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Background: In recent years, researchers’ attention has shifted from the positive aspects of
leadership to examining the dark dimensions of leaders’ personalities. These traits can increase role
conflict, which in turn may lead to higher levels of job stress among employees. However, within the
organizational context of Iran—and particularly in the Ministry of Education—few studies have
investigated these relationships.

Aims: The aim of this study was to examine the mediating role of role conflict in the relationship
between dark leadership personality and job stress among headquarters staff of the Ministry of
Education.

Methods: This research employed a descriptive—correlational design with a structural equation
modeling approach. The statistical population consisted of all headquarters staff of the Ministry of
Education (N = 1,300). Using Cochran’s formula, a sample of 297 individuals was selected through
simple random sampling. The research instruments included a researcher-developed Dark Leadership
Personality Questionnaire (45 items), the Role Conflict Questionnaire (Rizzo et al., 1970), and the
Job Stress Questionnaire (Saremi et al., 2021). Data were analyzed using SPSS-26 and LISREL 8.8
software, and direct and indirect relationships were assessed via the bootstrap method.

Results: The findings revealed a positive and significant relationship between all dimensions of dark
leadership personality and both role conflict and job stress (p < 0.05). Job stress had the strongest
association with narcissism and excessive power-seeking, while role conflict was most strongly
associated with Machiavellianism. Structural equation modeling indicated that all dimensions of dark
leadership personality had significant direct effects on job stress and role conflict (p < 0.05), and that
role conflict significantly mediated the relationship between dark leadership personality and job
stress (p < 0.05). The model fit indices confirmed a good fit between the proposed model and the
empirical data.

Conclusion: The results highlight the importance of role conflict as a mediating variable in the
relationship between dark leadership styles and job stress. Reducing role conflict through job
redefinition, enhancing organizational communication, and modifying leadership styles could
mitigate the negative effects of dark leadership on employees’ psychological well-being.

Citation: Hashempour, B., Taghvaee, A., & Feizi, M. (2026). Examining the Mediating Role of Role Conflict in the Relationship Between Dark
Leadership Personality and Job Stress among Headquarters Staff of the Ministry of Education. Journal of Psychological Science, 25(157), 1-17.

Journal of Psychological Science, Vol. 25, No. 157, 2026
The Author(s). DOI: 10.61186/jps.25.157.19

X Corresponding Author: Alireza Taghvaee. Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Naein Branch, Islamic Azad University, Naein,
Iran. E-mail: alireza.taghvaee@iau.ac.ir  Tel: (+98) 9139241311



mailto:alireza.taghvaee@iau.ac.ir
http://doi.org/10.61186/jps.25.157.19
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-8821-8372
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-5607-6613
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-4967-4264
mailto:alireza.taghvaee@iau.ac.ir

Journal of

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The education system, as one of the fundamental
pillars of human, social, and cultural development,
plays an essential role in shaping future generations
and improving the quality of life (Liang & Bai, 2025).
Achieving this mission requires an environment
grounded in constructive interaction, mutual trust,
and psychological well-being (Ginther et al., 2022).
Leadership style and the personality traits of
organizational managers are key determinants of
employee motivation, interpersonal relationships, and
mental health (Kuteesa et al., 2024; Portuguez-Castro
& Castillo-Martinez, 2025). While traditional
research has often focused on the positive aspects of
leadership (Liden et al., 2025), recent studies
highlight the “dark” side of leadership — leadership
styles rooted in negative, self-serving, and controlling
traits (Kesting et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2022). The Dark
Triad model proposed by Paulhus and Williams
remains the most prominent framework for
conceptualizing these traits—Machiavellianism,
narcissism, and psychopathy (lves et al., 2025;
Lazarevi¢, 2025; Robbins & Yalch, 2025).

Leaders exhibiting dark traits often employ
domineering and coercive tactics that cultivate a
climate of fear, mistrust, and unhealthy competition
(Pimentel et al., 2024; Akinyele & Chen, 2024; Galal
Soliman et al.,, 2024). Such conditions foster
organizational conflict, particularly role conflict
(Ndbold et al., 2022; Sumaraju et al., 2022). Role
conflict arises when job expectations are
contradictory or  ambiguous,  resulting in
psychological strain and reduced productivity
(Maryani & Gazali, 2024; Kouhnavard et al., 2020).
In educational environments that require alignment,
collaboration, and support, the detrimental effects of
leader-induced role conflict are amplified (Ghamrawi
et al., 2024). Machiavellian leaders may create toxic
competition (Cai et al., 2024), narcissistic leaders
may prioritize personal prestige over team support
(Choi & Phan, 2022), and psychopathic leaders may
jeopardize workplace safety through impulsive and
volatile decisions (Erkutlu & Chafra, 2019). Such
dynamics directly contribute to increased job stress
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(Bueno-de la Fuente et al., 2025; Sid et al., 2022;
Ahmed et al., 2025).

Previous studies consistently identify a direct,
significant relationship between workplace conflict
and job stress (Maryani & Gazali, 2024; Muis et al.,
2021), with evidence indicating that dark leadership
indirectly escalates stress levels by intensifying role
conflict (Herttalampi et al., 2023; Ahmed et al.,
2024). According to the Job Demands—Resources
model (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011) and the role
conflict/ambiguity framework (Bauer & Simmons,
2000), negative leader traits heighten ambiguity,
overlap, and incompatibility in job demands, thereby
producing role conflict—which, in turn, leads to
burnout and job stress (Mwakyusa & Mcharo, 2024).
Given the hierarchical structure and multiple,
sometimes competing, expectations characteristic of
Iran’s Ministry of Education, this mediating
mechanism is especially likely. Consequently,
selecting role conflict as the mediating variable in this
study is theoretically and empirically justified, with
the aim of offering a comprehensive model to explain
the indirect pathways through which dark leadership
personality influences job stress among ministry
headquarters staff.

Method

This study employed a descriptive—correlational
design with a structural equation modeling approach
and fell within the category of fundamental-applied
research. The statistical population consisted of all
headquarters staff of the Ministry of Education in
2024 (N = 1,300), from which a sample of 297
individuals was determined using Cochran’s formula
and selected through simple random sampling.
Inclusion criteria comprised permanent or contractual
employment at the Ministry’s headquarters, a
minimum of two years of work experience, and
informed consent to participate. Exclusion criteria
included withdrawal from participation at any stage
and incompletion of more than 10% of the
guestionnaire items. Data were analyzed using SPSS-
26 and LISREL 8.8, and direct and indirect
relationships among variables were examined via the
bootstrap method.
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Data were collected wusing three validated
instruments: the Dark Leadership Personality
Questionnaire (developed in the qualitative phase of
this doctoral study) comprising 45 items across four
dimensions—Machiavellianism, narcissism,
psychopathy, and organizational sadism—with
confirmed content validity (CVR = 0.78, S-CVI =
0.91), acceptable model fit indices from confirmatory
factor analysis (CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.06), and
overall reliability of 0.88; the Role Conflict
Questionnaire by Rizzo et al. (1970), using 8 items
(scoring range: 8-40) with established validity and
reliability in prior studies and in the present research
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.86); and the Teacher Job Stress
Questionnaire (Saremi et al., 2021), consisting of 24
items in four subscales, with confirmed content
validity (CVR = 1, S-CVI = 0.90), construct validity,
and strong reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87 in this
study). All three instruments demonstrated adequate
stability and precision for measuring the study
variables.

Results

The study sample consisted of 297 headquarters staff
members of the Ministry of Education, of whom 60%
were male and 40% female. In terms of age, the
largest group fell within the 41-50 age range (38.4%),
while the smallest group was under 30 years old
(8.4%). Regarding educational level, 48.8% held a
Master’s degree, 32.7% a Bachelor’s, and 18.5% a
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Doctorate. Additionally, 39.4% had over 15 years of
work experience, while only 12% had less than 5
years. The mean scores of all study variables were
above the theoretical midpoint of the scale (3.0),
indicating relatively high levels of the assessed
constructs. Among the dark leadership personality
dimensions, excessive power-seeking had the highest
mean (3.63), whereas organizational sadism had the
lowest (3.09). The mean scores for job stress (3.40)
and role conflict (3.25) also reflected comparatively
high levels among participants. Skewness and
kurtosis values for all variables fell within the
acceptable +2 range, confirming normal data
distribution for parametric analysis. Pearson
correlation analyses revealed positive and significant
relationships between all dimensions of dark
leadership personality, role conflict, and job stress.
Job stress exhibited the strongest correlations with
narcissism and excessive power-seeking, whereas
role conflict was most strongly associated with
Machiavellianism.  Furthermore,  positive and
significant intercorrelations were observed among the
dark leadership dimensions themselves, with the
highest between excessive power-seeking and
narcissism. Overall, the results indicate that an
increase in dark leadership traits among headquarters
managers is linked to higher role conflict and job
stress, with  certain  dimensions—particularly
psychopathy and excessive power-seeking—having a
stronger impact on occupational strain.

Table 1. Model Fit Indices

Fit Index IFI NFI CFI GFlI RMSEA Chi-square/df
Criterion* > 0.90 > 0.90 > 0.90 > 0.90 < 0.08 Between 1 and 5
Result 0.94 0.95 0.91 0.92 0.06 4.92

The results of the model fit indices showed that all
obtained values met the acceptable and desirable
thresholds. The Incremental Fit Index (IFI) was 0.94,
the Normed Fit Index (NFI) was 0.95, the
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was 0.91, and the
Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI) was 0.92, all exceeding
the minimum criterion of 0.90, indicating a good fit
of the model to the data. The RMSEA value was 0.06,

which is below the threshold of 0.08, confirming an
acceptable level of fit. Additionally, the chi-square to
degrees of freedom ratio (y*/df) was 4.92, within the
desirable range of 1 to 5. Collectively, these results
demonstrate that the proposed research model fits the
empirical data well, allowing for more confident
statistical inferences and theoretical interpretations.




Table 4 presents the results of the direct and indirect
effects of the variables.

Table 2. Results of Direct Effects Analysis in the Model

Standardized

Type of Effect Cleanslan () t-value p-value
Machiavellianism — Job Stress 0.153 3.98 0.002
Narcissism — Job Stress 0.175 4.88 0.001
Psychopathy — Job Stress 0.124 4.89 0.001
Sadism (Organizational) — Job Stress 0.051 5.19 0.001
Systematic Cynicism — Job Stress 0.084 3.22 0.006
Excessive Power-Seeking — Job Stress 0.163 7.89 0.001
Machiavellianism — Role Conflict 0.129 6.22 0.001
Narcissism — Role Conflict 0.064 3.39 0.003
Psychopathy — Role Conflict 0.105 5.18 0.001
Sadism (Organizational) — Role Conflict 0.049 7.28 0.001
Systematic Cynicism — Role Conflict 0.091 4.09 0.001
Excessive Power-Seeking — Role Conflict 0.055 4.15 0.001
Dark Leadership Personality — Role 0.314 3.71 0.001

Conflict — Job Stress

Structural equation modeling results indicated that all
dimensions of dark leadership personality had
significant and positive direct effects on both job
stress and role conflict. In predicting job stress, the
strongest effect was observed for narcissism (f =
0.175, p = 0.001), followed by excessive power-
seeking (B =0.163, p=0.001) and Machiavellianism
(B=0.153, p=0.002), while psychopathy, systematic
cynicism, and organizational sadism also exhibited
significant but comparatively weaker positive effects.
In predicting role conflict, Machiavellianism (f =
0.129, p = 0.001) showed the greatest influence,
followed by psychopathy, systematic cynicism,
narcissism, excessive  power-seeking, and
organizational sadism, respectively.

These findings suggest that managers’ tendencies
toward specific dark leadership traits—particularly
narcissism, excessive  power-seeking, and
Machiavellianism—play a more prominent role in
Conclusion

The results of this study revealed a positive and
significant relationship between all dimensions of
dark leadership personality—including
Machiavellianism, narcissism, psychopathy,
strategic cruelty, systematic cynicism, and excessive
power-seeking—and employees’ job stress. This
finding can be explained through the Job Demands—
Resources model, which posits that dark leader traits

amplifying psychological strains and generating role
conflicts among employees, thereby representing key
points for leadership improvement interventions.
Furthermore, the results revealed a significant
positive indirect path from dark leadership
personality — role conflict — job stress (B =0.314, t
=3.71, p=0.001). This indicates that dark leadership
traits in managers substantially increase employees’
job stress through elevating role conflict. In other
words, part of the detrimental effect of dark
leadership on job stress is transmitted indirectly, via
conditions such as task ambiguity, conflicting
expectations, and role incompatibility. This
underscores the importance of role conflict as a
mediating variable, suggesting that reducing role
conflict in the workplace could meaningfully mitigate
the negative impacts of dark leadership styles on
employees’ psychological well-being.

increase job demands and reduce resources (e.g.,
social support), thereby creating high-pressure and
stressful conditions (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011).
The result aligns with findings by Pimentel et al.
(2024), Hadadian and Zarei (2016), and Akinyele
and Chen (2024), but contrasts with Choi and Phan
(2022), who highlighted the dual effects of
narcissism. In the bureaucratic context of the
Ministry of Education, the negative effects appear
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dominant. Variable contribution analysis indicated
that narcissism, excessive power-seeking, and
Machiavellianism had the strongest predictive power
for job stress, findings that can be interpreted within
the frameworks of Social Exchange Theory and
social influence (Cai et al., 2024; Bueno de la Fuente
et al., 2025).

The study also showed a positive and significant
association between all dimensions of dark
leadership personality and role conflict, with
Machiavellianism having the largest share. This
result is consistent with Role Theory and the
perspective of Bauer and Simmons (1970), which
identify role conflict as arising from contradictory or
ambiguous expectations issued by organizational
power sources. Machiavellian leaders, by controlling
information and fostering dependency, heighten
ambiguity and contradiction within roles. This
finding aligns with previous work by Maryani and
Gazali (2024) and Mwakyusa and Mcharo (2024),
which concluded that role conflict stemming from
dark leadership can undermine working relationships
and reduce performance. Such mechanisms, through
heightened psychological demands and lack of
organizational support, exert substantial negative
impacts on employees’ well-being.

A key finding of the study was the confirmation of
the mediating role of role conflict in the relationship
between dark leadership personality and job stress.
According to occupational stress models, leaders
with dark traits indirectly elevate employee stress by
creating ambiguous working  environments,
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unrealistic ~ expectations, and  contradictory
performance evaluations (Demerouti & Bakker,
2011; Muis etal., 2021; Ahmed et al., 2025). This
indicates that role conflict is not only a detrimental
outcome in itself but also a primary pathway through
which dark leadership exerts long-term effects on job
stress. Practically, organizations should evaluate
leadership candidates’ personality traits alongside
technical competencies, implement training in
ethical leadership and conflict management, and
reduce role conflict by clarifying responsibilities and
minimizing ambiguity. For future research, it is
recommended to explore other mediators such as
burnout and organizational support, as well as
potential moderators including gender and
organizational culture.
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