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Abstract 

The aim of this study is to investigate the impact of work stress dimensions (workload, role ambiguity, and 

role conflict) on employee performance collecting data via an electronic questionnaire distributed to a 

sample of employees working at private universities in Iraq. The total number of questionnaires received 
and analyzed by SmartPLS 3.0 was 267 questionnaires. The results showed that workload and role conflict 

had insignificant impact on employee performance while role ambiguity had exerted a significant impact 

on employee performance. Based on these results, it was concluded that role ambiguity is the most critical 
predictor of employee performance, hence, universities were recommended to lessen work stress through 

reducing role ambiguity by developing a clear job description for each job, and providing employees with 

information that is useful in completing work tasks according to instructions and performance standards. 
Further studies are required to be conducted using samples from other sectors using different dimensions 

of work stress such as job insecurity and work relationships as well as wages.  
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1. Introduction 

Organizations face ever-changing work 

environments in addition to global competition, 
and this calls organizations to constantly review 

their capabilities to adapt to these changes. Human 

resources are among the most important factors 
that organizations take to face changes and 

maintain excellent organizational performance, 

and thus long-term ability to continue in the labor 
market and provide distinguished services to their 

customers. Among the important topics that 

organizations focus on are those related to the 

performance of workers and the factors affecting 

it. 

An example of a topic that has attracted 

researchers' attention is the relationship between 

work stress and employee performance (Igbokwe 

et al., 2020). The results of previous studies 

showed that there are a number of negative effects 

of work stress, such as the decline in the 
performance of workers, high rates of error in the 

implementation of tasks by employees, absence 

from work, high rates of leaving work, workers 

being exposed to frustration, and some health 
problems such as anxiety, imbalance of the 

employee’s private life with The nature of his 

work (Pandey, 2020). Researchers addressed work 
stress as an independent variable by measuring it 

with a number of dimensions such as workload, 

role conflict, role ambiguity, lack of job security, 

weak organizational communication within the 
organization, low level of wages, competition, 

cultural disparity between workers and other 

indicators (Joy, 2020; Prasad & Vaidya 2020; 
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Igbokwe et al. 2020; Premalatha & Subramanian, 

2020). 

Although there are a number of studies that have 
shown a negative impact of work stress on 

employee performance (Pahi, Ab Hamid & 

Khalid, 2016; Joy, 2020; Hanafi & Zunaidah, 

2018; Prasad & Vaidya, 2020; Premalatha & 
Subramanian, 2020; Premalatha & Subramanian, 

2020; Riana et al., 2018; Soomro et al., 2020), but 

these studies were conducted outside the Iraqi 
academic environment. When reviewing some 

studies that dealt with the Iraqi environment, such 

as the study (Hussain, 2013; Douai and Aber, 
2010; Al-Tai, 2014), it is noted that they were 

conducted using samples from outside the workers 

in Iraqi universities. Moreover, the results found 

by previous studies were mixed in terms of the 
effects of work stress dimensions on employee 

performance. 

As a result, this study was carried out to 

investigate the impact of work stress dimensions 
(workload, role ambiguity, and role conflict) on 

employee performance using a sample of 

employees working at private Iraqi universities. 

This study contributes to the literature being one 
of the first studies to examine the impact of work 

stress on the performance of workers in private 

Iraqi universities. 

 

2. Literature review and hypotheses 

development 

2.1 Work stress 

Numerous definitions of work stress are reported 

in the literature. It has been defined as a condition 

associated with a large number of work tasks to be 

performed within a limited time (Zhao & Rashid, 

2010) and a situation resulting from 
uncomfortable working environment which 

includes irregular working hours (Demerouti & 

Bakker, 2011), and work demands by which job 

burdens are increased to cause stress for workers 
in light of their inability to adapt to such a stress 

(Naruse et al., 2012). Other definitions of work 

stress described it as a mismatch between the tasks 
to be completed and the time required to finish 

these tasks (Ramón-Llorens et al., 2016), the end 

result of time pressure and workload (Ghasemi et 
al., 2018), the degree to which the employee feels 

pressured by the work tasks that he must complete 

within the available time and resources (Smith et 

al., 2019) as well as the gap between the work 
tasks that need to be done and the lack of resources 

available to carry out those tasks (Prasad & 

Vaidya, 2020). In the light of the above-mentioned 
studies, work pressure is a feeling of discomfort 

that the worker feels due to internal and external 

factors represented in the lack of sufficient 
capabilities to perform the tasks of the job role, or 

the lack of resources necessary for this, the lack of 

clarity of the job description, and the worker’s 

involvement in the implementation of more than 
functional role; which leads to him feeling a lot of 

job burdens, and a conflict of job roles that he 

performs in light of ambiguity.  

2.2 Dimensions of work stress 

Researchers used a number of dimensions to 
measure the work stress variable, which revolved 

around the work or job role that the worker 

performs, such as job role ambiguity, job role 

conflict, workload, wages, and job insecurity. 
Table 1 contains examples of work stress 

dimensions in the literature. 

 

Table 1. Dimensions of work stress in the literature 

Work stress dimensions Authors 

Time pressure, workload, lack of motivation, role ambiguity.   Muraale et al. (2017) 

Workload, role conflict, role ambiguity Joy (2020) 

Workload, role ambiguity, role conflict, social support, job 

control 
Prasad & Vaidya (2020) 
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Work type, job insecurity, poor communication, work overload, 

salary. 

Pandey (2020) 

Role conflict, cultural variance, competition, target completion, 

pay. 

Premalatha & Subramanian 

(2020) 

For the present study, three dimensions of work 
stress are used, which are workload, role 

ambiguity, and role conflict. 

2.2.1 Workload 

Workload is defined as the amount of work that a 

worker has to do within a specified period of time 

(Raza, et al., 2017). It also represents the number 
of work tasks the employee has to perform. 

Increasing these tasks leads to the feeling of the 

working individual being unable to carry out those 
tasks and duties due to insufficient time or lack of 

resources to carry out work tasks, or the 

inadequacy of the employee’s capabilities to 

perform those tasks; This leads to the worker 
feeling what is known as work pressure (Joy, 

2020). Workload is one of the factors affecting 

many workers’ outcomes in a negative way, such 
as the decline in the performance of workers 

(Premalatha & Subramanian, 2020). 

2.2.2 Role ambiguity 

Role ambiguity is defined as the degree of 

uncertainty associated with the expectations of the 

job role of the working individual, and it appears 
if the worker being unaware of what is expected of 

him, how to achieve the things expected of him, 

and what others expect of him when implementing 
the job role (Mpili, 2018). The ambiguity of the 

role is usually attributed to the lack of information 

the worker has about the job role, as this 

information explains to him the nature of the role 
and how to perform it (Soltani et al., 2013). It is 

embodied in the lack of clarity of the job 

description, whether for the manager or supervisor 
or for the working individual (Premalatha & 

Subramanian, 2020). In terms of its effects, the 

ambiguity of the job role has negative effects on 
workers as it increases work pressures (Soltani et 

al., 2013), a negative impact on employee 

performance (Premalatha & Subramanian, 2020).   

2.2.3 Role conflict 

Work stress can be classified into two main types: 
organizational stress and managerial pressure. 

While pressures of an organizational source 

include work flow components, the need to 

develop human resources, employee participation, 
supervisory style, and organizational structure, 

pressures of an administrative source include 

workload, job sensitivity, promotion, and job role 
conflict, and time pressures, and accountability for 

performance (Soltani et al., 2013). It is clear from 

this classification that the job role conflict falls 

under the pressures of administrative work. Role 
conflict means that the worker receives different 

requirements from more than one person, such as 

receiving instructions from the supervisor or co-
workers. Role conflict usually appears in jobs that 

lack a job description (Joy, 2020). 

2.3 Employee performance 

It is clear that the dominant feature of the 

definitions of employee performance is the 

individual’s ability to complete his/her work 
duties according to agreed standards (Nuhu, 

2010). Definitions employee performance 

described such a term as quantity and quality of 
work expected from employees (Masood, 2010), 

employee completion of work tasks agreed upon 

with the employer in a timely, efficient and 
effective manner (Tinofirei, 2011), the ability of 

the employee to achieve the organizational goals 

efficiently and effectively (Stephen & Stephen, 

2016). Consequently, it can be noted that the 
definitions of employee performance focus 

primarily on the ability of the employee to carry 

out work tasks, noting certain features in this 
regard, such as the amount of work that the 

individual accomplishes, the amount of time it 

takes to complete that amount of work, and the 

quality of work done. 

In terms of its dimensions, employee performance 
is generally divided into two types: task 

performance and contextual performance. Task 

performance refers to performing basic work 
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duties (Pulakos et al., 2000). It is related to the 

ability of the employee to carry out work tasks as 
stated in the job description or as agreed upon with 

the employer (Sverke et al., 2019). It has been also 

defined as a set of activities undertaken by an 

individual worker to transform raw materials into 
goods and services (Peleașă, 2018). On the other 

side, contextual performance has been described 

as organizational citizenship behavior, it is a 
voluntary behavior that is not included in the 

behaviors that are rewarded by the employee as 

stipulated by the reward system in the 

organization (Sverke et al., 2019; Peleașă, 2018).  

2.4 Work stress and employee 

performance 

The impact of work stress as measured by 

workload, role ambiguity, and role conflict on 

employee performance is well documented in the 
literature. The following subsections highlight the 

relationships between the dimensions of work 

stress (i.e., workload, role ambiguity, and role 

conflict) and employee performance.   

2.4.1 Workload and employee performance 

Workload as a key dimension of work stress plays 
a significant role in employee performance. Some 

studies reported a statistically significant 

relationship between the two variables, while 
other studies determined the nature of this 

relationship, whether it was positive or negative. 

Collecting data from the members of the 
Technical Education Authority and the Technical 

Medical Institute in Iraq to investigate the impact 

of work stress on employee performance, Hussein 

(2013) found a significant effect of workload on 
employee performance. Another study 

(Muhammad, 2017) conducted using a sample of 

teachers at the Institute of Technical 
Administration in Iraq established a positive 

impact of workload on job performance. Work 

stress represents a negative state that arises due to 
the inability to conform to the requirements of a 

stimulus. For example, working long hours is one 

of the causes of stress in the work environment 

(Dewe, O'Driscoll & Cooper, 2010). On the basis 
of these studies, it was expected that workload is 

significantly related to employee performance, 

hence, the following hypothesis was introduced: 

H1: Workload exerts a significant negative impact 

on employee performance 

2.4.2 Role ambiguity and employee 

performance 

Some studies on the effect of role ambiguity on 

employee performance found showed negative 

effects of role ambiguity on employee 

performance (Muhammad, 2017; Muraale et al., 
2017; Joy, 2020; Wassila & Bilal, 2016). Other 

studies found insignificant effects of role 

ambiguity on employee performance (Hussein, 
2013; Douai & Aber, 2010). In order to investigate 

the impact of role ambiguity on employee 

performance using data gathered for the purpose 

of the current study, it was assumed that:  

H2: Role ambiguity exerts a significant negative 

impact on employee performance 

2.4.3 Role conflict and employee 

performance 

For some studies, role conflict is a significant 

predictor of employee performance. For example, 
role conflict resulted in higher levels of employee 

performance (Muhammad, 2017). In an Iraqi 

study (Douai & Aber, 2010) used a sample 

consisted of employees for the public sector, it 
was found that role conflict is significantly 

associated to employee performance. On the other 

hand, some studies indicated that role conflict had 
insignificant effect on employee performance 

(Hussein, 2013; Wassila & Bilal, 2016; Al-

Shaibani, Jarjar, and Al-Maryami, 2020). 
Consequently, the following hypothesis was 

postulated:  

H3: Role conflict exerts a significant negative 

impact on employee performance 

 

3. Research methodology 

3.1 Research sample 

The population of this study comprises all 
employees working at private universities in Iraq. 

A convenience sampling technique was used to 

gather data required for the purpose of the study 
via an electronic questionnaire. A total of 267 

questionnaires were collected. All these 
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questionnaires were used to conduct data analysis 

by SmartPLS 3.0.   

3.2 Research model 

Figure 1 shows the conceptual model in which 

three hypotheses were assumed to investigate the 
impact of work stress dimensions (i.e., workload, 

role ambiguity, and role conflict) on employee 

performance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Research conceptual model 

 

3.3 Research measures  

A questionnaire was developed to measure 

research variables based on prior related works, 

based on Likert’s 5-point design in which five 
agreement degrees were anchored as follows: 1 

(strongly disagree), 2 (agree), 3 (neutral), 4 

(agree), and 5 (strongly agree).  Workload was 

measured using 10 items following previous 
studies (e.g., Yildirim & Dinc, 2019; Fields, 

2013). Role ambiguity was assessed using 7 items 

based on some previous studies (Yildirim & Dinc, 
2019; Fields, 2013; Mansor & Tayib, 2010), while 

role conflict was evaluated using 8 items on the 

basis of some studies (e.g., Fields, 2013). 
Employee performance was measured by 20 items 

following some previous studies (e.g., Aşkun, 

Çizel & Ajanovic, 2021; Cesário & Chambel, 

2017; Sambung, 2019; Dåderman, Ingelgård & 
Koopmans, 2020; Podsakoff et al., 1990; Peleașă, 

2018; Sverke et al., 2019; Ling, Singh & 

Arumugam, 2020; Collen, 2019).    

 

4. Results  

4.1 Reliability and validity 

The results of construct reliability and validity as 

shown in Table 2 indicate that both reliability and 

validity were assured. Reliability was assessed by 
composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient (α), which be greater than 0.70 while 

validity was checked using factor loadings and the 

average variance extracted (AVE) with a threshold 
values of 0.60. The results in Table 2 show that the 

factor loadings of workload were between 0.722 

and 0.858, the factor loadings of role ambiguity 
were from 0.858 to 0.922, the factor loadings of 

role conflict were between 0.815 and 0.874, and 

factor loadings of employee performance were 
greater than 0.773. moreover, AVE values for all 

variables were higher than 0.60. In terms of 

collinearity statistics as measured by the variance 

inflation factor (VIF), the results show that 
multicollinearity is not an issue as VIF values for 

the independent variables is less than 5.     

 

 

Workload 

Role ambiguity 

Role conflict  

Employee performance  

H1 

H2 

H3 
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Table 2. Results of reliability and validity 

Variables  Factor 

Loadings 

AVE CR α VIF  

Workload  0.722-0.854 0.663 0.952 0.945 1.202 

Role ambiguity  0.858-0.922 0.786 0.963 0.962 1.938 

Role conflict  0.815-0.874 0.711 0.952 0.951 1.819 

Employee 

performance  

0.773-0.989 0.857 0.982 0.981 - 

 

4.2 Correlation matrix 

The correlation matrix of the relationships 

between the independent variables (workload, role 

ambiguity, and role conflict) and the dependent 
one (employee performance) shows that the 

independent variables are significantly correlated 

as workload is significantly correlated to role 
ambiguity (r = 0.41, P < 0.01), and to role conflict 

(r = 0.305, P < 0.01), as well as role ambiguity is 

significantly correlated to role conflict (r = 0.590, 

P < 0.01). For the relationships between the 

independent variables and employee performance, 

the results reveal that both workload and role 
ambiguity are significantly associated to 

employee performance (r = -0.165, r = -0.235, P < 

0.01) respectively, while role conflict is not linked 
to employee performance (r = -0.10, P > 0.01). It 

was assumed that there are potential effects of 

workload and role ambiguity on employee 

performance.   

 

Table 3. Correlation matrix 

Variables Mean SD (1) (2) (3) (4) 

(1) workload 3.70 0.67 -    

(2) Role ambiguity 3.64 0.78 0.410** -   

(3) Role conflict 3.74 0.73 0.305** 0.590** - - 

(4) Employee 

performance 

3.89 0.64 - 0.165** - 0.235** - 0.100 - 

** Correlation significant at 0.01 level 

 

4.3 Hypotheses testing  

Figure 2 portrays the structural research model. It 

can be noted that workload and role ambiguity 
have negative effects on employee performance (β 

= -0.155, β = -0.215) separately while the effect of 

role conflict on employee performance is very 

small (β = 0.027). However, the results in Table 3 
signify one significant impact of role ambiguity on 

employee performance (β = -0.215, t = 2.42, P = 

0.016), which means that H2 is accepted where H1 

and H3 are rejected.  
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Figure 2. Research structural model 

Table 4. Results of research hypotheses testing 

Variables and Paths  β T value P values  

Workload  Employee 

performance  

-0.115 1.79 0.073 

Role 

ambiguity 

 Employee 

performance  

-0.215 2.42 0.016 

Role conflict   Employee 

performance  

0.027 0.283 0.777 

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

The aim of this study is to investigate the impact 

of the dimensions of work stress (workload, role 

ambiguity, and role conflict) on employee 

performance through three hypotheses. The results 
pointed out that role ambiguity had a significant 

negative impact on employee performance while 

workload and role conflict had insignificant 
impact on employee performance. In fact, similar 

results were echoed in the literature. Some studies 

found that the impact of role conflict on employee 
performance is insignificant (Hussein, 2013; 
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Wassila & Bilal, 2016; Al-Shaibani, Jarjar, and 

Al-Maryami, 2020). Furthermore, the significant 
negative impact of role ambiguity on employee 

performance was established in some previous 

studies (Muhammad, 2017; Muraale et al., 2017; 

Joy, 2020; Wassila & Bilal, 2016). In contrast to 
the current results, some previous studies showed 

that workload had a significant effect on employee 

performance (Hussein, 2013; Jedin & Abidin, 
2013; Raza, et al., 2017; Mohammed, Suleyman 

& Taylan, 2020). 

The absence of an effect of role conflict on 

employee performance can be explained by the 
fact that employees in the universities under study 

do not face multiple conflicting tasks, as the most 

common cause of job role conflict is multiple 

conflicting tasks (Odor, 2020). The absence of an 
impact of the workload on the employee’s 

performance can also be explained by the fact that 

the conditions that must exist to achieve the 
workload are not available, including insufficient 

time or lack of resources to carry out work tasks, 

and on the other hand, the employees’ abilities to 

perform work tasks are appropriate and therefore 
they do not feel the workload (Joy, 2020). As for 

the explanation of the impact of the ambiguity of 

the role on the employee’s performance, it lies in 
the fact that the employee is not sure of the 

supervisors’ expectations regarding work outputs 

(Mpili, 2018) and the reason may be the lack of 
job description for each employee, or the 

employee’s lack of knowledge of the way to be 

followed to implement the work, or the 

employee’s lack of knowledge of the standards 
acceptable performance. Subsequently, it was 

concluded that the most critical factor of work 

stress is role ambiguity. The main reason behind 
the ambiguity of the role is the lack of information 

and instructions that explain to the employee how 

to carry out work tasks in the manner expected by 
the supervisor and in line with the job performance 

standards adopted in the organization. 

Accordingly, universities are required to relieve 

work pressures by focusing on the ambiguity of 
the job role that can be dealt with by developing a 

clear job description for each job, and providing 

employees with information that is useful in 
completing work tasks according to instructions 

and performance standards. 

6. Limitation and future work 

directions 

The limitations of the study are that it was 
conducted using a sample of employees in private 

universities and using three dimensions of work 

pressure: workload, role ambiguity, and role 
conflict, which means that future studies are 

required to use samples from other organizations 

and use other dimensions of work pressure such as 

job security, and work relations, administrative 

and social support, and wages. 
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