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ABSTRACT: Background: Kindergarten teachers are particularly vulnerable to burnout because their work involves
substantial emotional and caregiving demands, which may be associated with teaching quality and children’s develop-
ment. Using a sample of kindergarten teachers in China, this study tested a moderated mediation model to examine how
workplace friendship, job satisfaction, and relative deprivation were associated with kindergarten teachers’ burnout.
Methods: Using a cross-sectional self-report design, 344 kindergarten teachers from Jiangsu Province, mainland China,
completed measures of workplace friendship, relative deprivation, job satisfaction, and burnout. Descriptive statistics,
Pearson correlation analyses, mediation analysis, and moderated mediation analyses were conducted using SPSS and
the PROCESS macro. Results: (1) Workplace friendship was negatively associated with burnout among kindergarten
teachers (𝛽 = −0.41, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.50, −0.31]); (2) job satisfaction partially mediated the association between
workplace friendship and burnout (indirect effect = −0.19, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [−0.25, −0.13]); and (3) relative deprivation
moderated the association between job satisfaction and burnout (𝛽 = 0.14, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.05, 0.22]). Conclusions:
These findings may help clarify how workplace friendship is associated with burnout among kindergarten teachers
by identifying job satisfaction as a potential psychological pathway. Moreover, relative deprivation moderated the
second stage of this mediation process, indicating that the association between job satisfaction and burnout varied
across different levels of perceived relative deprivation. Future research should examine whether these associations
among workplace friendship, job satisfaction, relative deprivation, and burnout can be generalized across different
cultural contexts.
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1 Introduction

Kindergarten teachers are often among the first important non-family adults with whom children
develop meaningful relationships [1]. By integrating education with daily care, kindergarten teachers offer
emotional support and experiences that may foster children’s subsequent social-emotional and academic
development [2]. These responsibilities may also leave kindergarten teachers susceptible to burnout [3].
Burnout scholarship has primarily examined adverse employee outcomes [4], leaving the potentially
protective role of collegial friendship comparatively underexplored. Accordingly, we investigated how
workplace friendship was related to burnout among kindergarten teachers and considered a potential
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psychological process that might account for this association. We tested a conditional process model in
which job satisfaction served as the mediator and relative deprivation qualified the latter part of the indirect
association. The present study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, it extends research on
workplace friendship by examining its association with burnout among kindergarten teachers. Second,
it evaluates job satisfaction as the intervening variable connecting workplace friendship with burnout,
thereby specifying one possible pathway between them. Third, the framework may inform efforts to protect
occupational well-being by combining interpersonal-resource development with attention to perceived
relative deprivation.

1.1 Workplace Friendship and Burnout

Here, workplace friendship describes voluntarily developed informal bonds between coworkers, charac-
terized by trust, mutual support, and practical help [5]. Empirical evidence has linked such collegial bonds with
better occupational well-being [6,7]. Nevertheless, substantial job pressure remains common in contemporary
workplaces, alongside widespread burnout [8]. Burnout is associated with poorer physical and psychological
health, reduced job performance, and weaker organizational functioning [9]. Kindergarten teachers represent
a professional group that may be particularly vulnerable to burnout [3]. In addition to educating young
children, they are responsible for children’s daily care and emotional development. This dual role requires
teachers to meet diverse pedagogical, caregiving, and emotional demands. Furthermore, kindergarten teachers
must maintain frequent communication with parents, provide timely feedback on children’s development,
and respond to parental concerns. These responsibilities require substantial patience, attentiveness, and emo-
tional investment. Prolonged exposure to such demands may be associated with physical and psychological
exhaustion and a higher risk of burnout. According to Conservation of Resources theory, individuals are
motivated to acquire, maintain, and protect valuable resources [10,11]. From this perspective, burnout may
occur when individuals experience actual or threatened resource loss and are unable to replenish depleted
resources effectively. Workplace friendship may serve as an important social resource by providing emotional
support, practical assistance, and a sense of belonging. These resources may help employees cope with
resource depletion associated with work demands and may weaken the association between work-related
stress and burnout. Furthermore, cultural factors may provide a useful context for understanding the asso-
ciation between workplace friendship and burnout. In the Chinese cultural context, collectivist values and
harmonious interpersonal relationships are often emphasized [12]. This cultural orientation may encourage
employees to integrate into the collective and establish mutually supportive social networks. In supportive
team environments, stronger collegial friendships among kindergarten teachers may coincide with lower
burnout. H1 therefore predicts an inverse association between workplace friendship and burnout among
kindergarten teachers.

1.2 The Mediating Role of Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction is defined as a positive emotional state resulting from an individual’s evaluation of his
or her job or work experience [13], and it may mediate the association between workplace friendship and
burnout among kindergarten teachers. On the one hand, workplace friendship is strongly associated with
job satisfaction. When employees develop positive relationships with colleagues, they may be more likely
to integrate into the team, share professional values, and identify with team goals [14,15]. This sense of
identification may help employees develop a deeper and clearer understanding of the meaning and value of
their work, which may be associated with higher job satisfaction. These positive associations of workplace
friendship have beenwidely observed across employee populations. In the context of kindergarten education,
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workplace friendship may function in a similar manner. Positive working relationships among colleagues
may strengthen teamwork, facilitate the sharing of teaching experiences, and provide emotional support
for kindergarten teachers. Through workplace friendships, teachers may interact more effectively, creating
a more harmonious work environment and ultimately enhancing job satisfaction. On the other hand, job
satisfaction is an important correlate of burnout. Both theoretical and empirical studies have supported the
association between the two constructs. According to the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, individuals’
work attitudes may be shaped by the degree to which the work environment matches their needs [16].
When employees’ job demands are adequately met and their contributions are recognized by the team, they
may be more likely to maintain a positive work attitude and report higher job satisfaction [17]. Empirical
studies have shown that job satisfaction is negatively associated with burnout and positively associated with
psychological capital and well-being [18,19]. A recent workplace meta-analysis provided further evidence
for the negative association between job satisfaction and burnout [20]. These findings suggest that the
negative association between job satisfaction and burnout may not be limited to specific occupations but
may apply broadly across work settings. In the workplace context of kindergartens, teachers with high job
satisfaction may be more positively engaged in their teaching work, which may be associated with greater
work efficiency and lower burnout. H2 proposes that job satisfaction statistically mediates the association
of workplace friendship with burnout among kindergarten teachers.

1.3 The Moderating Role of Relative Deprivation

Relative deprivation is a cognitive-affective state that arises when people view their outcomes as
unfairly inferior to those of a relevant comparison group and react with emotions such as anger or discon-
tent [21]. As a potential risk factor, relative deprivation may be associated with negative emotions, as well
as poorer mental health and career development [22–24]. Previous studies have also shown that relative
deprivation is negatively associated with job satisfaction and positively associated with burnout [25,26].
Among kindergarten teachers, relative deprivation may arise when they perceive disparities in compensa-
tion, professional recognition, career advancement opportunities, or working conditions compared with
colleagues or members of other occupational groups. Such perceptions of disadvantage may be associated
with less positive evaluations of work and greater vulnerability to work-related stress. The strength of the
job satisfaction-burnout association may therefore depend on kindergarten teachers’ perceived relative
deprivation. According to Social Comparison Theory, individuals evaluate their outcomes and social status
by comparing themselves with relevant others [27,28]. When teachers experience high levels of relative
deprivation, they may be more likely to focus on perceived inequities and unmet expectations. Consequently,
the positive psychological meaning of job satisfaction may be weakened, and its negative association with
burnout may become less pronounced. In contrast, teachers with low levels of relative deprivation may be
less likely to perceive unfair disparities and tend to evaluate their work experiences more positively. As
a result, the negative association between job satisfaction and burnout may be stronger among teachers
with lower levels of relative deprivation. H3 thus predicts that kindergarten teachers’ level of relative
deprivation conditions the association between job satisfaction and burnout.

1.4 The Present Study

We evaluated a conditional process account of burnout in which workplace friendship was linked to
job satisfaction and relative deprivation qualified the job satisfaction-burnout association. Accordingly, we
expected workplace friendship to be inversely associated with burnout (H1), job satisfaction to carry part
of this association (H2), and relative deprivation to condition the job satisfaction-burnout association (H3).
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The results may inform both theory and workplace practices aimed at cultivating supportive collegial ties
and protecting kindergarten teachers’ occupational well-being. The hypothesized model is shown in Fig. 1.

 
Figure 1: Conceptual model evaluated in this study.

2 Methods

2.1 Participants

This study employed a convenience sampling strategy to recruit certified kindergarten teachers
from 20 kindergartens in Jiangsu Province, China. After permission was obtained from the participating
kindergartens, eligible teachers were invited to participate in the study and complete the questionnaire.
Data were collected between March and April 2025 through an offline questionnaire survey administered on
site during teachers’ non-instructional time. Before data collection, the researchers explained the purpose
of the study and obtained written informed consent from all participants. Participation was voluntary,
and participants were assured of the confidentiality and anonymity of their responses. This study was
conducted in accordance with the ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki. The research
was examined and approved by the ethics committee of the Psychology Research Center at Southeast
University (approval number: 20250310). Written informed consent was obtained from all participants
included in the study.

A total of 410 questionnaires were distributed, and 344 valid responses were retained after incomplete and
invalid questionnaires were excluded, yielding an effective response rate of 83.90%. Regarding kindergarten type,
230 teachers were employed in public kindergartens and 114 in private kindergartens. Regarding kindergarten
location, 277 teachers worked in urban kindergartens and 67 worked in rural kindergartens. The sample
consisted of 320 female teachers and 24 male teachers, with a mean age of 33.40 years (SD = 6.84). In terms of
educational attainment, 72 participants held a junior college degree or below, 264 held a bachelor’s degree,
and 8 held a master’s degree or above. The final sample size satisfied the commonly recommended subject-
to-item ratio of approximately 10:1, indicating that the sample size was generally appropriate for the present
study [29,30].

2.2 Measures

All scales used in this study were originally developed in non-Chinese languages. Following Brislin’s
translation and back-translation procedure, the instruments were translated into Chinese and independently
back-translated into the corresponding source languages to check translation equivalence [31]. The translated
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versions were subsequently reviewed by one Ph.D. in psychology and one Ph.D. in early childhood education
to ensure cultural appropriateness and linguistic clarity within the Chinese context.

2.2.1 Workplace Friendship

Workplace friendship was measured using the six-item Friendship Prevalence subscale [32], which has
been widely used as an independent measure in prior studies [33–35]. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert
scale, with higher scores indicating higher levels of workplace friendship. The Cronbach’s α coefficient
was 0.91 in the present study.

2.2.2 Burnout

Burnout was measured using the Burnout Clinical Subtypes Questionnaire (BCSQ-12) [36]. The BCSQ-
12 consists of 12 items assessing three dimensions of burnout: overload, lack of development, and neglect.
All items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale. As in previous applications of the BCSQ-12, higher total
scores indicate higher levels of burnout [37]. In the present study, the three dimensions showed moderate
to strong intercorrelations (r = 0.57–0.72), and the Cronbach’s α coefficient for the scale was 0.92.

2.2.3 Job Satisfaction

Teachers’ job satisfaction was measured using five items adapted from Johlke and Duhan [38]. All
items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for this scale was 0.82 in the present
study.

2.2.4 Relative Deprivation

Relative deprivation was measured using the Personal Relative Deprivation Scale–Revised [39]. The
scale consists of five items rated on a 6-point Likert scale. Higher scores indicate higher levels of perceived
relative deprivation. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale was 0.89 in the present study.

2.3 Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using SPSS 26.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA), R version 4.3.3 (R Foundation
for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria) with the ‘lavaan’ package version 0.6–17, and Hayes’ PROCESS
macro version 3.3. Given that all variables were collected using self-report questionnaires, common method
bias was first assessed using Harman’s single-factor test and a single-factor confirmatory factor analysis.
Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analyses were then conducted to examine the associations
among the study variables. Prior to the mediation and moderated mediation analyses, all variables were
standardized to obtain standardized path coefficients (β) for interpretation and reporting purposes. Gender
and kindergarten type were included as control variables in all models. Workplace friendship was specified
as the independent variable, job satisfaction as the mediator, burnout as the dependent variable, and relative
deprivation as the moderator. Consistent with the research hypotheses, the mediation and moderated
mediation models were tested using PROCESS Model 4 and Model 14, respectively [40]. Parameter estimates
were derived using bias-corrected bootstrapping with 5000 resamples to generate 95% confidence intervals
(CIs). Statistical significance was defined as p < 0.05 (two-tailed). In addition, multicollinearity was assessed
using variance inflation factors (VIF), with all values below 5. Moreover, normality was examined using
skewness and kurtosis statistics, with absolute values less than 2 indicating acceptable distributional
properties.
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3 Results

3.1 Common Method Bias Test

Given that all study variables were collected using self-report questionnaires, both procedural and
statistical approaches were used to address potential common method bias [41]. Procedurally, participants
were assured of anonymity and confidentiality during data collection. Statistically, Harman’s single-factor
test was performed using exploratory factor analysis. Five factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 were
extracted, and the first factor accounted for 37.38% of the total variance, which was below the recommended
threshold of 50%. In addition, a single-factor confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated poor model fit,
𝜒 2/df = 8.93, CFI = 0.54, TLI = 0.51, RMSEA = 0.15, SRMR = 0.12. These results suggest that common method
bias was unlikely to be a serious concern in the present study.

3.2 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations (SDs), and correlations among the study variables.
Among the control variables, gender was positively correlated with burnout, whereas type of kindergarten
was positively correlated with burnout and relative deprivation. Age was not significantly correlated with
themain study variables. Regarding themain study variables, workplace friendship was positively correlated
with job satisfaction and negatively correlated with burnout and relative deprivation. Job satisfaction was
negatively correlated with burnout and relative deprivation. Burnout was positively correlated with relative
deprivation.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for the study variables.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender 0.93 0.26 1
2. Age 33.40 6.84 0.11* 1

3. Type of Kindergarten 0.67 0.47 0.03 0.02 1
4. Workplace Friendship 23.11 4.47 −0.03 0.05 −0.11 1

5. Burnout 38.34 13.52 0.12* −0.03 0.18** −0.42*** 1
6. Job Satisfaction 27.87 4.94 0.01 0.01 −0.05 0.55*** −0.47*** 1

7. Relative Deprivation 11.50 4.89 −0.05 0.03 0.12* −0.32*** 0.53*** −0.38*** 1
Note: SD = standard deviation. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

3.3 Mediation Analysis

To examine whether job satisfaction mediated the association between workplace friendship and burnout
among kindergarten teachers, we conducted a mediation analysis using Model 4 of Hayes’ PROCESS macro for
SPSS [40]. The results are presented in Table 2. The first step of the analysis showed that workplace friendship
was significantly and negatively associated with burnout (𝛽 = −0.41, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.50, −0.31]). In the
second step, workplace friendship was significantly and positively associated with job satisfaction (𝛽 = 0.55,
p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.46, 0.64]). Finally, the third step showed that the negative association between workplace
friendship and burnout remained significant (𝛽 = −0.22, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.33, −0.11]), and job satisfaction
was also significantly and negatively associated with burnout (𝛽 = −0.34, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−0.45, −0.24]).
Furthermore, the indirect effect of workplace friendship on burnout through job satisfaction was significant
(indirect effect = −0.19, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [−0.25, −0.13]). Because the 95% bootstrap confidence interval did
not include zero, these findings further supported the mediating role of job satisfaction in the association
between workplace friendship and burnout.
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Table 2: Mediation effect test.

Predictors
Model 1 (Burnout) Model 2 (Job Satisfaction) Model 3 (Burnout)

𝜷 t 95% CI 𝜷 t 95% CI 𝜷 t 95% CI

Gender 0.10 2.09* [0.01, 0.20] 0.03 0.58 [−0.06, 0.12] 0.11 2.40* [0.02, 0.20]
Type of

Kindergarten 0.13 2.73** [0.04, 0.23] 0.01 0.14 [−0.08, 0.10] 0.14 2.93** [0.04, 0.23]

Workplace
Friendship −0.41 −8.38*** [−0.50, −0.31] 0.55 12.17*** [0.46, 0.64] −0.22 −3.92*** [−0.33, −0.11]

Job Satisfaction −0.34 −6.27*** [−0.45, −0.24]
R2 0.21 0.31 0.29
F 29.75*** 49.80*** 34.66***

Note: CI : confidence interval. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

3.4 Moderated Mediation Analysis

To examinewhether relative deprivationmoderated the relationship between job satisfaction and burnout,
we conducted a moderated mediation analysis using Model 14 of Hayes’ PROCESS macro for SPSS [40]. The
results are presented in Table 3. The analysis revealed a statistically significant interaction effect between job
satisfaction and relative deprivation in relation to burnout (𝛽 = 0.14, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.05, 0.22]). This finding
indicates that relative deprivation moderated the second stage of the mediation model, namely the path from
job satisfaction to burnout.

Table 3: Moderated mediation model test.

Predictors
Model 1 (Burnout)

𝜷 t 95% CI

Gender 0.12 2.98** [0.04, 0.20]
Type of Kindergarten 0.10 2.40* [0.02, 0.18]
Workplace Friendship −0.13 −2.65** [−0.23, −0.03]

Job Satisfaction −0.23 −4.47*** [−0.33, −0.13]
Relative Deprivation 0.40 8.79*** [0.31, 0.49]

Job Satisfaction × Relative Deprivation 0.14 3.17** [0.05, 0.22]
R2 0.43
F 42.76***

Note: CI : confidence interval. *p < 0.05; **p < 0:01; ***p < 0.001.

To further examine the moderating role of relative deprivation in the association between job satisfaction
and burnout, simple slope analyses were conducted at high (M + 1 SD) and low (M − 1 SD) levels of relative
deprivation. As shown in Fig. 2, among kindergarten teacherswith low relative deprivation, job satisfactionwas
significantly and negatively associated with burnout (simple slope = −0.36, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [−0.49, −0.23]),
whereas among those with high relative deprivation, this association was not significant (simple slope = −0.09,
p > 0.05, 95% CI = [−0.22, 0.04]). Building on these findings, we further examined whether the indirect
association between workplace friendship and burnout through job satisfaction varied across different
levels of relative deprivation. The indirect association between workplace friendship and burnout via job
satisfaction was significant among kindergarten teachers with low relative deprivation (indirect effect = −0.20,
SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [−0.29, −0.12]), but was not significant among those with high relative deprivation
(indirect effect = −0.05, SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [−0.12, 0.02]). Furthermore, the index of moderated mediation
was significant (Index = 0.08, SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.13]).
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Figure 2: The moderating role of relative deprivation. Abb:M: Mean; SD: Standard deviation.

4 Discussion

4.1 Workplace Friendship and Burnout

The results showed that workplace friendship was negatively associated with burnout among kinder-
garten teachers, supporting H1. This pattern accords with earlier evidence that collegial friendship can
operate as a work-related resource relevant to burnout [42]. Evidence from broader employee samples links
workplace friendship with lower burnout, yet this association has rarely been examined specifically among
kindergarten teachers. Viewed through Conservation of Resources theory, the present results position
workplace friendship as an interpersonal resource that may accompany lower burnout in early childhood
educators. The framework holds that burnout can emerge when valued resources are depleted faster than
they can be restored [10,11]. Collegial friendship may add to employees’ resource reserves by supplying
emotional reassurance that supports coping with demanding work. This resource may be especially salient
in kindergarten settings, where daily work entails prolonged emotional engagement and frequent inter-
personal exchanges [43,44]. Daily responsibilities, such as managing children’s behavior, responding to
parents’ expectations, and meeting educational demands, may continuously consume teachers’ emotional
resources. In this context, workplace friendship may provide a supportive social environment in which
teachers can exchange experiences, seek advice, and obtain emotional reassurance from colleagues [45,46].
These interactions may help replenish depleted resources and foster a sense of connectedness and collective
coping when teachers face occupational challenges. The Chinese setting offers an additional interpretive
lens because collectivist norms prioritize interpersonal harmony and reciprocal support [12]. Such norms
may partly account for the inverse association observed between workplace friendship and burnout in this
sample. Overall, these findings deepen our understanding of how workplace friendship may be associated
with burnout among kindergarten teachers and suggest that cultural context may also be relevant to
understanding this association. To support teachers’ occupational well-being, kindergarten administrators
could implement team-building activities to enhance workplace cohesion. At the individual level, teachers
could be encouraged to engage actively in peer interactions and collaborative practices. Establishing stable
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professional support groups may facilitate workplace friendship and provide teachers with opportunities
for mutual support when facing occupational challenges, which may help reduce burnout.

4.2 The Mediating Role of Job Satisfaction

Supporting H2, the analysis indicated a partial indirect association: greater workplace friendship corre-
sponded to higher job satisfaction, which in turn corresponded to lower burnout among kindergarten teachers.
By placing job satisfaction between workplace friendship and burnout, the findings add a process-oriented
explanation to the existing literature. This finding provides kindergarten leaders with new perspectives
for supporting teacher well-being, addressing burnout, and developing more harmonious work environ-
ments. Beyond the overall mediating role, each path in the mediation process warrants further attention.
Regarding the association between workplace friendship and job satisfaction, our findings support the view
that workplace friendship may be an important factor associated with higher job satisfaction [47,48]. In
kindergarten settings, teachers face challenges such as heavy workloads and the diverse needs of young
children [49]. These challenges may be associated with greater job difficulty and psychological strain. In
this context, workplace friendship may provide a platform for mutual support and may be associated with
lower psychological burden among teachers. When workplace friendship is well developed, kindergarten
teachers may be able to cope with work-related stress and psychological distress, which may be associated
with higher job satisfaction. This finding highlights the importance of fostering positive collegial relationships
in kindergarten work environments. Regarding job satisfaction and burnout, the results showed a negative
correlation between the two variables. This finding is consistent with previous workplace studies showing a
negative association between job satisfaction and burnout [50,51]. Kindergarten teachers with higher job
satisfaction may show more positive work attitudes, which may be associated with better coping with work
stress and lower burnout. This pattern may also be interpreted within the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R)
model [16]. Higher job satisfaction may be associated with teachers’ better understanding of job demands and
more effective allocation of time and energy. Such resource allocation may be associated with more effective
problem solving during teaching and with the use of teaching strategies aligned with children’s physical
and psychological development. In the long run, balancing work demands with available resources may be
associated with sustained work motivation among kindergarten teachers [52]. This motivation may also be
associated with lower risk of energy depletion related to burnout. Therefore, kindergarten administrators
could implement professional development programs and improve working conditions for teachers. Teachers
could also be encouraged to participate proactively in vocational training and peer exchange activities. Such
engagement may support professional competence and sustained job satisfaction.

4.3 The Moderating Role of Relative Deprivation

Consistent with our expectations, relative deprivation moderated the association between job satis-
faction and burnout among kindergarten teachers, supporting H3. This result may be interpreted within
Social Comparison Theory, which suggests that individuals evaluate their circumstances and self-worth
by comparing themselves with relevant others, particularly those who share similar characteristics and
work environments [27,28]. Kindergarten teachers may experience relatively low salaries, limited career
advancement opportunities, and low social recognition [53,54].

Under these circumstances, kindergarten teachers may experience relative deprivation when these
social comparisons lead them to perceive a discrepancy between their own work contributions and the
rewards they receive. Previous research has shown that relative deprivation is associated with poorer
physical and mental health and perceptions of injustice [55–58]. Accordingly, from the perspective of Social
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Comparison Theory, higher levels of relative deprivation may reduce the positive psychological benefits
associated with job satisfaction, thereby weakening its protective association with burnout. Conversely,
when relative deprivation is low, perceived disadvantage is less likely to erode the positive meaning attached
to job satisfaction, allowing its inverse association with burnout to remain more evident. The simple-slope
pattern was consistent with this interpretation. Taken together, the results identify perceived relative
deprivation as an important consideration in understanding burnout among kindergarten teachers. Efforts
are therefore needed to reduce teachers’ perceptions of relative deprivation through strategies that are
feasible within kindergarten settings. Kindergarten administrators can foster a fair and transparent work
environment by ensuring equitable workload distribution, adopting transparent evaluation and promotion
procedures, providing timely recognition of teachers’ contributions, and offering emotional support through
open communication. Administrators can also encourage collaborative professional learning and create
opportunities for teachers to participate in decision-making, thereby strengthening teachers’ sense of value
and belonging. Additionally, kindergarten teachers could actively engage in collegial exchange and peer
support to enhance their professional efficacy and develop more adaptive ways of coping with perceived
relative deprivation.

5 Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the cross-sectional design precludes firm conclusions about
causality or the direction of the observed associations. Reciprocal associations are also possible; for
example, burnout may be associated with lower job satisfaction and weaker workplace friendships over
time. Clarifying temporal order will require longitudinal, experimental, or multi-wave designs. Accordingly,
the mediation and moderated mediation estimates should be viewed as associational patterns rather than
evidence of temporal sequence or causation. Second, despite broadly reflecting the gender composition of
the kindergarten workforce, the sample included relatively few male teachers. The small male subsample
may have reduced the precision of analyses that treated gender as a covariate. Future studies should
include a larger proportion of male teachers to facilitate a more robust examination of gender effects and
enhance the generalizability of the findings. Third, information on several potentially relevant demographic
and occupational characteristics—marital status, monthly income, teaching experience, and professional
title—was unavailable. Such characteristics could covary with workplace friendship, job satisfaction, and
burnout among kindergarten teachers. Including them in future studies would permit a more comprehensive
assessment of how workplace friendship, job satisfaction, relative deprivation, and burnout are interrelated.
Fourth, convenience recruitment was confined to kindergartens in Jiangsu Province, mainland China.
Consequently, the results may not represent kindergarten teachers in other Chinese regions or educational
settings. Research using samples drawn from multiple provinces, regions, and kindergarten types is
needed to strengthen external validity. Fifth, reliance on self-report measures creates potential for common
method variance and socially desirable responding. The procedural safeguards and supplementary tests
did not indicate a major common method problem; nevertheless, subsequent research should incorporate
administrator assessments, peer reports, or longitudinal records. Finally, data were collected in China,
where collectivist values may have particular relevance. The findings may not be directly applicable to
societies with different cultural orientations, such as more individualistic cultural contexts. Cross-cultural
replication is therefore needed to determine whether the proposed associations extend across societies with
different cultural orientations.
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6 Conclusions

Using a moderated mediation framework, this study delineates a potential psychological pathway con-
necting workplace friendship with burnout among kindergarten teachers. The findings place job satisfaction
on the indirect route between stronger workplace friendship and lower burnout. They further show that the
magnitude of this indirect association differs by relative deprivation because the job satisfaction-burnout
link is contingent on teachers’ perceived disadvantage. These findings deepen our understanding of burnout
among kindergarten teachers and highlight the importance of cultivating supportive workplace friendships,
strengthening job satisfaction, and reducing perceived relative deprivation as potential approaches to
preventing burnout.
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