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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The loss of significant individuals is among the most
common and challenging psychological stressors,
typically accompanied by a range of emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral responses collectively referred
to as grief (Yousefi & Haghnazari Esfahlan, 2024). Grief
during the university period is particularly demanding, as
this stage involves identity formation, emotional
autonomy, and engagement with existential questions,
and the loss of loved ones can disrupt these
developmental processes (Black, 2001). A major
consequence of grief is death anxiety, defined as a
negative emotional experience characterized by fear and
concern about mortality, forming the basis of many
human fears (Semerci Cakmak et al., 2025). According
to Terror Management Theory, awareness of mortality
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generates fundamental existential anxiety that guides
motivation and behavior (Becker, 1973; Greenberg et al.,
1986). While moderate awareness of death can be
adaptive, excessive levels are associated with
psychological and behavioral dysfunctions (Hou & Fang,
2019).

Personality traits play a central role in how individuals
confront mortality and regulate death-related anxiety
(Menzies et al., 2024; Kardes et al., 2022). Among these,
dark personality traits—negative and maladaptive
characteristics that disrupt interpersonal functioning—
have attracted considerable attention (Paulhus &
Williams, 2002). The Dark Pentad comprises narcissism,
Machiavellianism, psychopathy, sadism, and spitefulness
(Yousefi et al., 2021). Evidence suggests that dark traits
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are associated with difficulties in emotion regulation,
which may in turn exacerbate death anxiety, yet direct
empirical investigations remain scarce, particularly
regarding newer components such as sadism and
spitefulness.

Emotion regulation processes, particularly negative
meta-emotions—secondary emotions about primary
emotions—play a crucial role in psychological
adjustment. Negative meta-emotions are linked to
increased anxiety, rumination, and maladaptive coping,
and have been associated with both dark personality traits
and heightened death anxiety (Miceli & Castelfranchi,
2019; Hussain et al., 2021; Jamshidi et al., 2024). Despite
their theoretical relevance, no study to date has
comprehensively examined the mediating role of
negative meta-emotions in the relationship between Dark
Pentad traits and death anxiety.

Grounded in Terror Management Theory, the present
study investigates the structural relationship between
Dark Pentad traits and death anxiety, with negative meta-
emotions as a mediator, among bereaved university
students. It is hypothesized that dark personality traits
predict death anxiety both directly and indirectly through
negative meta-emotions. Findings are expected to
enhance understanding of the psychological mechanisms
underlying death anxiety in bereaved students and inform
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targeted interventions to improve emotion regulation and
reduce maladaptive anxiety responses.

Method

The present study employed a quantitative design with a
structural equation modeling (SEM) approach. The target
population comprised all university students in Tabriz
during the 2024-2025 academic year who had
experienced bereavement within the past six months.
Based on recommendations of at least 10 participants per
variable (Mirz et al., 2016) and a minimum of 200
participants (Klein, 2023), an initial sample of 300
students was selected. After removing incomplete and
outlier data, 265 students (125 males, 140 females) were
included in the analysis. Inclusion criteria were
undergraduate  enrollment, age 19-27, recent
bereavement, and voluntary participation. Data analysis
involved descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations using
SPSS 27, and SEM analysis with SmartPLS 4.1.1.1.

Results

Prior to conducting the statistical analyses, the
assumption of normality was examined and confirmed,
with skewness and kurtosis values falling within the
acceptable range of -1 to +1. Descriptive indicators
showed that the data followed a normal distribution and
were free from severe skewness.

Table 1. Correlation Matrix of Research Variables

variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Death Anxiety 1
Psychopathy **(0.526 1
Sadism **0.489 **0.407 1
Narcissism **0.545 **0.520 **0.488 1
Machiavellianism **0.547 **0.488 **0.498 **(0.530 1
Spitefulness **0.526 **0.433 **0.454 **0.497 **0.452 1
Meta-Anger **0.496 **0.465 **0.483 **0.494 **0.470 **0.459 1
Meta-Shame **0.605 **0.407 **0.508 **0.513 **0.417 **0.463 **0.433 1
Emotional Inhibition **0.514 **0.354 **0.423 **0.422 **0.434 **0.372 **0.392 **0.455 1
Thought Control **0.511 **0.439 **0.446 **0.522 **0.451 **0.430 **0.477 **0.484 **0.435 1
**p < 0.01, *p <0.05
As shown in table 1, the results of the correlation was found between emotional inhibition and

matrix indicated that all

research variables were

Psychopathy (r = 0.354).

positively and significantly correlated (p < 0.001); the
highest correlation was observed between meta-shame
and death anxiety (r = 0.605), and the lowest correlation
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In the next stage, model fit was assessed using
structural equation modeling (SEM). The values of
Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and
average variance extracted (AVE) for all variables
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exceeded acceptable thresholds (a0 > 0.70, CR > 0.70,
AVE > 0.50), indicating satisfactory internal consistency
and convergent validity of the instruments. The
coefficient of determination (R?) values for death anxiety
(R2 = 0.543) and negative meta-emotion (R2 = 0.596)
were considered strong, and the Stone—Geisser criterion
(Q?) exceeded 0.35, demonstrating high predictive power
and adequate model efficiency. According to Figure 1,
dark personality traits had a significant and positive
direct effect on death anxiety (B = 0.375, t = 6.026,
p<0.001) and on negative meta-emotion (B = 0.772, t =

33.692, p < 0.001). Moreover, negative meta-emotion
showed a positive and significant relationship with death
anxiety (B =0.408, t=6.628, p <0.001), and the indirect
effect of dark traits on death anxiety through negative
meta-emotion was also confirmed (f = 0.315, t = 6.426,
p < 0.001), indicating the mediating role of negative
meta-emotion. The variance inflation factor (VIF) values
for all paths were below 3, suggesting no
multicollinearity issues. Finally, the Goodness of Fit
(GOF) index of 0.346 indicated an acceptable and
satisfactory overall model fit.
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Flgure 1. Path Diagram of the Final Model with Standardized Coefficients

Discussion

This study investigated the relationship between the Dark
Pentad personality traits and death anxiety, with the
mediating role of negative meta-emotion, among
bereaved students. The findings indicated a significant
positive relationship between dark personality traits and
death anxiety (B =0.375, t=6.026, p <0.001), consistent
with previous research (Kazemi et al., 2025; Kumpasoglu
et al., 2021; Hadadian & Razeghi, 2018). Each dark trait
appears to operate in a distinct manner: narcissism, with
its strong need for social approval and sense of
superiority, heightens sensitivity to loss or existential
threat; Machiavellianism and psychopathy, characterized
by distrust, controlling behaviors, and difficulties in
processing negative emotions, increase vulnerability to
anxiety; while sadism and spitefulness can act as
temporary defensive mechanisms, mitigating existential
threat (Kernberg, 2009; Witz & Mango, 1997; Arango,
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2014). Overall, students with dark traits are more likely
to experience persistent death anxiety, likely due to self-
concept incongruence and a limited sense of control over
mortality threats.

The results also showed that dark personality traits
were positively associated with negative meta-emotion
(B=0.772,t=33.692, p < 0.001), aligning with previous
research on emotion regulation and maladaptive
emotional responses (Hussain et al., 2021; Jamshidi et al.,
2024; Mojsa-Kaja et al, 2021). Narcissistic,
Machiavellian, and psychopathic individuals often
struggle with managing their emotions, which can lead to
aggression, manipulation, or harmful behaviors.
Additionally, sadism and spitefulness are linked to
weaker emotional control and increased reactive
behaviors (Wei & Tiliopoulos, 2012; Ziegler-Hill &
Vonk, 2015).



The Relationship between Dark Pentad Personality Traits and...

Samaneh Khodabakhsh et al.

Negative meta-emotion also positively predicted
death anxiety (B = 0.408, t = 6.628, p < 0.001).
Individuals unable to regulate their emotions effectively
experience higher levels of anxiety and distress in
threatening or stressful situations, whereas adaptive
emotion regulation strategies can reduce anxiety (Fergus
& Bardeen, 2013; Ganjari et al., 2020). The mediating
role of negative meta-emotion between dark traits and
death anxiety (B = 0.315, t = 6.426, p < 0.001) indicates
that maladaptive emotional evaluations and meta-
emotional processes amplify the effect of dark traits on
existential anxiety.

These findings are consistent with terror management
theory, which posits that awareness of human mortality
induces existential anxiety that directs emotional and
behavioral processes toward its mitigation (Becker,
1973). Bereaved students with dark traits experience
more negative emotions and reduced coping and
attachment capacity, relying on maladaptive emotional
patterns and negative meta-emotions, which intensify
their death anxiety.

KEYWORDS

Despite the significant findings, the study has
limitations. Dark traits were examined as a single
construct, and the differential effects of individual traits
were not analyzed. Moreover, only negative meta-
emotion was considered, limiting the evaluation of
potential protective roles of positive meta-emotions. The
relative homogeneity of the sample also restricts the
generalizability of the results.

Based on these limitations, future research is
recommended to examine individual dark traits
separately and include positive meta-emotions in the
model to explore their protective effects. From a practical
perspective, psychological interventions focused on
modifying attitudes toward emotions—particularly in
individuals with prominent dark traits—and training
skills such as emotional acceptance, reduction of
negative meta-emotions, and cognitive restructuring of
maladaptive emotional evaluations may help reduce
death anxiety among bereaved individuals.

death anxiety, grief, dark pentad personality traits, negative meta-emotion
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