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Demographic change, increased retirement age, and efforts to shorten the duration
of education will lead to a more age-diverse workforce in future. Age diversity’s
successful management will therefore become an important business issue for com-
pany practitioners. Unfortunately, knowledge concerning the outcomes of diversity
in general and age diversity in particular lacks consistency. On the basis of the
similarity-attraction paradigm, social identity and self-categorisation theory, token
status, and inequality, some scholars argue that diversity has negative effects. On
the basis of the information/decision-making perspective, other scholars predict that
diversity has positive outcomes.

In order to shed light on these conflicting findings, this chapter discusses and
analyses the age diversity literature. Consequently, it investigates prior research on
the possible moderators and mediators of the age diversity-performance relationship.
Following this review, this chapter provides practical recommendations on how to
deal with an age-diverse workforce.
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1 Introduction

Effective management of diversity is a critical success factor for companies and will
become even more important in future. This not only applies to diversity dimen-
sions such as gender, ethnicity, and nationality, but also to age diversity (Smola and
Sutton 2002; Shore et al. 2009). Despite several recent reviews (e.g., van Knippen-
berg and Schippers 2007; Jackson et al. 2003; Williams and O’Reilly 1998) and
meta-analytical analyses of diversity’s effects in the workplace (e.g., Joshi and Rho
2009), there is no systematic knowledge on age diversity’s potential outcomes in
organisational settings. 

This seems problematic for a number of reasons. Firstly, age is becoming one of
the most relevant diversity dimensions. Triggered by demographic change, age
diversity in the workplace is increasing more strongly than other diversity dimen-
sions such as gender and nationality. Secondly, companies currently have only a
vague idea of how the increase in age diversity will impact their internal processes
and states, including their employees’ well-being, commitment, and performance.
Compared to other diversity dimensions, handling of an age-diverse personnel is a
rather new challenge for companies. Consequently, it is not yet an established com-
ponent of corporate training and development initiatives.

This chapter aims at closing this relevant knowledge gap by providing scholars
and practitioners with insights into age diversity’s distinct effects and recommen-
dations on how to handle an age-diverse workforce successfully.

2 Increasing age diversity: A major workforce trend

2.1 Reasons for growing age diversity in the workplace

Demographic change is a major workforce trend. However, employees are not only
ageing (a mean increase), the variation in age between co-workers is also on the rise
(a variance increase). 

This growing age diversity is caused by multiple influences. Firstly, the demo-
graphic change and the resulting shift in the workforce’s distribution will lead to
further diversity. To date, most companies in Western Europe have tended to hire
mainly young employees. In 2001, more than 50% of German companies had no
employees older than 50 (Bellmann and Kistle 2003). In 2006, more than one third
of the small and medium-sized companies (SMEs) had not yet employed any older
people (Watt 2006). In contrast, older employees have often been offered early
retirement. Thus, the age distribution of the employees does not follow a normal
distribution. Instead, employees’ age distribution is skewed to the right, resulting in
a comparatively low mean or average age. Owing to relatively low birth rates, there
will be a lack of young employees over the next decades. Therefore, companies will
be forced to hire or retain older employees in their workforce (Dychtwald et al.
2004; Tempestet al. 2002), which will lead to more diversity.

Secondly, the increasing number of retired people is starting to be a heavy finan-
cial burden on social welfare systems (Hayashi et al. 2009). The ratio between taxes
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paid and pensions received is shifting, since life expectancy is increasing, and
people are receiving pensions for a longer time. This can be balanced out in part if
people work for longer and, consequently, pay more taxes. Therefore, to cope with
the effects of demographic change, governments have started raising retirement age
(e.g., in Germany and Austria). Increased retirement age, which is in fact an exten-
sion of the workforce’s age range, results in a higher variance and thus diversity.

Thirdly, governments not only try to lengthen the duration of working time at
the higher end but also at the lower one. In Europe, for example, university degrees
have changed. Countries have started adopting the Anglo-Saxon bachelor and mas-
ter system. By doing so, they hope to shorten the duration of academic studies
(Kaube 2008). In Germany, the high school diploma was shortened by one year as
well. Therefore, people can start working earlier than before. Again, this extension
of the age range within the workforce increases the age diversity.

2.2 Implications for organisations

All three influences (the demographic change, the extension of older workers’
retirement age, and the shortening of young people’s education time) will cause an
increasing age diversity within the workforce. While these basic trends are equally
valid for most Western European countries, Germany is facing particular challenges
due to the demographic change. Figure 1 shows the German workforce’s projected
development until 2050. 

Figure 1: Projected development of the German workforce from 2010 until 2050 (Source:
Destatis 2006).

Two major tendencies have become obvious. On the one hand, the overall workforce
is continually shrinking from approximately 50 million individuals in 2010 to
projected 40 million in 2050. This is different in Switzerland, for example, where the
workforce is expected to remain stable over the next 40 years. On the other hand, the
group of older employees (aged 50-65) is going to become the largest subgroup
within the German workforce. This will be the start of a growing trend towards a
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greater number of old workers in firms and organisations and hence a growing
overall age diversity within the workplace. This second tendency is also affecting
Switzerland and other European countries with higher birth or migration rates.

To date, organisations seem to be ill-prepared for an increase in age diversity.
They only have a vague idea of the emerging potential challenges and opportunities,
and have not yet taken measures regarding age diversity’s active management in the
workplace (e.g., Goerges 2004; Saba et al. 1998; Shore et al. 2009). This might be
due to increased age diversity seeming to have mixed outcomes. 

3 Theoretical basis of diversity effects

3.1 Reasons for potentially negative diversity effects

There is an ongoing debate on the effects of diversity in general as well as age diver-
sity in particular. This debate is based on different psychological theories on social
interaction processes. Various theories imply that diversity has negative effects.
Among these are the similarity-attraction paradigm (Byrne 1971), social identity
(Tajfel and Turner 1986), self-categorisation (Turner 1987), token status (Kanter
1977; Young and James 2001), as well as inequality (Blau 1977) theories.

The similarity-attraction paradigm assumes that individuals prefer to interact
with others who are similar to them (Byrne 1971). The assumption of similarity can
be drawn from various attributes such as demographics (e.g., age, gender, and
ethnicity), attitudes, opinions, and beliefs. The psychological rationale for this
assumption is that people seem to obtain more affirmative feedback from people
who are similar to them, which in turn reduces uncertainty (Hinds et al. 2000; Rand
and Wexley 1975). Diversity’s similar negative effects might also be based on the
social identity (Tajfel and Turner 1986) and self-categorisation (Turner 1987) theo-
ries. Both theories state that people form certain in and out-groups based on per-
sonally relevant attributes. Again, these attributes may comprise demographics,
attitudes, opinions, and beliefs. Groups to which the individual belongs (in-groups)
will be perceived as superior to other groups (out-groups). This is due to a basic
human need to strengthen one’s self-esteem (Hogg and Abrams 1988; Hogg 2001).
Consequently, individuals favour members of their in-group, which results in
higher levels of trust, cooperation, and communication. Out-group members are
seen in a more sceptical light, which could lead to stereotyping and discrimination
(Brewer 1979; Brewer and Brown 1998; O’Reilly et al. 1989). In short, ‘otherness’
is perceived as a deficiency (Loden and Rosener 1991).

In addition, Kanter (1977) describes ‘token status’. Based on her assumptions,
minorities (usually less than 15% of the total group) are less represented as indi-
viduals but rather as members or symbols of their category (Young and James
2001). With regard to age diversity, an example would be a small group of older
employees in a primarily young organisation, or vice versa. In a software firm, for
example, older members among a predominantly young group might not be per-
ceived as equal colleagues with individual strengths and weaknesses, but rather as
members of the same group who all tend to miss a few relevant competencies and
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attitudes. The consequences of such a token status include stereotyping, unfair per-
formance pressure, and the formation of interpersonal boundaries – which all lead
to diversity having negative outcomes.

Finally, the concept of inequality (Blau 1977; Blau and Blau 1982; Blau 1986),
which stems from sociological literature, is another model assuming that diversity
has negative implications. It focuses on the distribution of goods, mainly income.
However, especially in the organisational psychology literature, attention has also
been paid to other resources such as power, status, and prestige (Harrison and Klein
2007). Nevertheless, research on inequality is generally limited (Harrison and Klein
2007). Inequality means that relevant resources are allocated unequally across
group members. The resulting different levels of power or influence can lead to
negative outcomes such as communication problems or intra-group conflicts (Smith
et al. 1994). Keltner and colleagues (2003, p. 277) conclude that powerful members
in teams “talk more, interrupt others more, are more likely to speak out of turn, and
are more directive of others' verbal contributions than are low power individuals”.

3.2 Reasons for potentially positive diversity effects 

Contrary to prior rationales, scholars also argue in favour of positive diversity
effects. This assumption is based on the information/decision-making perspective
(van Knippenberg and Schippers 2007, p. 518; Hoffman et al. 1962), which empha-
sises the greater information richness in diverse surroundings. This richness, which
focuses on cognitive resources, may be based on a variety of demographic attributes
like age, gender, and ethnicity, which foster different experiences and knowledge
bases. In addition, individuals with different backgrounds may have productive
external and internal networks, leading to complementing information (Austin
2003; Beckman and Haunschild 2002). This information richness is assumed to be
especially rewarding when dealing with non-routine problems (Carpenter 2002) and
when striving for creative solutions (Burt 2002; Jackson et al. 1995). Moreover,
groupthink (Janis 1972) might be successfully prevented as heterogeneous groups
tend to discuss problem solutions in more detail and with more divergent perspec-
tives (Fiol 1994).

4 Summary of knowledge on age diversity

4.1 Outcomes of age diversity

The diversity research field is characterised by different theoretical perspectives
predicting diversity’s either positive or negative results. These theoretical argu-
ments have also been applied to predict age diversity’s outcomes or effects (see
Table 1 for an overview). On the one hand, individuals are likely to develop
stronger personal ties with employees who are more or less the same age, since they
“share comparable experiences and therefore develop like attitudes and beliefs”
(Lawrence 1988, p. 313). With employees of different age groups, such personal
connections are likely to be less pronounced, paving the way for the social identity
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processes (Tajfel and Turner 1986) and self-categorisation (Turner 1987) described
above. Such a formation of age-related in and out-groups may, in turn, lead to more
conflicts between employees of different age groups and to heightened levels of
strain, conflict, and perceived discrimination within age heterogeneous workgroups
and organisations (Kunze et al. 2010).

Table 1: Overview of age diversity outcomes (source: own illustration)

Outcomes Description Study

Team perform-
ance in work-
ing teams

■ Negative relationship between age diversity 
and performance in working teams

Wegge et al. 2008
Timmerman 2000
Ely 2004
Leonard et al. 2004

Team perform-
ance in top 
management 
teams

■ Positive relationship between age diversity 
and performance in top management teams

Kilduff et al. 2000

■ No relationship between age diversity and 
performance in top management teams

Bunderson and Sutcliffe 
2002
Simons et al. 1999

■ Negative relationship between age diversity 
and performance in top management teams

West et al. 1999

Cognitive 
diversity 

■ Negative relationship between age diversity 
and cognitive diversity

Kilduff et al. 2000

Turnover ■ Positive relationship between age diversity 
and turnover

Cummings et al. 1993
Jackson et al. 1991
Milliken and Martins 1996
O’Reilly et al. 1989
Wiersema and Bird 1993

■ Employees who differ most from the rest of 
their working group are those most likely to 
turn over

O’Reilly et al. 1989
Wagner et al. 1984

■ Not diversity but isolation from co-workers 
and customers is associated with increased 
turnover

Leonard and Levine 2006

Absenteeism ■ Positive relationship between age diversity 
and absenteeism

Cummings et al. 1993

Innovation ■ No relationship between age diversity and 
innovation

Bantel and Jackson 1989
O’Reilly et al. 1993
O’Reilly et al. 1997
Wiersema and Bantel 1992

■ Negative relationship between age diversity 
and innovation

Zajac et al. 1991

Conflict ■ Positive relationship between age diversity 
and emotional conflict

Jehn et al.1997

■ No relationship between age diversity and 
task conflict

Pelled et al. 1999
Pelled et al. 2001

■ Negative relationship between age diversity 
and affective conflict

Pelled 1993
Pelled et al. 1999

Communica-
tion

■ Negative relationship between age diversity 
and professional communication 

Zenger and Lawrence 1989
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On the other hand, drawing on the information/decision-making perspective, one
could also expect age dissimilar groups to have positive outcomes, with different
perspectives, experiences, and information leading to a broader knowledge base
and, consequently, to more creative, innovative, and productive team processes.
However, which theoretical positions are supported by empirical studies’ findings?

Various potential outcome variables have been investigated in respect of age
diversity, including team performance, cognitive diversity, turnover, innovation,
and group processes such as conflict and communication. They have revealed an
unclear pattern.

Team performance

Empirical studies’ findings on age diversity’s performance consequences are not
consistent. There is no strong evidence for age diversity’s effects on performance
(Williams and O’Reilly 1998). Primarily, the positive expectations drawn from the
information/decision-making perspective were not supported by empirical investi-
gations. In contrast, most studies reveal a negative relationship between age diver-
sity and performance (Wegge et al. 2008). Timmerman (2000) showed age diversity
to be negatively related to performance in professional basketball teams. Ely (2004)
reported similar results in a sample of 486 branches of a financial service company.
Furthermore, Leonard and colleagues (2004) reported that, in a sample of 700 retail
stores, age heterogeneity had similar negative effects on sales figures.

However, focusing on top management teams solely, Kilduff and colleagues
(2000) found age heterogeneity to be the only demographic diversity measure to
positively affect overall performance. In their experimental study, diversity in a top
management team had significantly positive effects on organisational performance.
Nonetheless, even top management team research is characterised by mixed
findings. For example, Bunderson and Sutcliffe (2002) as well as Simons and
colleagues (1999) found no link between age diversity and performance. Further-
more, West and colleagues’ longitudinal study (1999) of 42 UK manufacturing
organisations showed that age diversity in top management teams is a negative pre-
dictor of company performance.

Cognitive diversity

Kilduff and colleagues (2000) examined the relationship between demographic and
cognitive diversity, testing whether age diversity predicts cognitive diversity. Con-
trary to their expectations, the authors found that age diverse teams are not more
cognitively diverse even though they perform better. The authors conclude that “the
link between demographic and cognitive diversity may be more complex than gen-
erally assumed (…)” (Kilduff et al. 2000, p. 22). They further argue that “Age
diversity does matter, but not because it predicts cognitive diversity. Teams hetero-
geneous on demographic variables may be better able to build on the diverse expe-
rience base of the team to validate diverse cognitions, and thus take advantage of
innovative suggestions” (p. 32). 
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Turnover

Most studies investigating the relationship between age diversity and turnover
found a positive association between the two constructs, meaning that higher age
diversity typically leads to higher turnover among employees (e.g., Jackson et al.
1991; O’Reilly et al. 1989; Wiersema and Bird 1993). Furthermore, Wagner and
colleagues (1984) showed that the employees who differ most from the rest of their
working group are most likely to turn over. This was confirmed by O’Reilly and
colleagues (1989). Milliken and Martins (1996, p. 408) state that: “Not sur-
prisingly, the people who are different from their group members in terms of age
are more likely to turn over”. In addition, Cummings and colleagues (1993) dis-
covered that, in addition to turnover, absenteeism is more likely for those who differ
most from their group in terms of age. However, these findings are not supported by
Tsui and colleagues’ (1992) study. Moreover, Leonard and Levine (2006) found
that, not diversity, but isolation from co-workers and customers was often asso-
ciated with increased turnover.

Innovation

Most studies found age diversity and innovation to be uncorrelated. Bantel and
Jackson (1989) tested two conflicting hypotheses on the association between age
heterogeneity and innovativeness among top management team members. They
concluded that age diversity predicted neither total, technical, nor administrative
innovation. Other studies by Wiersema and Bantel (1992), O’Reilly et al. (1997) as
well as by O’Reilly and colleagues (1993) also found no association between age
diversity and innovation. Zajac and colleagues (1991) investigated innovation
across 53 internal corporate joint ventures among physicians. They found age diver-
sity to be negatively related to innovativeness.

Conflict

As described earlier, social categorisation (Tajfel 1974; Tajfel and Turner 1986)
may lead to stereotyping and subgroup formation that may produce conflict as well
as less cooperation. There are mixed results concerning the relationship between
age diversity and conflict. Generally, research differentiates between task-related/
substantive and emotion-based/affective conflict (Pelled 1996; Pelled et al. 2001;
Pelled et al. 1999). Compared to task-related conflict, emotion-based conflict is
assumed to affect performance less favourably (Dos Reis et al. 2007). Contrary to
her hypothesis, Pelled (1993) found age diversity to be negatively related to affec-
tive conflict. Pelled and colleagues (1999) found no association between age
diversity and task conflict, and a negative link between the former and emotional
conflict. Task routineness and group longevity moderated these relationships. Ham-
brick (1994) explained the rationale behind the relationship between age hetero-
geneity and less emotional conflict. Since age is related to career, people compare
themselves with individuals of a similar age. Accordingly, rivalry is more likely to
occur between employees of the same age (e.g., Hambrick 1994). These findings
indicate that “any tendency for age differences to trigger emotional conflict
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appears to be overshadowed by the tendency for age similarity to trigger social
comparison and, ultimately, emotional conflict” (Pelled et al. 1999, p. 21). 

However, other studies found opposing results: Jehn and colleagues (1997), for
example, found age diversity to be positively related to relationship conflict. In line
with these findings, Pelled and colleagues (2001) found individual dissimilarity in
age to be positively associated with emotional conflict in a Mexican employee
sample. Consequently, culture may also be a moderator in the age diversity-conflict
relationship.

Communication

With regard to communication, Zenger and Lawrence (1989) investigated the rela-
tionship between organisational demography and communication frequency. They
found age diversity to be a negative determinant of professional communication in
technical project groups.

4.2 Explanations for inconsistencies in findings

In general, reasons for these inconsistent results can be subsumed under one of three
categories: (1) diversity’s different outcome measures,  (2) diversity’s different
conceptualisations, and (3) diversity’s context factors. The first category refers to
the diverse measurement outcomes. It seems logical that age diversity’s effects may
vary according to the outcome variable targeted in a study (e.g., team performance
versus turnover) or might even be influenced by the same outcome variable’s
operationalisation (e.g., self-rated, peer-rated or objective performance). The
previous section focused on this topic by summarising research on various outcome
measures. The other two categories are explained in the following section.

When researching age diversity, the construct conceptualisation should deter-
mine its measurement. Harrison and Klein (2007) argue that failure to do so leads to
ambiguous empirical findings. They describe three distinctive types of diversity,
namely separation, variety, and disparity. In turn, these types of diversity may have
different consequences. Firstly, separation represents differences in opinion such as
opposing views and disagreement. There is separation if individuals differ in terms
of attitudes or values. Secondly, variety refers to differences in knowledge and
experiences among group members, resulting in an increased pool of information
on which a group can draw. The third type of diversity, which is called disparity,
describes “differences in concentration of valued social assets or resources such as
pay and status among unit members” (Harrison and Klein 2007, p. 1200). These
findings are also consistent with the third section of this chapter’s propositions.
Processes, such as similarity attraction, self-categorisation, and token status are
typically attributed to separation; inequality is attributed to disparity (both with
negative effects), and the information/decision-making perspective corresponds to
variety (with diversity having positive effects on potential outcomes).

The third aspect contributing to the mixed empirical results on age diversity
relates to the phenomenon of opening the “black box of organizational demogra-
phy” (Lawrence 1997, p. 1; Pelled et al. 1999). Researchers have largely focused on
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the direct effects between demographic characteristics and outcome variables, with-
out paying too much attention to the intervening factors. In recent studies, the need
to develop more complex theories and undertake research on the moderating varia-
bles that may explain diversity effects has become apparent (e.g., Van Knippenberg
and Schippers 2007). Thus, considering aspects like the working context or the
importance of social interaction should be the main effort when studying diversity.
Shore and colleagues (2009) state, for example, that “older employees are likely to
have knowledge and experience that is useful within groups, but such human capital
may only be utilized in an environment in which positive relations among members
are conducive to appreciating different types of contributions” (p. 121). 

4.3 Diversity context factors 

An overview of the context factors influencing the relationship between age diver-
sity and performance is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2: Overview of age diversity context factors (source: own illustration).

Team processes: Cooperation and teamwork

Ely (2004) investigated 486 retail bank branches and found team processes to be a
significant moderator in the relationship between age diversity and performance.
Contrary to her expectations, she discovered that cooperation and teamwork have a
counterintuitive effect on performance losses, whereas lower levels of cooperation

Context factor Description Study

Cooperation and 
teamwork 

■ Higher levels of cooperation lead to 
performance losses 

■ Lower levels of cooperation and teamwork 
lead to performance gains or no relationship

Ely 2004

Task complexity ■ Diverse groups perform complex tasks better 
than homogeneous ones (but not routine 
tasks)

Bowers et al. 2000
Wegge et al. 2008

Leadership ■ The better the leader-member exchange 
relationship, the weaker the diversity-turnover 
relationship 

Nishii and Mayer 2009

■ Age diversity is negatively related to team 
performance when transformational 
leadership is low but not related to team 
performance when transformational 
leadership is high 

Kearney and Gebert 2009

■ Transformational leadership is a positive 
context factor for the relationship between 
age diversity and performance 

Kunze and Bruch 2010

Faultlines ■ Certain combinations of different dimensions 
lead to more negative diversity effects 

Bezrukova et al. 2009
Homan et al. 2008
Lau and Murninghan 1998
Lau and Murninghan 2005
Migdal et al. 1998
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and teamwork were related to either performance gains or no relationship between
diversity and performance. High cooperation and teamwork were associated with
a negative relationship between age diversity and the attainment of goals set
regarding revenue from new sales and total performance. Ely (2004) concluded that
“[m]anagers should take from this research a degree of caution in the way they
address differences. While one would be hard pressed to suggest that enabling
teamwork and cooperation is not a worthy goal in any team, managers should take
care that such processes do not inadvertently suppress differences from which the
workgroup could otherwise benefit” (p. 777). The results of this study indicate that
the complexity of team processes has not yet been comprehensively understood. 

Task complexity

In their meta-analysis, Bowers and colleagues (2000) showed that diverse groups
only performed complex tasks better than homogeneous ones. A recent study by
Wegge and colleagues (2008) confirmed this boundary condition in a European
sample of the public administration sector by showing that age diversity is posi-
tively correlated with performance in complex task, but not in routine ones. The
authors could also replicate this finding a year later. They explained their line of
reasoning by proposing that “task complexity (defined in terms of strong demands
for complex decision making) is critical for obtaining a positive relationship
between age composition in teams and team performance. That is, in complex group
decision-making tasks, older workers may have the knowledge (and time) to help
younger workers, thereby facilitating each group member’s individual work. In
contrast, when the group task is routine and does not benefit from knowledge shar-
ing, there should be no advantage for age diversity” (Wegge et al. 2008, p. 1303).

Leadership

The successful development of a team in general and of a diverse team in particular
is a leadership challenge. Thus, one may think that leaders’ influence on diverse
teams’ outcomes is well researched. However, little is known about leadership’s
role in the relationship between age diversity and performance. To our knowledge,
only three studies have examined leadership as a boundary condition of age diver-
sity effects. Nishii and Mayer (2009) examined leader-member exchange as a
moderator of the relationships between demographic (i.e. race, age, and gender) and
tenure diversity, and group turnover. The authors showed that leaders can have a
positive impact on group diversity’s effect on turnover. The better the relationship
between leaders and subordinates, the weaker the diversity-turnover relationship. 

Kearney and Gebert (2009) discovered that age diversity was not related to team
performance when transformational leadership was high, but negatively related to
team performance when transformational leadership was low. The authors conclude
that “transformational leadership could be a key factor in fostering performance
and preventing process losses in diverse teams” (Kearney and Gebert 2009, p. 88). 

Furthermore, Kunze and Bruch (2010) researched the effects of the relationship
between age-based faultlines (e.g., faultlines that foster sub-group formation of age
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in alignment with other demographic characteristics) and transformational leader-
ship on productive energy. Transformational leadership was once again identified
as a positive moderator of the relationship between age diversity and team outcome.
Consequently, the authors conclude that transformational leadership may enable
productivity and performance increases in teams with strong age-based faultlines.

Interaction of age with other demographic characteristics

A more recent stream of reasoning follows the idea that diversity processes may not
occur as a result of a single demographic attribute, but as consequence of a bundle
of demographic characteristics (Bezrukova et al. 2009; Lau and Murnighan 2005).
“Diversity research needs to move beyond conceptualizations and operationaliza-
tions of diversity simply as dispersion on a single dimension of diversity. Rather, it
should conceptualize diversity as a combination of different dimensions of differen-
tiation, take asymmetries into account, and be open to nonlinear effects” (van Knip-
penberg and Schippers 2007, p. 534). 

In this vein, the faultlines concept has recently been the focus of research atten-
tion. This concept, introduced by Lau and Murninghan (1998), describes hypo-
thetical dividing lines within teams. These faultlines are based on visible attributes
such as demographics. The authors describe faultlines as “an alignment of several
characteristics that heightens the possibility of internal subgroup dynamics” (Lau
and Murninghan 1998, p. 327). For example, in a team of four members, Case 1 is
the team consisting of two 60-year-old men, and two 25-year-old women. Case 2 is
the team consisting of one 60-year-old man, and one 60-year-old woman, and one
25-year-old man, and one 25-year-old woman. It is not difficult to imagine that the
team in Case 1 is potentially divided by a stronger faultline than the team in Case 2.
The combination of age and gender in Case 1 may easily lead to the formation of
two opposing subgroups (‘old men’ versus ‘young women’) within the team. In
Case 2, on the other hand, while the level of diversity is the same, the potential for
the formation of such in and out-groups is much smaller as age and gender are
distributed equally.

In most cases, the literature has found faultlines to be negative for team out-
comes, which is in line with Lau and Murninghan’s (1998) proposition that fault-
lines reflect a group’s potential to split into subgroups, leading to less positive inter-
action and conflict. The authors state “that strong faultlines may lead to recurring
and salient subgroups, which then may become a more likely basis for self-identity
and social categorization” (Lau and Murninghan 1998, p. 336). Homan and col-
leagues (2008) mention two main reasons for faultlines’ negative effects. Firstly,
cross-cutting categories make social categorisation more complex leading to a
decreased probability to differentiate between in and out-group. Secondly, if
employees belong to multiple groups at the same time, perceptions of subgroup dif-
ferences and categorisations decrease. In line with these arguments, in their meta-
analysis, Migdal and colleagues (1998) showed that intergroup bias is reduced
when diversity attributes diverge which, in turn, reduces conflict. 
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5 Practical implications and recommendations

The presented research findings have several practical implications for companies
on the organisational and supervisor levels. An overview is presented in Table 3. 

Table 3: Overview of practical implications (source: own illustration).

5.1 Organisational level

Deliberate team composition

The teams’ composition within organisations determines whether age diversity has
positive or negative effects (Bruch et al. 2010). Organisations can group their
employees in age homogeneous teams, age heterogeneous teams or even randomly.
While ‘preventing’ diversity’s possible negative effects by forming age homogene-
ous teams, organisations also miss out on the chance of younger employees learning
from their older and more experienced colleagues, and vice versa. Especially in
challenging work environments, effective mentoring and knowledge management
can be crucial success factors (Allen et al. 2006; Grover and Davenport 2001).
However, as prior research outlined in the fourth part of this chapter indicates, the
formation of age diverse teams runs some risks. 

These risks, namely discrimination (Goldman et al. 2006; Kunze et al. 2010) and
decreased communication, can dramatically increase, if organisations do not con-
sider certain aspects. Firstly, companies should set up age heterogeneous teams
with a clear business objective and also communicate these ideas to the team
members. Among such objectives might be the facilitation of inter-generational
knowledge transfer, the capturing of new markets (e.g., silver markets with more

Level Action to be taken Description & Examples 

O
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na
l

le
ve

l

Deliberate team 
composition

■ Age diverse teams for complex, non-routine tasks 
■ Avoiding faultlines
■ Younger employees learn from older ones and vice versa
■ Mentoring and knowledge management
■ Setting up heterogeneous teams with a clear business 

objective (facilitating inter-generational knowledge-
transfer, capturing new markets, developing innovative 
products, etc.) and communicating it

Diversity trainings 
(age awareness seminars) 

■ Age awareness seminars

S
up

er
vi

so
r

le
ve

l

Transformational 
leadership

■ Creating a common social identity 
■ Acting as an appropriate role model
■ Fostering the acceptance of common goals
■ Identifying and articulating a clear vision for the future
■ Setting high performance expectations
■ Providing individualised support 
■ Providing intellectual stimulation for follower

Enhanced interaction ■ Assigning tasks to a whole team 
■ Architectural considerations
■ ‘Off-site’ activities
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mature consumers), and the development of innovative products that call for the
competencies of the different age groups within an organisation. In all of these
cases, the reason for being in an age-heterogeneous team becomes very obvious for
the team members, and they know that their particular skills and experiences are
equally needed and valued. The formation of age-related in and out-groups is very
unlikely when inter-generational cooperation is one of the team’s key targets.

Secondly, companies should strive to form age-heterogeneous teams, especially
to fulfil non-routine tasks. As described above, Bowers and colleagues (2000)
showed that complex tasks are more suited for age-diverse teams as they can exert
their special skills, and competencies.

Thirdly, as described in the previous section, organisations should be aware of
potential faultlines in age-heterogeneous teams. In practice, management and HR
should take care that age heterogeneity does not coincide with other variables
such as gender, nationality, and functional background. In such cases, it is likely
that in and out-groups will form, thereby triggering conflict and reduced levels of
cooperation. 

Diversity trainings

An often neglected aspect of diversity implications in general and age diversity
implications in particular is that people in organisations are unaware of the oppor-
tunities and pitfalls (Kunze et al. 2010). Therefore, an important step in managing
an age-diverse workforce is to raise awareness of the issue (Kunze and Bruch 2010).
This holds true for all employees, especially supervisors. As will be outlined in the
next section, supervisors can make a meaningful contribution to the prevention of
discrimination, and the facilitation of interaction among subordinates. One way to
sensitise both employees and supervisors is through special age awareness seminars
(Armstrong-Stassen and Templer 2005; Rynes and Rosen 1995). 

5.2 Supervisor level

Transformational leadership

Discrimination within teams, resulting from diversity (i.e. faultlines), can be pre-
vented by creating a common identity among team members (Bezrukova et al.
2009). One way to do so is by enhancing the unit attachment and team cohesiveness
through the use of transformational leadership (House and Shamir 1993; Jung and
Sosik 2002). Bass (1985) created a transformational leader construct, namely some-
one who can, according to Antonakis and colleagues (2003), act “proactive, raise
follower awareness for transcendent collective interests, and help followers to
achieve extraordinary goals”. According to Podsakoff and colleagues (1996), trans-
formational leadership comprises a combination of six key behaviours, namely:
(1) acting as an appropriate role model, (2) fostering the acceptance of common
goals, (3) identifying and articulating a clear vision for the future, (4) setting high
performance expectations, (5) providing individualised support and (6) intellectual
stimulation for followers. By following these guidelines, leaders can create a new
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predominant social identity (team membership). Hereby, team members perceive
each other as in-group members, regardless of their demographic attributes such as
age. 

Transformational leadership’s general positive effects on performance were
confirmed in meta-analytic studies by Lowe and colleagues (1996), and Patterson
and colleagues (1995). More interestingly for the purpose of this chapter, Kearney
and Gebert (2009) as well as Kunze and Bruch (2010) have recently discovered that
transformational leadership has positive effects on the relationship between age
diversity and performance.

Enhanced interaction

Another way of supporting the formation of a common identity is by enhancing the
interaction between team members (Gaertner and Dovidio 2000). In addition to
interaction’s positive effects on group performance (Chatman and Spataro 2005;
Wageman 1995), the resulting common identity can prevent discrimination (Petti-
grew 1998). 

Supervisors can facilitate the interaction between group members in multiple
ways. Firstly, tasks can be assigned to the whole team or groups instead of indi-
viduals. Secondly, architectural considerations can improve contact. Open team
offices, shared coffee corners, and group work rooms can make a substantial contri-
bution (Bruch et al. 2010). Thirdly, so-called ‘off-site’ activities can improve team
spirit. Outdoor-training events are a well-known example. These outdoor team
activities may serve especially well in age diverse teams since older employees tend
to prefer experience and behaviour-based forms of learning (Bruch et al. 2010).

6 Conclusion

The future workforce will be increasingly age diverse. This shift in the workforce
composition will have a strong influence on organisational and workgroup diver-
sity. However, the outcomes of this change are less clear. On the one hand, different
theories predict that age diversity can have either positive or negative effects. On
the other hand, many scientific studies do not explicitly address which processes are
expected to take place and why. 

Therefore, empirical findings are also mixed. Scholars have only recently
started taking contextual factors and boundary conditions into account. Previous
research found some results to be more stable than others (e.g., the positive effects
of diversity in complex task situations). Based on a diversity research review,
practical recommendations are also offered in this chapter. By being aware of the
possible risks and opportunities resulting from age diversity, practitioners can take
action on different organisational levels to improve their company’s efficiency,
which should lead to a strategic advantage in future.
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