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Extended Abstract

Introduction

A supportive work environment is a fundamental prerequisite for promoting employee well-
being and maintaining work—life balance (Kabir et al., 2023). Conversely, a hostile work
climate—defined by an emotionally charged atmosphere of distrust, suspicion, and chronic
conflict—significantly elevates the risk of workplace bullying and perpetuates interpersonal
hostility (Rosander & Salin, 2023). Empirical evidence suggests that maladaptive
personality characteristics, such as hostile attribution bias, exacerbate the association
between workplace aggression and psychological distress (Chaudhary & Islam, 2023).
Given that workplace hostility encompasses a spectrum of detrimental behaviors—including
harassment, aggression, incivility, and abusive supervision—its organizational impact is
profound (Schneider, 2021; Shardhana, 2023).
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A growing body of literature underscores the long-term impact of childhood maltreatment on
adult aggression (Fares-Otero et al., 2023). Childhood emotional abuse, in particular, has been
robustly linked to internalizing problems, cognitive deficits, physiological dysregulation,
aggression, delinquency, and interpersonal difficulties. Among various forms of maltreatment—
physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect—the strongest associations have been
observed between childhood maltreatment and violence during adolescence, as well as between
adolescent violence and violent behavior in early and middle adulthood (Herrenkohl et al., 2023).
Consistent findings demonstrate that individuals exposed to emotional abuse in childhood
experience higher levels of cognitive uncertainty and exhibit more aggressive behaviors later in
life (Schwarzer et al., 2021). Furthermore, psychological maltreatment has been shown to increase
the risk of perpetrating harassment in adolescence and adulthood, with angry rumination serving
as a potential mediating mechanism (Wang & Wang, 2024).

Recent studies have highlighted the role of “Dark Triad” traits—narcissism, psychopathy
(antisociality), and Machiavellianism—in linking early adverse experiences to maladaptive adult
outcomes (Kasim Can et al., 2025). Childhood maltreatment is associated with elevated levels of
Machiavellianism (Ceroni & Yalch, 2024), narcissism (Wilson et al., 2023), and antisocial traits
(Garofalo et al., 2025), all of which are linked to aggression, hostility, and manipulative
interpersonal behaviors in adulthood. Although prior research has extensively examined the direct
effects of childhood trauma on aggression and hostility, the mediating role of dark personality
traits—particularly within workplace contexts—remains under-researched. Addressing this gap,
the present study aims to investigate the mediating role of dark personality traits in the relationship
between childhood emotional abuse and hostile behavior in adulthood, thereby contributing to a
deeper understanding of the developmental mechanisms underlying workplace hostility and
informing preventive and intervention strategies in organizational settings.

Method

This descriptive-correlational study utilized path analysis within a structural equation modeling
(SEM) framework. The statistical population consisted of all employees of the Iranian Oil
Terminals Company during the year 2024, comprising approximately 800 staff members. Given
methodological recommendations suggesting a minimum sample size of 200 participants for
SEM-based studies (Houman, 2018), and to enhance statistical power while accounting for
potential attrition, the target sample size was increased to 280 individuals. Following data
collection and screening procedures, 234 questionnaires were deemed valid and suitable for
analysis. The remaining responses were excluded due to missing data, response inconsistency, or
identification as outliers.

Participants were selected using a convenience sampling method, and data were collected via
an online platform; the questionnaire link was distributed by the company’s public relations
department and randomly forwarded to employees. Participants were informed about the
confidentiality of their responses and the voluntary nature of participation directly through the
survey link, and informed consent was obtained prior to completion. Inclusion criteria consisted
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of willingness to participate in the study and the absence of self-reported severe physical or
psychological conditions that could interfere with completing the questionnaires.

Data were collected using three standardized self-report instruments: the Aggression
Questionnaire (AQ) to assess hostile and aggressive behaviors, the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire—Emotional Abuse subscale (CTQ-EA) to measure experiences of childhood
emotional abuse, and the Dark Triad Dirty Dozen Scale (DDS) to evaluate dark personality traits,
including narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. Data analysis was performed using
path analysis to examine the hypothesized mediating role of dark personality traits in the
relationship between childhood emotional abuse and adult hostile behavior.

Results

A total of 280 questionnaires were initially collected. Using Mahalanobis distance to detect
multivariate outliers, 46 responses were excluded, resulting in a final analyzable sample of 234
participants. Descriptive statistics indicated that the mean age of participants was 41.97 years (SD
=9.11). All respondents were married. The sample consisted of 186 men (79.5%) and 48 women
(20.5%). Regarding educational attainment, 139 participants (59.4%) held associate or bachelor’s
degrees, 53 individuals (22.6%) had master’s or doctoral degrees, and 42 participants (17.9%)
had completed secondary or high school education.

Pearson correlation analyses revealed that adult hostile behavior was significantly and
positively associated with childhood emotional abuse (r = 0.67), narcissism (r = 0.40),
Machiavellianism (r = 0.33), and psychopathy (r = 0.39). To examine the mediating role of dark
personality traits in the relationship between childhood emotional abuse and hostile behavior, path
analysis was conducted. Preliminary diagnostics indicated acceptable statistical assumptions; the
Durbin—Watson statistic (1.77) suggested no autocorrelation in residuals, and multicollinearity
among predictor variables was not observed.

Path analysis results demonstrated that childhood emotional abuse, both directly and indirectly
through dark personality traits, accounted for 49% of the variance in adult hostile behavior. Direct
effects of childhood emotional abuse on hostile behavior (B = 0.53), psychopathy (B = 0.26),
Machiavellianism (f = 0.20), and narcissism ( = 0.26) were statistically significant. In addition,
psychopathy (B = 0.18), Machiavellianism (p = 0.11), and narcissism (f = 0.19) showed
significant direct effects on hostile behavior (p <.05). Bootstrap analyses confirmed the mediating
roles of psychopathy ( = 0.06), Machiavellianism ( = 0.04), and narcissism (§ = 0.07). Model
fit indices indicated an acceptable-to-good fit, supporting the adequacy of the proposed structural
model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings reveal that childhood emotional abuse exerted a significant direct effect on adult
hostile behavior, such that higher levels of emotional abuse were associated with greater hostility
in later life. Consistent with previous literature, early emotional maltreatment appears to impair
emotion regulation and foster maladaptive interpersonal strategies (Massa et al., 2023; Fares-
Otero et al., 2023; Brown et al., 2023; Schwarzer et al., 2021). Individuals exposed to emotional
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abuse during childhood often experience emotional deprivation and long-term psychological
distress, which impair emotion regulation abilities and reduce engagement in healthy
interpersonal interactions. As a result, these individuals may rely more heavily on hostile or
defensive behavioral strategies in adulthood.

The findings further indicated that childhood emotional abuse had a direct and significant
effect on each component of the Dark Triad—narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy.
This pattern aligns with prior studies suggesting that early adverse emotional experiences
contribute to the development and consolidation of maladaptive personality traits (Ceroni &
Yalch, 2024; Hussein et al., 2023; Fan & Meng, 2022; Jia et al., 2020). Exposure to emotional
neglect or abuse during formative years appears to foster emotional detachment, impaired
empathy, and self-centered coping strategies, which may evolve into stable dark personality traits
in adulthood. For instance, narcissistic tendencies may emerge as compensatory mechanisms for
unmet emotional needs, whereas Machiavellian and psychopathic traits may develop in response
to growing up in cold, neglectful, or hostile environments that hinder the development of trust
and emotional understanding.

Additionally, the results showed that each dark personality trait independently predicted
hostile behavior. This finding is consistent with evidence indicating that individuals high in Dark
Triad traits display greater interpersonal distrust, emotional coldness, manipulation, and
antagonism, all of which increase the likelihood of hostile behaviors in social and occupational
settings (Jain et al., 2023; Liu et al., 2023). Narcissistic individuals may engage in hostility to
protect their self-image, Machiavellian individuals may use hostility instrumentally to gain
advantage, and psychopathic individuals may exhibit hostility due to impulsivity and lack of
empathy.

Importantly, the results confirmed that narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy each
mediated the relationship between childhood emotional abuse and adult hostile behavior,
supporting prior findings (Garofalo et al., 2025; Yuan et al., 2025; Jia et al., 2020). Childhood
emotional abuse appears to disrupt emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal development,
increasing vulnerability to dark personality traits, which in turn facilitate hostile behavior. These
findings underscore the long-term psychological consequences of early emotional maltreatment
and highlight the importance of preventive and therapeutic interventions. Organizational training
programs addressing unresolved childhood trauma, as well as parenting education initiatives
promoting healthy child-rearing practices, may reduce the development of dark personality traits
and subsequent hostile behaviors. Limitations include potential confounding variables and lack
of control for gender differences; therefore, caution is advised when generalizing findings,
particularly to female populations.
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