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Abstract:

The study employed questionnaires on emotional leadership, organizational commitment, and retention to
investigate the relationship between emotional leadership, organizational commitment, and retention among
380 preschool teachers in private kindergartens. The research findings indicate a positive correlation between
emotional leadership and both organizational commitment and retention. Organizational commitment serves
as a significant mediator between emotional leadership and retention. Emotional leadership can enhance re-
tention , both directly and indirectly through organizational commitment. Demographic characteristics of the
preschool teachers in private kindergartens were considered to understand the sample features. The results
highlight the crucial role of emotional leadership in fostering organizational commitment and enhancing
retention among preschool teachers, providing a theoretical basis for improving their job satisfaction and
stability. Additionally, this study offers practical guidance for administrators of private kindergartens, sug-
gesting that by cultivating and enhancing the emotional leadership of preschool teachers, their commitment
to the organization can be strengthened, which further enhances retention, reduces staff turnover, and ensures
stable and continuous improvement of educational quality.
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1 Introduction

Preschool education, as a pivotal stage of individual development, exerts a profound impact on future
achievements (Sierens et al., 2020). The quality of education during this period is contingent upon the qual-
ity of the curricula and teaching methods employed (Greaves & Bahous, 2021) , as well as the professional
contributions of the preschool teachers themselves (Moazami-Goodarzi et al., 2021) . As the fundamental

human resource in the provision of preschool education services, the quality of work performed by preschool
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teachers is directly associated with children's development and educational outcomes. However, the high rate
of turnover among preschool teachers worldwide has emerged as a pressing concern, as evidenced by a grow-
ing body of research (Ingersoll et al., 2014; Latham & Vogt, 2007; Perrachione et al., 2008) . It is notable that
researchers posit that the root of this problem does not lie in an insufficiency of teacher supply but rather in
the inability to effectively retain those who are well-trained (Darling-Hammond, 2006) . In China, the issue
of poor stability among preschool teachers has become a matter of great urgency for private kindergartens. In
particular, the rate of recruiting new teachers in private kindergartens is unable to keep pace with the rate of
teacher turnover, which presents a considerable challenge to the sustained and healthy development of these
institutions (Guo & Sun, 2018).

The role of private kindergartens in developing preschool education in China cannot be overstated. Recent
educational statistics indicate that the proportion of private kindergartens among all kindergartens remains
considerable. In 2021, they accounted for 56.54% of all kindergartens, 55.49% in 2022, and 54.48% in 2023
(PRC, 2022, 2023, 2024) . The data unequivocally demonstrate that private kindergartens are not merely an
integral component of preschool education; their considerable prevalence substantially influences the educa-

tional decisions of families and young children in general.

The departure of preschool teachers from their posts could result in significant human and material costs for
the kindergartens in which they have been employed. These costs may include increased economic expendi-
tures associated with recruiting and training new staff (Barnes, 2007) . Furthermore, the departure could have
a detrimental effect on the quality of education. It can reduce the quality of education and care that children
receive, undermining secure attachment and organizational stability (Barnes, 2007). Furthermore, it can have
an additional impact on student achievement and the full implementation of school programs (Goldhaber &
Cowan, 2014).

Previous research has fully demonstrated that the factors influencing teachers' retention are diverse and
complex. The focus of studies on teacher turnover has undergone a significant shift from individual to orga-
nizational factors (Durodoye et al., 2020) . In early studies, demographic variables such as gender, race, age,
marital status, number of newborns, and number of children in the family were considered vital factors influ-
encing teachers' turnover intention (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Nguyen et al., 2020).However, recent explo-
rations have increasingly focused on organizational or work-related factors, which encompass a wide range of
aspects such as work stress, salary levels, social status, performance evaluation, working environment, school
atmosphere, rest and vacation, job security, professional recognition, working conditions, and job satisfac-
tion(Lanas, 2017; Madigan & Kim, 2021; McCarthy et al., 2010).Against the backdrop of this series of re-
search advancements, in addition to tangible conditions like material and working environment, the profound
impact of soft factors on teachers' retention is also receiving increasing attention. In particular, the emotional
leadership of kindergarten administrators has become a crucial factor influencing the retention of preschool
teachers(Won & Goo, 2020).

Emotional leadership is an essential leadership style that emphasizes the use of emotional intelligence and
related skills by kindergarten administrators in their organizations to effectively manage and motivate the
emotional experiences of their staff (Grandey, 2000) . Its essence lies in the ability of kindergarten adminis-

trators to effectively manage the positive and negative emotions of organizational members through emotion
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recognition, emotion understanding, and emotion management, to regulate and guide teachers' emotions
effectively, and to create an organizational climate that is both energetic and harmonious(Jin, 2010; Wong &
Law, 2002; Yao & Wu, 2024) . Emotional leadership is an artistic and scientific approach that requires admin-
istrators to become emotional listeners, understanders, and guides and to co-create an ideal environment that
promotes teachers' professional growth and well-being by building positive emotional connections. Research
also suggests that emotional leadership has a positive impact on staff retention (Merida-Lopez et al., 2020;
Ouakouak et al., 2020).

Retention intention and organizational commitment are two variables that are closely related and have a
significant impact on preschool teacher stability. Retention intentions refer to teachers' intention to stay in
their current kindergarten job, directly reflecting their job satisfaction and loyalty to the kindergarten(Gei-
ger & Pivovarova, 2018). On the other hand, organizational commitment reflects early childhood teachers'
sense of identity and belonging to the kindergarten to which they belong and reflects the psychological bond
between the teacher and the kindergarten. Researchers have categorized it into three dimensions: affective
commitment, normative commitment, and continuance commitment (Meyer & Allen, 1991) . Affective
commitment refers to teachers' emotional affiliation and loyalty to the kindergarten. Teachers with high af-
fective commitment are emotionally dependent on the organization and voluntarily contribute to its develop-
ment(Mercurio, 2015). Preschool teachers requires a high level of affective commitment and a deep teach-
er-student relationship with children. Therefore, teachers who enjoy their work may develop a strong sense
of belonging and identity and want to stay in the organization voluntarily. Normative commitment is based
on a sense of moral or ethical obligation to be loyal to the organization and is closely related to teachers' pro-
fessional ethics (Dunham et al., 1994). Continuance commitment is based on a cost-benefit analysis where
teachers choose to stay because of the high cost of quitting (Li et al., 2021) Over the course of a preschool
teacher's career, if they have invested a great deal of time and energy in their current organization, such as
building stable teacher-student relationships and becoming familiar with the teaching environment, they may
prefer to stay in their current organization because of concerns about the cost of leaving their current organi-

zation.

In the preschool field, preschool teachers' retention intention and organizational commitment are strongly
influenced by leadership style. Based on research with other groups!'Kim & Jung, 2010['we hypothesized
that when kindergarten administrators demonstrate emotional leadership, pay attention to and understand the
emotional needs of teachers, and actively create an organizational climate that is both dynamic and harmo-
nious, teachers are more likely to feel a strong sense of identification and belonging to the kindergarten, and
thus be willing to stay for an extended period in order to provide children with stable and high-quality edu-
cational services. However, there are few empirical studies on emotional leadership in the preschool teacher
population, and it is incredibly scarce in the private kindergarten teacher population. Therefore, an in-depth
exploration of how kindergarten administrators' emotional leadership affects early childhood teachers' reten-
tion is essential to the existing body of research and a vital part of a deeper understanding and optimization of

teacher stability strategies.

Given the significant role of private kindergartens, the current issues of teacher turnover, and the stability

they face, conducting a thorough investigation into the intention to stay of teachers in private kindergartens
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is particularly urgent and essential. Such research not only aids in deeply analyzing the underlying reasons
behind teacher turnover but also provides robust data support and theoretical basis for formulating practical
strategies to retain teachers, thereby ensuring the sustained and stable development of private kindergartens
and promoting the overall enhancement of preschool education quality in China. By delving into concepts
such as emotional leadership, organizational commitment, and retention intention among preschool teachers,
this study offers a more comprehensive perspective for understanding the stability and professionalism of the
preschool teaching force. It not only contributes to a fuller understanding of the professional psychological
characteristics of Chinese preschool teachers but also provides solid theoretical support and practical guid-
ance for enhancing the stability and professionalism of the teaching force. Furthermore, examining these con-
cepts within the context of Chinese culture can offer new perspectives and insights for cross-cultural psycho-
logical research, further advancing our ability to better support and promote preschool teachers' mental health

and career development across different cultural backgrounds.

2 Research objectives

This study focuses on private kindergarten teachers in Jinan, China, and seeks to elucidate the intrinsic
links between emotional leadership, organizational commitment, and retention. The study selected retention
intention as the dependent variable and emotional leadership and organizational commitment as the indepen-
dent variables to elucidate the interactions and influences of three variables in early childhood education. In
particular, the study outlines the basic profile of the respondents in terms of gender, age, educational level,
and marital status and examines the interactions between these three variables. The study aimed to investigate
the mediating role of organizational commitment in the relationship between emotional leadership and re-

spondents' retention intentions.

3 Methods

3.1Research Design

The researcher used structural equation modeling in this study to determine the relationship between pri-

vate kindergarten directors' emotional leadership and teachers' retention intentions.

Firstly, after collecting the data, data cleaning and pre-processing work is done, which includes checking
the completeness of the data, dealing with missing values, and identifying outliers. Upon completing these
pre-processing tasks, the data is imported into SPSS 26.0, which provides a complete set of statistical tools,
including descriptive statistical analysis, reliability, and validity analyses to ensure that the constructed scales

have good measurement properties.

Furthermore, the data is analyzed using PLS-SEM 4.0, an advanced multivariate analysis method. This
method is particularly well-suited for this study, as it is adept at handling small sample data and non-normally
distributed data. It is also effective in assessing causal relationships between variables and validating the as-

sumptions of the theoretical model.
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3.2 Participants

To ensure the representativeness of the sample and the accuracy of the study, the most recent data on the
total number of kindergarten teachers provided by the Jinan Municipal Bureau of Education was used as the
base and combined with the sample statistics method proposed by Krejcie and Morgan (1970). Three hundred
eighty preschool teachers were eligible for the sample size of this study. A convenience sampling method was
used to recruit 412 private kindergarten teachers from Jinan, China. Invalid data were excluded, and the final

sample size was 380.

3.3 Measures

The Emotional Leadership scale was used to measure emotional leadership in this study from an external
perspective by integrating related researchers' scales (Boyatzis, 2001; Jin, 2010; Jordan et al., 2002). It en-
compassed three dimensions: emotion recognition, empathy, and emotion management. The questionnaire
had a total of 14 questions. It was scored on a seven-point Likert scale, with values 1-7 ranging from "strong-
ly disagree" to "strongly agree". Sample items such as "The principal can recognize my emotions" were in-
cluded. The Cronbach's alpha values for these dimensions in the current study were0.926,0.945, and 0.945,

respectively.

The Organizational Commitment scale utilized was Meyer and Allen's Scale (Meyer & Allen, 1991). How-
ever, due to the significant association between the continued commitment scale and the dependent variable
of this study, the focus was primarily on affective and normative commitment. These sections included a total
of eight items. It was scored on a seven-point Likert scale, with values 1-7 ranging from "strongly disagree"
to "strongly agree". Statements such as "I am content to continue working at the kindergarten until retire-
ment" were included. The affective and normative commitment subscales showed satisfactory internal consis-

tency reliability, with respective Cronbach's o values of .936 and .938.

The retention intention scale developed by Guo and Sun (2018) was utilized in this study to explore pre-
school teachers' retention intentions. The main content of the questionnaire concerns the likelihood of con-
tinuing a career as a preschool teacher. The scale comprised four items, such as "I plan to continue my career
as an early childhood education teacher."(Guo & Sun, 2018). It was scored on a seven-point Likert scale, with
values 1-7 ranging from "strongly disagree" to "strongly agree." In this study, internal consistency performed

better for this scale, for example, Cronbach's a was 0.913.

3.4 Procedure

This study aimed to investigate the relationship between kindergarten principals' emotional leadership,
organizational commitment, and private kindergarten teachers' willingness to stay in the profession. The re-
searcher used a quantitative research method using questionnaires. Prior to administering the questionnaire,
all research instruments were appropriately reviewed and required ethical approvals were obtained. In ad-
dition, the researcher was responsible for protecting the participants' privacy and the data's confidentiality
during the data collection process. Considering the language and cultural differences, the Chinese version of

the questionnaire was chosen to ensure that participants could understand it.
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A convenience sampling method was used to recruit 412 participants for this study. Participants were in-
vited to complete the questionnaire online to gain insight into the opinions and attitudes of frontline teachers
in private kindergartens in Jinan. In order to ensure the scientific design of the questionnaire and the con-
venience of its implementation, the researcher chose the fully functional and user-friendly questionnaire
platform "Questionnaire Star" to create and distribute the questionnaire to ensure the effective collection and
management of data. The researcher worked closely with local kindergartens as the main distribution points
regarding the questionnaire distribution strategy. For example, Questionnaire Star was used to communicate
with kindergarten teachers in the partner organizations during the university students' internship period and to
distribute the questionnaires during teachers' meetings or teacher training activities. This approach not only
increases the completion rate of the questionnaire but also ensures the quality of the data and the authenticity

of the completed questionnaire.
3.5 Data analysis

The data collected was analyzed using statistical software such as SPSS 26.0 and PLS-SEM 4.0. Prelim-
inary analyses using SPSS 26.0 would provide the necessary statistical information for subsequent model
testing and hypothesis validation. PLS-SEM 4.0 would further estimate the path coefficients to reveal the
direct, indirect, and total effects between the theoretical constructs. Through these data analysis methods, the
researcher would reveal the factors that influence preschool teachers' retention intention in the profession and
the headteacher's emotional leadership and organizational commitment role in this process. Ultimately, these
analyses would provide insights to help develop more effective human resource management strategies and

practical measures to improve the retention of kindergarten teachers.

4 Results and Discussion

4.1 Profile of the Respondents

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants(N=380)

Profile Frequency Percentage

Sex Male 31 8.16
Female 349 91.84

Age <25 165 43.42

25-29 98 25.79

30-34 44 11.58

35-39 34 8.94

>39 39 10.26

Educational level High school or vocational high school 27 7.10

Junior college degree 125 32.89

Undergraduate degree 215 56.58

Master's degree 13 3.42

Marital status Married 158 41.58

unmarried 222 58.42

Table 1 outlines the characteristics of the study sample, encompassing four aspects: gender, age, education

level, and marital status. Regarding gender, males account for 8.16%, while females constitute 91.84%. This
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data effectively represents the gender ratio within the profession of preschool teachers.

Regarding age, 43.42% are below 24 years old, 25.79% are between 25 and 29, 11.58% are between 30 and
34, 8.94% are between 35 and 39, and 10.26% are above 40. This distribution indicates a gradual decrease in

the proportion of preschool teachers in the workforce as age increases.

Regarding education level, 7.10% have completed high school or vocational high school, 32.89% are col-
lege students, 56.58% are undergraduates, and 3.42% are graduate students. This distribution reflects the di-
versity in the educational background of preschool teachers, which may also influence the breadth and depth
of the study. Individuals with different levels of education may exhibit varying perceptions of emotional lead-
ership, understandings of organizational commitment, and retention intentions in their positions. For instance,
teachers with higher educational backgrounds may possess a deeper understanding and higher expectations of
emotional leadership, and their organizational commitment and retention intention may also be more complex

and multifaceted.

As far as marital status is concerned, 41.58% are married, and 58.42% are unmarried. Marital status is an
influential factor that cannot be ignored. Married teachers may be more stable and more committed to their
jobs and organizations as they may need to consider their families' financial and livelihood stability. On the
other hand, unmarried teachers may be more flexible and have higher expectations and demands for career
development and work environment. This difference may affect their acceptance of emotional leadership and
retention intention in the profession. Therefore, in examining the relationship between emotional leadership
and retention intentions and the mediating role of organizational commitment, we also need to consider the

variable of teachers' marital status.

The sample for this study consisted of 380 preschool teachers from a private kindergarten in Jinan, China.
The gender distribution was uneven, with significantly more females than males, consistent with the current
gender differences in the profession of kindergarten teachers in China. In terms of educational background,
the majority were specialists and undergraduates, a distribution that is common in the preschool education
industry, lending reliability to the study's findings. There were also relatively small proportions of vocational

and high school students and master's degree holders.

Overall, this demographic characteristic of the occupational group of early childhood teachers in Jinan,
China, demonstrates the diversity of their educational backgrounds and the distribution of gender, age, and
marital status in line with the actual situation. This characteristic not only enriches the sample base of this

study but also ensures its authenticity and credibility.

4.2 Reliability and validity

Table 2. Reliability and validity results.

Variable Cronbach's a CR AVE
Emotional leadership 0.952 0.955 0.659
Retention intention 0.913 0.914 0.794
Organizational commitment 0.898 0.917 0.504

Cronbach's Alpha is an index used to measure the internal consistency of a set of test questions or measure-
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ment items. In this study, an a greater than 0.7 indicates good internal consistency among the measurement
items.Composite Reliability (CR) represents the consistency of internal variables. A higher CR value for a
latent variable suggests a higher degree of measurability of the latent variable and a higher correlation among
its measurement variables. Therefore, the CR value must be above the threshold of 0.7. In this study, the CR
values of all latent variables are greater than 0.9, indicating that the constructs in this study have good con-
sistency. In terms of convergent validity, if the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) of all constructs is greater
than 0.5 and the reliability is greater than 0.7, then the construct is considered to have good convergent va-
lidity. Table 2 shows that all constructs meet the recommendations proposed by Fornell & Larcker (1981),
indicating good convergent validity(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Furthermore, the square root of AVE was test-
ed to determine whether it is more significant than the structural correlation coefficients, thereby confirming

discriminant validity.

Table 3 Heterotrait-monotrait ratio(HTMT)

Emotional Retention Organizational
leadership intention commitment

Emotional leadership
e . 0.848

Retention intention 0.794
. . 0.843

Organizational commitment

Table 4 Discriminate validity(Fornell-Larcker criterion)

Emotional Retention Organizational
leadership intention commitment
Emotional leadership 0.812 0.891
Retention intention 0.798 0' 704 0.710
Organizational commitment 0.763 )

Discriminant validity refers to the extent to which it can distinguish one variable from another. HTMT val-
ues less than 0.85 are usually considered as evidence of discriminant validity. The data in Table 3 are all less
than 0.85, indicating that the study has reasonable discriminant limits. The Fornell-Larcker criterion is also
the primary measure of discriminant validity. According to the Fornell-Larcker criterion, the diagonal value
of each factor in Table 4 should be greater than the correlation coefficient of the corresponding row. The data
of this questionnaire meets the above requirements. Therefore, all the research instruments in this study have

good discriminant validity.
4.3 Structural Model Assessment

The internal model was evaluated using the bootstrap procedure and blindfolding procedure with 10,000
resamples, by employing Smart-PLS 4.0 software. The obtained values for standard B, t-values, p-values, and
coefficient of determination (R2) are presented(Hair et al., 2017). The results of the hypothesis testing are
shown in Table 5 and Fig. 2.
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Table 5 path coefficient

Standard path

Hypothesis  Relationship coefficient Mean STDEV T P Decision
HI1 EL ->RE 0.625 0.624  0.073 8.607 0.000 yes
H2 EL->0C 0.763 0.763 0.026 29.500  0.000 yes
H3 OC->RE 0.227 0.229  0.077 2.967 0.003 yes
H4 EL->OC->RE 0.173 0.174  0.058 2.978 0.003 yes

Note: EL, Emotional leadership; OC, Organizational commitment; RE, retention

Affective
commitment

Normative
commitment

Organizational
commitment
(R*=0.582)

Emotional
Recognition

0.763%** 0.227%*

Retention
(R*=0.659)

Emotional
leadership

Emotional
Management

Research findings show that emotional leadership is positively correlated with organizational commitment
(B=0.763, t=29.50, P<0.001). Emotional leadership ($=0.625, t=8.607, P<0.001), and organizational commit-
ment ($=0.227, t=2.967, P<0.01) exhibit statistically significant differences with retention intention. R2 re-
sults show that emotional leadership explains 58.2% in organizational commitment. Emotional leadership and
organizational commitment, account for 65.9% of the variation in retention. According to the values of (R2)
suggested by Chin (Chin & Newsted, 1999), the R2 values obtained in this study are acceptable. The findings
of this study indicate that organizational commitment mediate the relationship between emotional leadership
and retention (= 0.173, P=0.003).

5 Conclusion

This study was conducted on early childhood teachers in private kindergartens. The structural equations re-
sults showed that these teachers' emotional leadership and organizational commitment had a positive effect on
their retention intentions. Meanwhile, organizational commitment plays a mediating role between emotional

leadership and retention intention.
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6 Suggestion

Enhancing preschool teachers' retention intention hinges critically on strengthening their emotional lead-
ership. Headteachers should undergo emotional leadership training to enhance their emotional intelligence,
enabling them to understand better and support teachers. Through such training, head teachers can create a
supportive and positive work environment where teachers feel respected, understood, and supported. Fur-
thermore, head teachers should advocate open communication, foster team collaboration, establish incentive

mechanisms, and attend to individual differences, enhancing teachers' satisfaction and sense of belonging.

Regularly organizing team-building activities is also an effective way to boost teachers' retention intention.
These activities facilitate communication, trust, and collaboration among team members, enhance collective
identity, and foster a shared team culture. Simultaneously, the relationship between head teachers and teachers
should be regularly evaluated to promptly adjust work policies, training plans, and communication channels,
ensuring that teachers' needs are met. Additionally, focusing on teachers' professional development is crucial.
Measures such as providing professional training, collaborating with universities, establishing mentorship
programs, and creating internal communication platforms enhance teachers' professional skills and pride,

strengthening their retention intention.

Establishing clear retention policies and a comprehensive welfare system is imperative to retain outstanding
teachers in the long term. It includes offering competitive salaries and substantial benefits, such as health in-
surance and flexible leave policies, to ensure teachers' material well-being and work-life balance. Meanwhile,
maintaining open communication with teachers to understand their needs and concerns ensures retention pol-
icies are more targeted and effective. Through these initiatives, a stable and vibrant educational team can be

forged, ultimately enhancing overall educational quality and effectively boosting teachers' retention intention.
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