

M1, Model 1; M2, Model 2; M3, Model 3; M4, Model 4; M5, Model 5; M6, Model 6; SE, standard errors; *p <0.05; **p <0.01

of emotional leadership on employees’ intrinsic motiva-
tion was significant (8=0.38, p<0.01). To explore the
mediating effect of intrinsic motivation, based on M5,
intrinsic motivation was added to obtain M6. In M6, the
positive effect of employees’ intrinsic motivation on work
engagement was significant (8=0.70, p<0.01), but the
B coefficient of emotional leadership on employee work
engagement decreased from 0.38 to 0.19, indicating that
employee’s intrinsic motivation partially mediates the
relationship between emotional leadership and work
engagement; thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Moderating effect test. To explore the moderating
effect of traditionality, an interaction term of emotional
leadership and traditionality was constructed. Then, on
the basis of M2, the interaction term was added to obtain
M3. In M3, the interaction term between emotional lead-
ership and employee traditionality had a significant posi-
tive effect on intrinsic motivation (8=0.15, p <0.01) after
considering the control variables.

Bootstrap test

The theoretical model was then tested using the Process
plug-in of SPSS. Model 7 was chosen, and 5,000 bootstrap
sample analyses revealed a significant mediating effect of
intrinsic motivation between emotional leadership and
work engagement (8=0.28, CI [0.20, 0.37]). Hypothesis 2
again was supported. Furthermore, there was traditional-
ity regulation of the relationship between emotional lead-
ership and intrinsic motivation (8=0.22, CI [0.06, 0.37]).

Simple slope analysis was adopted to analyze the moder-
ating role of traditionality between emotional leadership
and employees’ intrinsic motivation. Divide high and
low groups by the mean of traditionality plus or minus
one standard deviation. The results are shown in Fig. 3.
In both the high and low traditionality groups, emotional
leadership had a positive effect on intrinsic motivation;
however, the positive effect of emotional leadership on
intrinsic motivation was significantly stronger in the
high traditionality group (8=0.59, p<0.001) than in the
low traditionality group (8=0.27, p<0.01); as emotional
leadership increased, the gap between the two groups’
intrinsic motivation continued to widen. This suggested
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Fig. 3 The moderating effect of traditionality
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that subordinates’ traditionality can enhance the effect of
emotional leadership on subordinates’ intrinsic motiva-
tion. Hypothesis 3 was supported.

However, we found that traditionality did not moderate
the mediating effect of intrinsic motivation on emotional
leadership and work engagement (p > 0.05).

Discussion

First, when addressing Hypothesis 1, we found that emo-
tional leadership contributes to improving subordinates’
work engagement, which helps to extend extant knowl-
edge on antecedents of subordinates’ work engagement.
Previous studies have mostly focused on the impact of
subordinates’ own emotions on their work engagement
[3, 4]. However, as an important work environment factor
that affects subordinates’ emotions, the impact of leaders’
emotions and emotion management strategies on sub-
ordinates’ work engagement should not be ignored. This
study found that emotional leadership, a more specific
type of leadership that emphasizes the management and
contagion of the emotions of the members of the organi-
zation, is an important factor in promoting employee
engagement. When leaders effectively manage their
own emotions and those of their subordinates and show
care and support to their subordinates, subordinates are
more engaged in their work and reward the organization.
This confirms the insight that “leadership emotions are
a deeper factor in employee engagement than employee
emotions” [6].

Second, when addressing Hypothesis 2, we found that
subordinates’ intrinsic motivation plays a mediating role
between leaders’ emotional leadership and subordinates’
work engagement, which helps to enrich the understand-
ing of the mechanisms by which emotional leadership
affects employee engagement by introducing intrinsic
motivation as a ’'bridge’ between them. Most previous
research has been conducted from the perspective of
emotional contagion, suggesting that leadership styles
can change subordinates’ work status by influencing their
emotions [9, 10]. Based on self-determination theory, this
study found that emotional leadership promotes subor-
dinates’ work engagement not only by enhancing their
positive emotions but also by stimulating their intrinsic
motivation to work by satisfying their needs for auton-
omy, competence and relationships. The relationship
between leadership emotional competence and employee
work engagement was discussed from a motivational
perspective beyond emotional contagion, enriching the
knowledge of the mechanisms by which emotional lead-
ership affects employee engagement.

Finally, when addressing Hypothesis 3, we found that
traditionality positively moderates the relationship
between emotional leadership and subordinates’ intrinsic
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motivation, which helps to explore the boundary condi-
tions under which emotional leadership affects subor-
dinates’ motivation. Emotional leadership had a greater
effect on intrinsic motivation for those with high tradi-
tionality. This echoes the call that individual differences
in characteristics should be taken into account when
discussing subordinates’ processing of emotional infor-
mation about leadership [17]. In addition, values from
different cultural backgrounds influence individuals’
interpretations of situations, which in turn influence their
psychological and behavioral responses [48]. Traditional-
ity is the most representative value of Chinese people.
This study confirms the moderating role of traditional-
ity in the relationship between emotional leadership and
subordinates’ intrinsic motivation, which validates the
influence of different cultural values on subordinates’
motivation and contributes to the contextualization of
management theory.

Practical implication
Based on the above findings, the following management
implications emerge from this study.

First, when selecting leaders, organizations should
identify their level of emotional leadership and
strengthen managers’ leadership development in self-
emotion management and empathy skills. Furthermore,
when assigning work tasks and setting work goals, man-
agers should consider employees’ emotional responses,
so it is best to match subordinates’ abilities as much as
possible so that they can successfully complete their
tasks; when subordinates face difficulties, managers
should help them identify their own emotions and pro-
vide emotional and informational support at the right
time. Leaders can infect subordinates’ emotions through
public appreciation and humor and attach importance to
fairness in interpersonal interactions and get along with
each employee in a fair and equal manner.

Second, managers should stimulate subordinates’
intrinsic motivation by meeting subordinates’ autonomy,
competence and relationship needs in their daily man-
agement. For example, participatory management, del-
egated management or management by objectives should
be adopted for mature subordinates. When employ-
ees perform well, leaders should commend them in a
timely manner to strengthen their sense of achievement,
encourage them in their daily work, and make employees
feel recognized; they could also give employees person-
alized care and create a respectful and trusting leader-
member relationship.

Finally, it is relatively difficult to change individual
traditionality to increase the effect of emotional leader-
ship on subordinates’ intrinsic motivation. Therefore, it
is important for managers to first identify subordinates’
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degree of traditionality and to differentiate the manage-
ment of subordinates with different levels of traditional-
ity. Managers should focus more on the management of
subordinates with low traditionality, such as communi-
cating regularly with them and providing more care and
support and extrinsic motivation.

Limitations and future directions
There are some limitations to this study.

First, the variables measured in this study were all self-
reported by the subjects at one time point. Although sta-
tistical tests indicated no significant common method
bias, future research should invite supervisors to evaluate
the work engagement of their subordinates and encour-
age subordinates to evaluate the emotional leadership
of their supervisors. This study was a cross-sectional
study, which does not reflect well the causal relationship
between variables. A longitudinal study design should be
adopted to verify the causal relationship between vari-
ables, which has been tested in experimental Study 1.
In addition, the samples in the experimental study are
college students, and the assessment of work engage-
ment is related to the students’ imaginary responses. In
the future, employees can be selected to conduct experi-
ments to further verify the credibility of the research
results.

Second, this study explored the impact of emotional
leadership on subordinates’ work engagement from self-
determination theory; more mechanisms of emotional
leadership can be explored from the perspective of other
theories in the future. For example, based on job demand-
resource theory, future studies can explore whether
emotional leadership can influence subordinates’ work
engagement by enhancing their psychological resources
under high work demands. Based on the cognitive-affec-
tive processing system, we could also introduce both cog-
nitive and affective pathways to compare through which
pathway emotional leadership has a greater influence on
subordinates’ work engagement.

Finally, this study only discussed the moderating role
of traditionality, while the moderating role of other work
values, such as career centrality and power distance ori-
entation, could also be considered in the future.

Conclusions

Based on self-determination theory, this study not only
revealed the impact of emotional leadership on subordi-
nates’ work engagement, extending the research on the
leadership antecedents of subordinates’ work engage-
ment and supporting the insight that leadership emo-
tions are an important factor in employee engagement
but also took intrinsic motivation as a bridge connect-
ing them and clarifying the motivation path of emotional
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leadership on work engagement. However, this study
found that intrinsic motivation only partially mediated
the effect of emotional leadership on work engagement,
and other pathways of emotional leadership’s impact on
work engagement could be explored in the future. More-
over, it introduced traditionality as a boundary condi-
tion and found that emotional leadership has different
effects on intrinsic motivation for subordinates with dif-
ferent personalities, echoing the call that individual dif-
ferences in characteristics should be taken into account
when discussing subordinates’ processing of emotional
information about leadership. Future research could
further explore the moderating role of variables such as
subordinate power distance to enrich the understanding
of the boundary conditions of their relationship. Finally,
this study showed that it is necessary to cultivate leaders’
emotional leadership and stimulate subordinates’ intrin-
sic motivation. Leaders should carry out differentiated
management for employees with different levels of tradi-
tionality to improve subordinates’ work engagement.

Appendix

High emotional leadership material is described as fol-
lows: "Your performance has been poor this month, and
Mr. Chen, the supervisor, is keenly aware of the problem.
During teatime yesterday, he came up to you and asked if
you were experiencing any difficulties in your life. When
he knew that you needed to take care of your seriously ill
father every day after work recently, he took the initiative
to introduce you to his friend, a doctor in the specialty;
when he heard that you felt the job he assigned you was
suitable, but the workload was slightly heavy, he patiently
asked you if you needed to adjust your work and pointed
out your advantages. He then provided you with sugges-
tions to improve work efficiency. When he heard that
your colleague, Xu Lei, was not cooperating with you at
work, he encouraged you to actively communicate with
him and pointed out the advantages of Xu Lei, helping
you understand how to work with Xu Lei. During the
chat, he kept expressing his belief that you would do bet-
ter. You felt very happy chatting with him and felt con-
fident about your future after the chat. You mentioned
to him the problem of the short lunch break yesterday.
At the regular meeting today, he organized everyone to
discuss this issue. In the end, after considering every-
one’s opinions, he decided to extend the lunch break by
15 min."

Low emotional leadership material is described as fol-
lows: "Your performance has been poor this month, and
your supervisor, Mr. Chan, criticized you in front of your
colleagues in the department at the regular departmen-
tal meeting. Even though you felt hurt, you still took the
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initiative to communicate with him and to listen to his
suggestions. He did not realize that you wanted to seek
his help, did not give you the opportunity to express
yourself, but subjectively attributed your poor perfor-
mance to three reasons. First, he criticized you for always
leaving work on time and not spending enough time at
work, but forgot that you specifically told him you need
to take care of your seriously ill father every day after
work recently. Second, he pointed out that you are not
competent enough. However, you had communicated
to him several times that the work assigned to you was
not within your expertise, but he never adjusted your
work. Third, he pointed out that you did not cooperate
well with colleague Xu Lei, but he ignored that Xu Lei is a
maverick and cannot get along with anyone in your team.
In the process of communication, he thought he under-
stood what you were trying to express, but you felt unap-
preciated and the confusion was left unresolved. The chat
broke up unhappily.”
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