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A B S T R A C T
This paper advances the argument that fully understanding the dynamics of an increasingly age-diverse workforce 
requires the consideration not only of age stereotypes, but also of the stereotypes that older, younger, and middle-
aged workers believe that others hold about their group. The activation of these age metastereotypes plays a key, yet 
under explored, role in shaping age-diverse interpersonal interactions at work. A review of relevant social and organi-
zational literatures precedes the presentation of a conceptual model describing individual and contextual influences 
on metastereotypes in specific moments (activation) and at a chronic level (consciousness) and their implications 
for affect and behavior. Together, this review and model is intended to spark and guide future scholarship on age 
metastereotypes.

“Nobody likes you when you’re twenty-three.” – Blink 182, 
What’s My Age Again?

Research attention to age in the workplace is on the rise internation-
ally and across disciplines, as is evidenced by the proliferation of special 
issues of journals, meetings, edited books, and now this new journal. 
Changes in the nature of the workforce (age and cultural diversity), the 
work itself (technology, pace, and boundary blurring), and even the 
world (economics and competition) are combining to create new chal-
lenges for work scholars (Finkelstein, Truxillo, Fraccaroli, & Kanfer, 
in press). Many of these challenges will deal with the actual aging pro-
cess—developmental, cognitive, physical, and motivational hills and val-
leys—but it is just as important to understand the perceptions we have 
of age and aging.

Investigations of age stereotypes in the workplace (generalized 
beliefs about the qualities and characteristics about people of a par-
ticular age, relevant to work) have focused on the content of stereo-
types of different aged workers (e.g., Posthuma & Campion, 2009), 
and the extent to which stereotypes are accurate reflections of age 
differences (Ng & Feldman, 2012), and the processes through 
and conditions under which these stereotypes may unfairly affect 
decisions and behaviors (Finkelstein & Farrell, 2007; Posthuma, 
Wagstaff, & Campion, 2012). The lion’s share of work has focused 
on older worker stereotypes, though more work is beginning 
to appear in regard to younger workers (i.e., Millennials; Deal, 
Altman, & Rogelberg, 2010), and even to middle-aged workers 

(Finkelstein, Ryan, & King, 2013). We will explore some of this 
work in more detail throughout this paper, but in a nutshell, there 
appear to be three consistent themes: (a) the content of stereotypes 
about workers of certain age groups differs, (b) that most of these 
age group differences are not empirically supported (and for those 
that are, there are group mean differences but certainly overlapping 
variance), and (c) that stereotypes can be used to justify biased 
treatment of people based on their age, though certain individual 
differences and context factors can reduce or exacerbate the likeli-
hood of this happening.

Our mission here is to not to review age stereotyping research, 
but rather to emphasize how age stereotyping is just one side of a 
perceptual process that occurs daily in an age-diverse workforce. 
To understand age dynamics at work more completely, we must 
also focus our attention on the age metastereotyping process. The 
daily pulse of interpersonal interaction in an organization requires 
multiple viewpoints—not just what an age group believes about 
other groups, but also what they think those other groups believe 
about them.

This paper is about age metastereotyping in the workplace. We 
embrace Vorauer and colleague’s definition of a metastereotype as 
“a person’s beliefs regarding the stereotype that out-group members 
hold about his/her own group” (Vorauer, Main, & O’Connell, 1998, 
p. 917). We briefly and selectively review some central works on metas-
tereotyping from the social psychology literature to highlight key 
findings and to justify its importance in investigations of workplace 
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interpersonal dynamics. We also acknowledge some disagreement and 
ambiguity in the literature over the definition, thereby attempting to 
sort out similar constructs to clarify the metastereotyping process. We 
then narrow our focus to a detailed look at the state of research on age-
based metastereotypes (and, where relevant, any age stereotype threat 
work that actually focuses more on metastereotypes). We use this lit-
erature review, both broad and focused, to create a series of research 
propositions to encourage researchers of workplace age stereotypes 
to include its sister concept, age metastereotypes, in investigations of 
workplace age dynamics.

M E TA S T E R E O T Y P I N G :  W H AT  D O  W E   K N O W ?
We turn now to work on metastereotyping in social psychology, 
including not only the bounds of what we know about the general con-
struct, but also its potential importance in understanding cross-group 
interpersonal interactions. Arguably the most central, defining fea-
ture of human motivation is the need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995). This driving force is likely rooted in evolutionary concerns that 
linked social group membership with survival. In its more contempo-
rary form, the motivation to belong results in a range of predictable 
human experiences such as forming social bonds quickly (Bowlby, 
1969), being distressed when social bonds are disrupted (Hazan & 
Shaver, 1994), and of focus in the current paper, being concerned 
about others’ views of oneself. Indeed, social psychologists have long 
been interested in these views under labels such as Cooley’s (1902) 
“looking glass self,” Kinch’s (1963) “reflected appraisals,” and other 
“self-presentational perspectives” (e.g., Goffman, 1959). The label 
metaperceptions—which refers to a person’s beliefs about how others 
see him or her—was coined by Laing, Phillipson, and Lee (1966). 
These ideas have fueled a large body of evidence that has generally 
concluded that metaperceptions are directly related to self-perceptions 
(Kenny & DePaulo, 1993), or in other words, that we think other peo-
ple see us the same way we see ourselves.

Importantly, a critical point of contention in this consensus per-
sists: incongruity in views of the self and beliefs about others’ views 
may emerge when social identities and associated stereotypes are sali-
ent (Frey & Tropp, 2006; Gomez, 2002; King, Kaplan, & Zaccaro, 
2008). When potential differences that stem from social group mem-
berships are salient, people’s beliefs about others’ views are likely 
influenced by socially shared stereotypes about each social group. 
Consider, for example, an interaction between two employees, one 
White and one Latino. The White person may be concerned that the 
Latino person sees him/her as a stereotypic White person, whereas the 
Latino person may be concerned that the White person sees him/her 
as a stereotypic Latino person. These beliefs about others’ views are 
no longer simply metaperceptions, but instead are more clearly consid-
ered metastereotypes.

A small but growing body of social psychological research is build-
ing understanding of antecedents and outcomes of metastereotypes 
held by men and women, African American and White people, White 
and Aboriginal Canadians, Dutch and Dutch Moroccan people, and 
people from different religious groups. Taken together, this evidence 
confirms that people are indeed concerned that others’ view them 
through the lens of stereotypes (see Vorauer, Hunter, Main, & Roy, 
2000). To our knowledge, only two studies that directly consider age-
related workplace metastereotypes have been conducted (Finkelstein 

et  al., 2013; Ryan, King, & Finkelstein, in press; see full summaries 
below), but the processes of intergroup interactions studied in rela-
tion to other social identity groups are undoubtedly informative in 
building understanding of the general functions of metastereotypes 
(Finchilescu, 2010).

Evidence across studies points to several likely individual anteced-
ents and situational antecedents of metastereotypes in interpersonal 
interactions. One individual difference characteristic that might relate 
to metastereotypes is external locus of control; a study of people with 
HIV found that having high levels of external locus of control was 
related to greater metastereotypic concerns (Gordijn & Boven, 2009). 
Another seemingly counterintuitive predictor of metastereotyping 
is prejudice; to the extent that individuals are themselves prejudiced 
toward outgroups, they likely believe others are similarly prejudiced 
toward their own group (see Vorauer & Kumhyr, 2001). In an experi-
ment of same- and cross-race interactions across three universities, 
prejudice was correlated with negative metastereotypes (Finchilescu, 
2010). Contextual factors also influence metastereotyping. For exam-
ple, Koudenburg and Gordijn (2011) found that women’s metaste-
reotypes about men are more positive in dating than in work contexts. 
Another determinant of metastereotypes that can sometimes be situ-
ationally determined is power—four experiments demonstrated that 
metastereotyping is inversely related to power; those without power 
have the greatest concerns about others’ views (Lammers, Gordijn, 
& Otten, 2008). This last finding, in particular, likely has important 
implications for workplace settings wherein power is manifested in a 
number of ways. Indeed, a recent dissertation study of women working 
in science, technology, engineering, and math (Gilrane, 2013) deter-
mined that women’s metastereotypes differed as a function of whether 
their subordinates, coworkers, or supervisors were of focus.

The effects of metastereotypes can be intra- and inter-personal 
in nature. Potential psychological outcomes include negative affect, 
disrupted self-views, and discomfort (Vorauer & Kumhyr, 2001). 
Interestingly, existing studies highlight both metastereotype-con-
firming and metastereotype-disconfirming behavioral outcomes of 
metastereotyping. On the one hand, Kamans, Gordijn, Oldenhuis, 
& Otten (2009) found that Dutch Moroccan survey participants 
reacted to negative stereotypes by behaving in ways to reinforce 
them (including criminal, aggressive, and extremist behavior ten-
dencies). On the other hand, however, Klein and Azzi (2001) found 
that French student participants in Belgium emphasized positive 
(and de-emphasized negative) stereotypic traits when interact-
ing with outgroup members. These discrepant outcomes may be 
explained in part by the degree to which individuals are highly iden-
tified with their ingroup; a set of studies by Owuamalam, Tarrant, 
Farrow, and Zagefka (2013) suggests that people who are highly 
identified with their ingroup are angered by negative metastereo-
types and motivated to communicate their displeasure regarding 
their inaccuracy.

The foundational ideas about the general phenomenon of metaper-
ceptions have been further shaped by the growing body of evidence 
pertaining to the specific case of metastereotypes. Social psychologi-
cal research in particular has begun to provide insights into the ante-
cedents and consequences of metastereotype that can shed light on 
age-related metastereotyping processes. The lack of attention to metas-
tereotypes in workplace literature is quite surprising given that general 
concerns about self-presentation are likely amplified in workplace 
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contexts wherein interpersonal outcomes are expanded to include 
not only social but also career-related consequences. It is possible that 
metastereotypes have been investigated more often than is initially 
apparent as they are sometimes cloaked in broader discussions and 
investigations of stereotype threat. Subsequently, we attempt to sort 
out the distinction between these related concepts and distill what we 
can learn about metastereotyping from this work.

H O W  A R E  M E TA S T E R E O T Y P E S  D I F F E R E N T 
F R O M  S T E R E O T Y P E  T H R E AT ?

We have noticed, in the Industrial/Organizational psychology (I/O) 
and management literature and in scholarly conversations, that the 
term metastereotype is not commonly used, although the concept itself 
is discussed in the context of stereotype threat. The literatures on which 
these two concepts are founded seem to have developed in parallel, and 
the absence of integration across these two literatures may be leading to 
a muddling of the boundaries of these constructs. Recently, we (Voyles, 
Finkelstein, & King, 2014) wrote a response to a focal article on the 
usefulness of the stereotype threat construct in I/O (Kalokerinos, von 
Hippel, & Zacher, 2014) in an attempt to sort out these ideas and dem-
onstrate how they could indeed be distinct pieces of a larger process. 
Subsequently, we highlight the keystones of this argument and refer the 
reader to the Voyles et al. (2014) piece for more detail.

Similar to a stereotype—a generalized belief about another 
group—a metastereotype is also a belief, or in other words, a cognition. 
In the case of metastereotypes, the cognition is focused on what one 
believes another group thinks about his/her own group. Stereotype 
threat has been conceptualized as a reaction to the awareness of a nega-
tive stereotype of one’s group. One negative reaction that constitutes 
the bulk of the literature is the potential for performance decrements 
resulting from stereotype threat. These decrements presumably stem 
from internal states such as anxiety, worry, and distraction, though 
these mediating mechanisms are not always measured. In a nutshell, 
then, stereotype threat might more precisely be referred to as metas-
tereotype threat, and it is a potential emotional and behavioral con-
sequence to a negative metastereotype. Thus, they should be seen as 
separate components of a process, and without a clear understanding 
and articulation of them as discrete steps, it would become more dif-
ficult to pinpoint how to reduce negative outcomes.

The body of literature in stereotype threat blossomed from Steele’s 
laboratory work (e.g., Steele & Aronson, 1995). Research found per-
formance decrements that manifested for members of commonly ste-
reotyped groups (e.g., women, African Americans) when their group 
membership was made salient, and when the performance of inter-
est was in a domain relevant to the stereotype being elicited. Some 
researchers concerned with issues of aging have studied stereotype 
threat effects in older adults (Barber & Mather, 2013; Hess, Hinson, & 
Hodges, 2009; Kang & Chasteen, 2009; O’Brien & Hummert, 2006), 
though, until recently, outside the arena of workplace psychology. This 
body of work has largely focused on performance on memory tasks 
wherein negative older age metastereotypes are elicited (though the 
term metastereotype is not used). These decrements are moderated 
by several factors: regulatory focus, specific age group, and age group 
identification. For example, regulatory focus moderated performance 
with participants performing best with loss-prevention focus when in 
a condition designed to evoke stereotype threat (Barber & Mather, 

2013). Factors involving position in age group such as “young-old” 
adults in their 60s (Hess et  al., 2009) and the age of performance 
comparison groups (O’Brien & Hummert, 2006) also influence per-
formance. Specifically, Hess et  al. (2009) found that young-old par-
ticipants experienced greater performance decrements when under 
stereotype threat compared with old-old participants because age was 
more salient to the young-old participants. O’Brien and Hummert 
(2006) reported that late-middle-aged adults performed worse on a 
memory task when they were compared with older adults than without 
the comparison, and that this effect was moderated by identification 
with age group. This age-based stereotype threat literature offers a use-
ful base of research to draw from while studying the effects of metaste-
reotypes, yet none of this literature to date acknowledges the concept 
of age metastereotypes.

We have pointed out (Voyles et  al., 2014) that metastereotypes 
must be present to initiate the process that is referred to as stereotype 
threat; one must first experience the cognition, even if briefly, that 
another social group holds a stereotype about his/her own group. As 
recognized in the stereotype threat literature (although without direct 
reference to the terminology “metastereotype”), certain contextual 
factors can elicit and make salient a particular metastereotype. What 
happens subsequent to this elicitation may or may not be “threat.” 
Recently, Kalokerinos and colleagues (2014) defined threat as “the 
concern of confirming or being reduced to a negative stereotype about 
one’s own group” (p. 3). It seems that concern, or worry, is where the 
threat itself lies. Metastereotypes can and do produce worry, or fear of 
being “reduced to a stereotype,” but they don’t have to.

Why wouldn’t threat result from metastereotypes? For one, 
metastereotypes need not be negative. For example, young people 
may believe that older people think that younger people are ener-
getic (Finkelstein et  al., 2013). One could feel empowered, rather 
than threatened, by a positive metastereotype. Even when metaste-
reotypes are negative, however, they are not always perceived as a 
threat; they may be perceived as a challenge or opportunity, pro-
ducing motivating effects. These ideas will be developed further 
throughout this paper. Some scholars (e.g., Kalokerinos et al., 2014; 
Popham & Hess, 2013) have described instances of research dem-
onstrating what is typically termed “positive responses to stereotype 
threat.” We note (Voyles et al., 2014) that it would be more precise 
to say that those participants are having positive responses to the 
elicited metastereotype, and thus are not actually feeling threatened 
at all—they are feeling energized. In sum, feeling threatened is only 
one possible perception of a metastereotype, and positive responses 
actually would indicate lack of (meta) stereotype threat, even when a 
metastereotype is activated.

Recently, I/O psychologists have begun to uncover the many other 
potential results of stereotype threat in the workplace beyond per-
formance decrements (Kalokerinos et  al., 2014), including potential 
interpersonal conflict and discomfort across groups, including age 
groups. We are pleased to see this attention moving to the interper-
sonal factors associated with stereotype threat, and also to the age 
domain, but we maintain that the concept of metastereotyping plays 
an important role in the process and has been ignored. We will draw 
further from these ideas derived from a comparison of these two litera-
tures as we build our ideas for future research on age metastereotyping 
at work. Before doing that, however, we turn to a very brief review of 
the current state of age stereotyping in the workplace research, as our 
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look at age metastereotyping would be incomplete without an integra-
tion with our understanding of age stereotypes.

A G E  S T E R E O T Y P E S  I N  T H E  W O R K P L A C E : 
A   B R I E F   R E V I E W

Although the investigation of age metastereotypes in the workplace 
has not yet received its due attention, age stereotypes at work have 
been of interest for some time. Finkelstein (2014) recently described 
some current themes in age bias research, examining the moderators 
and processes of the relationships between age stereotypes and work 
outcomes. Here, we summarize the highlights of that review that are 
pertinent to our current focus, as age stereotypes likely drive the con-
tent of age metastereotypes, and will contribute to our model of age 
metastereotypes at work.

What are the current stereotypes of older workers? Posthuma and 
colleagues’ (Posthuma & Campion, 2009; Posthuma et  al., 2012) 
recent work helped to categorize these beliefs. They sorted them into 
six main categories: poor performance, resistance to change, lower 
ability to learn, shorter tenure, more costly, and more dependable. 
Finkelstein, Ryan, and King (2013) examined stereotypes of older 
workers from the perspective of younger and middle-aged workers 
separately, and found that about 60% of the descriptors generated 
by younger workers and about 85% generated by middle-aged work-
ers were positive. The most common belief that emerged was “expe-
rienced.” However, “resistant to change” and “unable/unwilling to 
learn” still remained prominent among the negatively valenced char-
acteristics. As also recently reported by Iweins, Desmette, Yzerbyt, 
and Stinglhamber (2013), these beliefs often manifest specifically 
regarding technological changes and advancements. In fact, Ng and 
Feldman (2012) found that the only common negative stereotype for 
which there is evidence of its potential accuracy was that older workers 
may, on average, be less willing to engage in development and training 
opportunities than younger workers. However, it is of utmost impor-
tance to realize that a real age group difference in willingness to train 
cannot and should not be interpreted to mean that all older workers 
are uninterested in training, or even less interested than some younger 
workers. Relying on these group differences may reinforce stereotypes.

Older worker stereotypes are often a focus of research inquiry that 
are presumed to be a key mediating mechanism leading to unfair age 
discriminatory behavior. Age of a target applicant or employee can 
(under some circumstances) trigger age stereotypes (often but not 
always negative) that factor into unfair decisions about or treatment of 
older workers. Although several studies have empirically demonstrated 
a link between endorsed stereotypes and decisions about an older 
versus a younger candidate or employee (see Bal, Reiss, Rudolph, & 
Baltes, 2011, for a recent meta-analysis), contrary evidence does exist 
that challenges the connection between stereotypes and discrimina-
tory behavior. For example, Morgeson, Reider, Campion, and Bull 
(2008) argued that the existing literature on age discrimination in the 
employment interview was too heavily dominated by lab studies, and 
that decisions that had accountable consequences were less likely to be 
based on stereotypes. To that point, we know that in many realms of 
life, behavior does not always reflect attitudes and beliefs. A multitude 
of social and contextual factors can influence our actions, either by 
reducing the likelihood that stereotypes emerge in the first place (what 
Posthuma and colleagues refer to as “upstream” moderators), or by 

reducing the likelihood stereotypes will be acted upon (“downstream” 
moderators). We will return to this idea when discussing the influence 
of age metastereotypes at work as well.

As of late, several newer ideas have emerged regarding age stereo-
types that are important in their own right, as well as for building a 
base of understanding for future work on age metastereotypes. First, 
more work is starting to look beyond the older worker. For example, 
Finkelstein and colleagues (2013) found that the valence of character-
istics describing beliefs about younger workers was on average more 
negative than that of older workers, and that middle-aged workers 
were seen quite positively by their older and younger counterparts. It 
is important to note that this consideration of younger and middle-
aged workers is quite new—the focus of the overwhelming majority 
of research on aging in general and age stereotypes more particularly 
has concentrated on older workers (see Posthuma & Campion, 2009). 
The preliminary findings, which are discussed in more detail later in 
the paper, suggest that younger workers may be particularly vulnerable 
to negative expectancies such as a stereotypes of laziness and metaste-
reotypes of irresponsibility.

A second new direction is the notion of prescriptive age stereo-
types. Prescriptive stereotypes do not describe the characteristics we 
think a group member has, but rather describe the characteristics we 
think people in a group ought to have, presumably to be considered 
“normal” and to maintain that group’s proper place within a culture. 
Most previous work had focused on gender, but North and Fiske 
(2012) suggest that age is an important future area of investigation, 
due to an increased threat younger people may feel with older people 
infringing on what has historically been their territory, financially and 
culturally. People are remaining in the workplace longer, and remain-
ing active longer and thus taking part in more traditionally youthful 
activities. In 2013, North and Fiske put forth initial validation evi-
dence for a three-factor measure of prescriptive age stereotypes. So far, 
this work has been designed to consider prescriptive age stereotypes 
in general, and not particularly with a work focus in mind, but future 
work in workplace age stereotypes should expand beyond descriptive 
to prescriptive stereotypes.

Third, the role of affect in the investigation of age bias at work 
has received only limited attention, particularly in comparison to 
stereotypes (cognitions) and discrimination (behaviors, Finkelstein 
& Farrell, 2007). Affect may be involved in triggering stereotypes or 
helping to explain discrimination. Cuddy, Fiske, and Glick (2007), for 
example, have found evidence that affective reactions associated with 
stereotypes toward others may play a larger role in predicting behav-
ioral intentions than stereotypes themselves. Iweins and colleagues 
(2013) saw that positive stereotypes toward older workers related to 
affect reflecting admiration, which showed relationships with support-
ive workplace behaviors.

Finally, not all age discrimination is captured in the big decisions 
made occasionally at work. The everyday, interpersonal behaviors 
that make up our daily work lives have the potential to be fair or to be 
age discriminatory (Finkelstein & Farrell, 2007). To this point, some 
new work has argued that selective incivility at work, targeting certain 
social groups, is one tool of discrimination in the modern workplace 
(Cortina, Kabat-Farr, Leskinen, Huerta, & Magley, 2013). A  recent 
meta-analysis ( Jones, Peddie, Gilrane, King, & Gray, 2013) shows that 
this subtle kind of discrimination can be just as harmful to its targets 
as its more overt manifestations. As such, more research is needed to 
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directly assess these everyday encounters and interpersonal experi-
ences for both older and younger workers.

In sum, workplace relevant age stereotypes still do exist, and 
are not just a phenomenon relevant to older workers; we have our 
generalized beliefs about other age groups as well. Stereotypes are 
often but not always negative, and even when there are actual age 
group differences on particular characteristics, individual differences 
within age groups abound. For example, although younger workers 
are on average more technologically savvy than older workers, there 
are many older workers who are very adept at using and learning 
new technologies, and many who are more savvy than a number of 
younger workers. Stereotypes not only describe our beliefs about 
how workers of certain age groups are, but also how they should be. 
Under certain conditions, stereotypes can affect behaviors ranging 
from major workplace decisions to everyday interactions at work. 
The focus of this paper is how age metastereotyping can impact inter-
personal age dynamics (the everyday interactions), and thus we will 
consider how what is currently known about age stereotypes can be 
used to draw propositions regarding the role of age metastereotypes 
(working with and independent of age stereotypes) in these work-
place interactions.

A G E  M E TA S T E R E O T Y P E S  I N  T H E 
W O R K P L A C E :  A   S TA R T  A N D  A 

F U T U R E   A G E N D A
A Start
We strongly believe that focused and rigorous investigations of age 
metastereotypes in the workplace have untapped potential for more 
clearly understanding age dynamics at work. Here, we describe 
some recent studies that have begun to demonstrate their relevance. 
Additionally, we consider some studies that have looked at age metas-
tereotyping under a different name (e.g., stereotype threat or ste-
reotype priming) that we believe can contribute to a future research 
framework. Following this review is an outline of our suggested future 
research agenda and associated testable research propositions.

To our knowledge, the first published research on workplace age 
metastereotypes is Finkelstein and colleagues (2013). Finkelstein and 
colleagues set out to examine the content and accuracy of age-related 
workplace metastereotypes held by three different groups: younger 
workers (18–30), middle-aged workers (31–50), and older workers 
(51+). Both qualitative (open-ended) and quantitative (ratings) data 
were collected to explore each group’s stereotypes and metastereo-
types concerning the other two groups.

Two hundred and forty seven participants completed an online sur-
vey. Each participant first described the common stereotypes members 
of their group held of one of the other groups (randomly assigned). 
Next, participants indicated their beliefs about the other group’s ste-
reotypes of their group (i.e., their metastereotypes). This methodol-
ogy yielded 12 sets of descriptors (e.g., younger workers’ descriptions 
of what they thought older workers and middle-aged workers each 
thought of them, and members of each of those groups’ descriptions 
of what typical members of their group actually did think of younger 
workers; this pattern was repeated for each of the other groups, respec-
tively). Tables 1 and 2 present the dominant characteristics used to 
describe each group’s stereotypes and metastereotypes in the qualita-
tive (open-ended) section of the study.

Several trends emerged from a synthesis of the qualitative and 
quantitative data. In 10 of 12 cases, there were more negative character-
istics comprising the metastereotype than comprising the stereotype; 
in other words, people likely believe that other people think worse of 
their group than is actually the case. However, patterns differed by age 
group. Older workers’ metastereotypes were a mix of positive and neg-
ative descriptors. Interestingly, whether assessed by ratings or open-
ended descriptors, older people’s metastereotypes from middle-aged 
workers included about 65%–67% positive descriptors, while middle-
aged workers’ actual stereotypes of older workers included about 87% 
positive descriptors across both types of data collection.

Younger workers, to the contrary, held metastereotypes that were 
largely negative from both age groups. Specifically, younger worker’s 
metastereotypes from middle-aged workers were made up of 13%–
21% positive descriptors, depending on methodology; their metaste-
reotypes from older workers ranged even more extremely depending 
on methodology, with 8% descriptors positive in their open-ended 
comments and 33% positive among their endorsed traits. Younger 
workers’ dim views were somewhat accurate, though less extreme 
than expected. Middle-aged workers had more negative stereotypes 
of younger workers (only 16%–37% positive) than did older work-
ers. Across both measurement methods, older workers’ stereotypes of 
younger workers were similarly mixed, with close to half of the descrip-
tors being positive. More specifically, about 46% of the descriptors 
were positive when collected in the open-ended question, and about 
58% of the descriptors were positive among the trait ratings. People 
tend to view younger people as energetic and comfortable with tech-
nology, but also commonly note their lack of experience.

Middle-aged workers were generally accurate in predicting the pos-
itive tone of their stereotypes, although when asked in an open-ended 
fashion, named more negative characteristics on balance (about 55%) 
than was actually the case (only 15%). They are seen, and expected to 
be seen, as experienced and family oriented.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the age metastereo-
type one holds depends on whom one is interacting with—we don’t 
expect that all outgroups believe the same characteristics about us. 
This appears to be a new insight that may add a layer of complexity but 
also specificity to understanding age dynamics at work. As one exam-
ple, younger workers may experience a more negative metastereotype 
in their interactions with middle-aged workers, and indeed middle-
aged workers may be stereotyping that group more negatively than 
the group older than them. This could be due to perceptions of a more 
proximal threat of competition among those groups. Older workers, 
on the other hand, may be particularly concerned with the views of 
younger workers, perhaps expecting the younger people to be more 
likely to buy into popular culture’s depiction of older people being out 
of touch.

This initial and exploratory study of content and accuracy of metas-
tereotypes of multiple age groups was an important first step, but it 
stopped short of empirically examining the consequences of age metas-
tereotypes at work. A second study by Ryan et al. (in press) addressed 
these outcomes by examining the influence of younger workers’ 
metastereotypes on impression management behaviors at work. Ryan 
and colleagues’ model introduced and centered on the construct of 
metastereotype consciousness—the degree to which individuals are 
chronically self-conscious about the stereotypes of their ingroup held 
by members of an outgroup (e.g., “I almost always think about the fact 
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that I am a younger worker when I  interact with older workers.”). In 
a sample of 281 younger workers (18–30, mean age 25), metastereo-
type consciousness was in part determined by age identification, age 
prejudice, and age; workers on the younger end of the younger worker 
range who were more prejudiced against older workers but less identi-
fied with their own age group tended to be highest in metastereotype 
consciousness. Those with higher levels of metastereotype conscious-
ness experienced more negative mood, which was associated with less 
satisfaction with older coworkers and more reported impression man-
agement behaviors at work. Hence, this study broadens understand-
ing of age metastereotypes at work by considering the key role of an 
individual difference related to metastereotyping that may help predict 
both attitudes and behaviors toward age outgroups at work. It also pro-
poses a key role of mood in this process.

Von Hippel, Kalokerinos, and Henry (2013) looked specifically at 
age metastereotyping (using the term stereotype threat), measuring 
it with a short 5-item survey tapping into meta-beliefs of both older 
and younger workers. These researchers found that for older workers, 
beliefs that they are perceived more negatively in terms of things like 
contributions and commitment were related to lower job attitudes 
and work-related mental health and in turn, higher intention to resign. 
Though they reported that younger workers did experience stereo-
type threat (negative metastereotypes), there was no relationship to 

the attitudinal or mental health outcomes. They suggest that younger 
workers may see those beliefs as something temporary that they will 
age out of shortly, and accordingly, those feelings were worse for the 
youngest of the group (similar to the findings with metastereotype 
consciousness in Ryan et al., in press, described previously). There are 
two relevant takeaway messages here. First, age may impact how one 
reacts to age metastereotypes at work, and processes may differ across 
the age span. Second, although this study did not examine inter-age 
dynamics, negative job attitudes and mental health could function, 
along with negative affect and anxiety, as proximal consequences of 
metastereotypes that could later impact interactions.

Finally, a recent exploratory pilot study by Kovacs, Albrecht, Jadia, 
Voyles, and Finkelstein (2013) used open-ended questions to explore 
the range of workplace scenarios in which younger workers would report 
metastereotype activation, and gauge typical responses in those scenarios. 
Several of the metastereotypes appearing in the Finkelstein and colleagues 
(2013) study emerged here as well, such as inexperienced, irresponsible, 
immature, disrespectful, and lazy. These young participants reported situ-
ations with a theme of getting denied opportunities or getting their ideas 
and solutions ignored. Interestingly, responses to those types of scenarios 
ranged from getting angry, to seeing opportunities to improve the reputa-
tion of younger workers, to not caring at all. We consider these and other 
types of responses to metastereotypes in more detail below.

)

Target Judge

Older Middle Younger

Older — Experienced Experienced
Knowledgeable Knowledgeable
Mentor/role model Technophobic

Middle Experienced — Experienced
Family related Family related
Reliable Knowledgeable stable

Younger Inexperienced Inexperienced —
Energy/enthusiasm Lazy/unmotivated

Note. Characteristics listed here were reported by approximately 10% or more of relevant judges and represent judges’ beliefs about each target age group. 

)

Target Judge

Older Middle Younger

Older — Energy/enthusiasm Lazy/unmotivated 
Reliable Irresponsible
Hard-working

Middle Experienced — Lazy/unmotivated
Stressed
Mature
Set in ways 
Mentor/role model Inexperienced

Younger Out of touch Experienced —
Experienced Boring
Set in ways 
Technophobic

Note. Characteristics listed here were reported by approximately 10% or more of relevant judges and represent judges’ beliefs about what each target group believes about 
their own age group.



Finkelstein, King and Voyles

A Future Agenda
Where do we go from here? The long-range goal of the research 
agenda we propose here is to ultimately improve our understanding 
of cross-age dynamics, and in doing so generate specific strategies 
for improving interactions in age-diverse work and social settings. 
We now have some knowledge about the content of the stereotypes 
and metastereotypes of three different age groups, and about the 
accuracy of those metastereotypes. We also now have an idea of the 
general affective valence of those beliefs in addition to the specific 
content of the beliefs. We see that, at least among the young, work-
ers vary in how conscious they are of metastereotypes, and this, 
along with the content of metastereotypes, can impact how people 
feel about and act with other age groups in the workplace. There is 
reason to believe from related lines of research (age stereotyping, 
stereotype threat) that there may be a variety of immediate affective 
reactions that may help determine how one behaviorally responds 
to other age groups at work. Moreover, a variety of individual dif-
ferences and contextual factors may influence activation of and 
responses to metastereotypes.

We present a framework for thinking about the process by which 
age metastereotypes in the workplace may impact inter-age, every-
day dynamics at work. Integrating this previous work on metaste-
reotyping and age stereotypes at work, as well as borrowing from 
parallel ideas in the stereotype threat literature, we put forth a model 
(see Figure 1) to help steer researchers who are up to the challenge 
of bringing a focus on age metastereotypes to the conversation on 
age dynamics in the workplace. In this final section, we walk through 
the logic of the connections in the model and the evidence to sup-
port them where available; we also provide general research propo-
sitions as a guide. To follow, we alert the reader to some potential 
methodological challenges to best test these propositions. We start 
with the central focus of the model—age metastereotype activa-
tion—and turn next to the antecedents and then the outcomes of 
this process.

Age metastereotype activation
A basic assumption is that age metastereotypes must be activated at a 
particular time for them to impact our thoughts, feelings, and interac-
tions with others in the workplace. We see from the initial research in 
this area that workers from different age groups appear to hold a vari-
ety of age metastereotypes, both positive and negative. However, just 
because a person can report the existence of an age metastereotype 
when prompted does not mean that it will be activated in all work situ-
ations and by all people (Finkelstein et al., 2013; Vorauer et al., 2000). 
Whether metastereotypes become activated is proposed to stem 
directly and indirectly from a variety of individual difference and con-
textual factors, depicted on the left side of Figure 1, and as described 
below.

Age metastereotype consciousness
As described earlier, Ryan and colleagues (in press) put forth and 
developed an initial measure of the construct of age metastereotype 
consciousness, modeled after the ideas of stigma consciousness. This 
individual difference encapsulates a chronic and enduring level of 
awareness of the ubiquity of age metastereotypes in the workplace. 
This chronic awareness should increase the likelihood that age metas-
tereotypes are activated in any one particular workplace situation.

Proposition 1: Age metastereotype consciousness will be posi-
tively related to age metastereotype activation.

Individual difference antecedents
There are a host of possible individual differences that give rise to age 
metastereotype consciousness and to activation. We do not believe 
this list is exhaustive, but introduce these initial suggestions (depicted 
in the far left of the model) based on the current state of the literature.

Age. Chronological age can influence age metastereotyping in a 
couple of ways. The model is designed to be applicable to people 

A model of age metastereotype activation
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from any chronological age group, and the age group to which one 
belongs should play a role in the likelihood that a particular age 
metastereotype will be activated. Beyond that, however, where one 
falls within one’s age group could also contribute to which metaste-
reotypes are held and to how conscious one feels about age in gen-
eral. Ryan et al. (in press), in their investigation of younger workers’ 
metastereotype consciousness, found that younger workers on the 
younger side of that group were more likely to report metastereo-
type consciousness. In other words, very young younger workers 
were more metastereotype conscious than those getting closer to 
what is typically thought of as middle age. We would predict that 
within the other age groups, being at the cusp of the next age group, 
or perhaps even the next decade (moving from one’s 50s to 60s for 
example) could play a role in both consciousness and likelihood of 
activation.

Age identification. Ryan et al. (in press) found that younger workers 
who identified more strongly with their age group were less concerned 
with metastereotypes. On the contrary, earlier work by Vorauer et al. 
(2000) found that greater identification with group image resulted 
in more focus on metastereotypes. Ryan and colleagues suggest that 
perhaps this difference emerged because those age group identified 
younger workers had pride in their group and were less focused on 
the older group’s perceptions. Differences between the two studies’ 
focal groups (younger people vs. more clearly disadvantaged Canadian 
Aboriginal people) and measures of identification could also contrib-
ute to the differences. Further research looking at age group identifi-
cation is needed to help replicate and/or explicate the processes, but 
age group identification does seem like a promising route for under-
standing both age metastereotype consciousness and likelihood for 
activation.

Intergenerational contact. Positive intergenerational (cross-age) 
contact has been shown to foster more positive attitudes and mini-
mize group boundaries (Abrams et  al., 2008; Pettigrew, 1998). 
Abrams and colleagues (2008) found that positive intergenera-
tional contact helped reduce anxiety in older individuals, while 
others have shown that negative intergenerational contact can 
increase anxiety (Cuddy, Norton, & Fiske, 2005). Recent work on 
age diversity in organizations and in work teams has been finding 
inconsistencies regarding the valence of effects of age diversity on 
an organization and its employees, with meta-analytic conclusions 
suggesting overarching negative effects (e.g., Joshi & Roh, 2009; van 
Dijk, van Engen, & van Knippenberg, 2012). Kunze and Boehm (in 
press) argue that faultlines may arise at both the organizational and 
team level when those members of different age groups also tend 
to have different demographic characteristics or talents and prefer-
ences. However, they also suggest that certain leadership strategies 
and HR practices can help bring about positive effects of age diver-
sity. We include intergenerational contact as an antecedent in the 
model, such that the amount and quality of previous cross-age expe-
riences could impact age metastereotype consciousness and activa-
tion likelihood. It also will become relevant to the feedback loop in 
the model, as the cross-age interactions we see later in the model can 
feed back into one’s intergenerational contact history, affecting the 
process over time.

Age prejudice. Researchers have found that prejudiced people are 
more likely to be concerned about how they are viewed by other 
groups. This may be because they believe that people from other 
groups think similarly, due to the false consensus effect (Ross, 
Greene, & House, 1977). In Ryan and colleagues’ (in press) investi-
gation, for example, younger workers who reported more prejudiced 
thought against older workers were higher in age metastereotype 
consciousness. Similarly, ones age prejudice could be affected later 
on through the feedback loop process.

External locus of control. In a paper examining mechanisms of per-
ceived job discrimination, Anseel (2011) suggested that locus of 
control could cause minority applicants’ to be more susceptible to 
metastereotypes if they feel that they do not have a voice of control 
over selection procedures. Similarly, Gordijn and Boven (2009) found 
that people who were HIV-positive were more prone to metastereo-
typing when people with HIV felt less external locus of control. The 
suggestion that perceived lack of control may make a person more vul-
nerable to metastereotyping may also be a factor in relationships with 
power differences.

Power. Power is defined as the ability of a powerful person to 
influence outcomes for less powerful people (Fiske & Berdahl, 
2005). Feeling a lack of power can lead to more metastereotype 
concerns because powerlessness is associated with preventing 
losses, and powerless people believe that others tend to use them 
as a means to an end (Lammers et al., 2008). For example, a study 
of women in science, technology, engineering, and math careers 
found that participants believed supervisors have stronger incom-
petence stereotypes than do subordinates (Gilrane, Wessel, & King, 
2014). However, other studies have found that people in positions 
of power engage in metastereotyping if the lower power group is 
needed to accomplish their goals (Overbeck & Park, 2006). These 
intriguing findings suggest that power could be an important ante-
cedent to metastereotype consciousness and activation, and empir-
ical testing should continue to examine the role power is most likely  
to play.

Public self-consciousness. People who have a high level of the trait 
public self-consciousness tend to have higher levels of general concern 
over how they are viewed by others (Schlenker & Weigold, 1992). 
According to Vorauer and colleagues (2000), when participants envi-
sioned an interaction with an outgroup member, they were more 
likely to be concerned with metastereotypes if they scored high on a 
public self-consciousness scale. Metastereotype consciousness may 
be a more specific manifestation of a general tendency toward public 
self-consciousness.

In sum, given the work reviewed previously, we make a set of 
general propositions in regard to these individual difference anteced-
ents. First, we would expect these factors to relate to metastereotype 
consciousness:

Proposition 2: Age, age identification, age prejudice, intergen-
erational contact, external locus of control, power, and public 
self-consciousness will be related to increased age metastereo-
type consciousness.
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We also see the possibility that these variables could show direct rela-
tionships with metastereotype activation at any point in time (and 
even more in certain contexts discussed in the following section):

Proposition 3: Age, age identification, age prejudice, intergen-
erational contact, external locus of control, power, and public 
self-consciousness will be related to increased age metastereo-
type activation.

These individual factors likely influence metastereotype activation in 
part through their influence on chronic tendencies toward metastereo-
types (i.e., metastereotype consciousness). Therefore, we see metaste-
reotype consciousness as a partial mediator between these variables 
and metastereotype activation.

Proposition 4: The relationships between age, age identifica-
tion, age prejudice, intergenerational contact, external locus of 
control, power, and public self-consciousness will be partially 
mediated by age metastereotype consciousness.

Contextual factors
A central tenet of the metastereotyping work by Vorauer and associates 
(e.g., Vorauer et al., 2000) is that a situation that evokes the possibility 
that one will be evaluated by others is needed for spontaneous activa-
tion of a metastereotype. This requirement is likely quite easy to satisfy 
in a work setting as many of our actions at work are under formal or 
informal scrutiny by others (Ryan et al., in press). Those work situa-
tions that are more clearly evaluative are more likely to contribute to 
metastereotype activation.

Additionally, the age stereotyping literature often describes the 
importance of context in determining the conditions under which 
stereotypes will be activated or have an impact on behavior (e.g., 
Finkelstein, Burke, & Raju, 1995; Posthuma & Campion, 2009). 
Most specifically, the sort of work contexts that are likely to make age 
and/or age differences salient are more likely to provide a backdrop 
for age stereotypes to be called to mind. We all belong to various 
social groups and can be categorized on multiple dimensions—age 
will likely come to mind as a meaningful characteristic in some situa-
tions. What are these situations? When individuals are of solo or near 
solo age status (i.e., the only representative from his/her age group in 
a given context), age will be more likely in the forefront of people’s 
minds (Frey & Tropp, 2006). This may also occur when people feel 
that they do not fit the typical age demographic profile of a work set-
ting or position (Shore, Cleveland, & Goldberg, 2003). Conversely, as 
discussed earlier, some age diverse organizational environments that 
have resulted in faultlines may put people particularly in tune with age 
differences (Kunze & Boehm, in press). When people are in situations 
where there is not adequate personally individuating information, 
stereotypes may guide impression formation. When the situation is 
one that calls for a particular competency for which there is a strong 
age metastereotype—either positive or negative—it should be more 
likely activated. For example, if the work context is a mixed-age train-
ing session on a new technology, older workers may activate a negative 
metastereotype that the younger workers think they are incapable of 
learning it, whereas younger workers may activate a positive metaste-
reotype that the older workers expect them to pick it up rapidly.

Proposition 5: Contexts that evoke evaluation apprehension and/
or magnify age salience will increase age metastereotype activation.

In addition to a direct influence of the context on activation, we expect 
that context would moderate the relationships between the anteced-
ents and activation. Even when individuals are generally high in a 
metastereotype consciousness and/or possess some or all of the ante-
cedent individual difference characteristics, we wouldn’t expect that 
metastereotypes always be activated. Contexts that do not activate age 
salience should attenuate the impact of the antecedent characteristics 
on activation.

Proposition 6: Context will moderate the relationship between 
the antecedents and age metastereotype activation such that 
effects will be stronger in contexts that magnify age salience.

Reactions: challenge, threat, and/or boost
We now move to the right side of the model, looking at the proximal 
outcomes of metastereotype activation. Once age metastereotypes are 
activated for a person in a work context, we propose a reaction will 
occur within that person that involves both a cognitive appraisal of and 
an emotional response to the metastereotype. Yet if the metastereotype 
elicited is not in regard to some quality or domain that is of relevance 
to the target person, there may actually be no response at all. Put sim-
ply, a person just might not care. Similar qualifications are discussed in 
the stereotype threat literature, where stereotype threat results in more 
performance impact when a person identifies strongly with a particu-
lar domain (such as academics or sports; Osborne & Walker, 2006). 
Thus, we do not expect age metastereotypes in the workplace to always 
produce a reaction, and if a person has no reaction to the activated age 
metastereotype, we expect the process to end at that point (indicated 
in the model at the end point of “no response”) with no subsequent 
interpersonal interactions. However, when a target does perceive some 
degree of personal relevance, we expect a reaction. We propose three 
possible reactions—challenge, threat, or boost—described in more 
detail below; the reaction will first depend on whether the metastereo-
type that arises is negative or positive in valence.

Negative age metastereotypes will not necessarily elicit the same 
reaction in all people in all instances. Similar to theorizing in related 
areas of organizational psychology, such as workplace stressors and 
coping (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Scheuer, Burton, Barber, 
Finkelstein, & Parker, 2014), the triggered metastereotype could 
be subjectively interpreted as a challenge or a threat. Some research 
in the stereotype threat domain speaks to this as well. For example, 
Jamieson and Harkins (2007) saw an increase in hard work to perform 
well academically for minorities experiencing stereotype threat who 
were strongly identified with academics. Even closer to the topic at 
hand, Fritzsche, DeRouin, and Salas (2009) saw that after older work-
ers experienced training (and likely a self-efficacy boost) for a com-
puterized task, they performed better in the face of stereotype threat. 
A challenge is a stressor in the environment that could lead to gains 
and growth (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). As a challenge is interpreted 
as a potentially achievable goal, if the metastereotype is interpreted 
as a challenge, one may feel exhilaration, but also possibly anger and/
or indignation at the source of the metastereotype, most particularly 
if the target person does not believe the metastereotype accurately 
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applies to them, and thus should be motivated and goal-driven to dis-
prove the belief.

Proposition 7: Negative age metastereotypes may lead to chal-
lenge reactions, including emotions such as anger and indigna-
tion, and plans to disprove the metastereotype.

In other cases, however, negative age metastereotypes can lead to 
a threat reaction. This is what is most typically described in the ste-
reotype threat literature as the step that precedes performance decre-
ments. Threat stressors in the environment, unlike those interpreted as 
challenges, are viewed as hindrances (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The 
emotional reactions likely here are those such as fear, worry, possibly 
sadness—all in response to the anticipation that one could confirm 
something negative about his/herself or his/her age group (Keller & 
Dauenheimer, 2003; Marx & Stapel, 2006). Note that this is possible 
whether or not one believes that the characteristic depicted in the 
metastereotype is actually typically descriptive of him/her.

Proposition 8: Negative age metastereotypes may lead to 
threat reactions, including emotions such as fear, worry, and/
or sadness, and anticipation of the possibility of confirming the 
metastereotype.

Not all age metastereotypes are negative; however, positive metastere-
otypes are proposed to produce either a positive or a negative reaction 
as well. First, we expect that a positive age metastereotype (particularly 
for someone who believes it accurately describes him/her, or is likely 
to be easily pulled off as an accurate descriptor) should produce what 
we are terming a “boost.” Boost includes positive emotions, such as 
happiness, excitement, and pride, and increased confidence that one 
is being viewed in a positive light. This positive light could be in the 
realm of competence (e.g., “older people have experience”), likely con-
tributing to expectations of being respected, or the realm of warmth 
(e.g., “older people are kind”, Cuddy et al., 2007), likely contributing to 
expectations of being liked.

Proposition 9: Positive age metastereotypes may lead to boost 
reactions, including emotions such as happiness, excitement, 
and pride, and expectations of positive reactions from others.

Conversely, even in the face of positive metastereotype elicitation, one 
could experience a threat reaction if one did not have confidence that 
the metastereotype was accurate or that he/she could live up to the 
expectations associated with it. In this case, the emotional reaction 
would be similar to the threat reaction described previously—emo-
tions such as fear, worry, and sadness—and here a fear that the positive 
metastereotype would be disconfirmed.

Proposition 10: Positive age metastereotypes may lead to threat 
reactions, including emotions such as fear, worry, and sad-
ness, and anticipation of the possibility of disconfirming the 
metastereotype.

What will determine which outcome will emerge when these two 
types of metastereotypes are activated? We suggest some potential 

moderators below, but first describe the cross-age interaction out-
comes that could result from the various reactions, as those same 
moderators could create boundary conditions for these relationships 
as well.

Cross-age behaviors: conflict, avoidance, or engagement
Ultimately our goal is to better understand cross-age interactions at 
work, and to do so we have grouped the type of interactions into three 
broad categories. Conflict is a broad term to describe any type of inter-
actions where people from different age groups are actively discordant. 
This could include direct behaviors such as arguments, disagreements, 
and verbal attacks and insults, or more indirect behaviors such as 
sabotage of ideas. Avoidance is a more passive type of negative reac-
tion where members of other age groups are either physically avoided 
when possible, or ignored. Engagement is a catchall positive category 
to describe positive cross-age interactions, including such things as 
cooperation within work groups, offering of and asking for assistance, 
pleasant social interactions on or off the job, etc.

We imagine that each of the reactions to age metastereotypes 
described in the section previously would have one primary resulting 
interaction style, but could under some circumstances lead to one of 
the others. Challenge reactions are proposed to most often lead to 
conflict behaviors. When people are feeling challenged in the face of 
a negative age metastereotype, and experiencing such emotions as 
anger and indignation, we believe people would be likely to lash out 
at the perpetrators of the metastereotype in a negative manner, and 
perhaps act in ways to try to establish dominance over them.

Proposition 11: Challenge reactions are likely to lead to cross-
age conflict behaviors.

When one feels threatened—anxious and worried about living up to 
a negative characteristic of some sort, or failing to live up to a positive 
characteristic in the eyes of coworkers of another age group, we expect 
the most common reaction would be to avoid those other groups.

Proposition 12: Threat reactions are likely to lead to cross-age 
avoidance behaviors.

Finally, if a boost has been ignited by an age metastereotype, we expect 
that the positive emotions and confidence that comprise that boost 
would likely create a positive space for engaging interactions with 
members of other age groups.

Proposition 13: Boost reactions are likely to lead to cross-age 
engagement behaviors.

Though these propositions make logical sense, there could be circum-
stances under which other types of interactions result from each. Below, 
we talk about the moderators that we believe could impact both the 
metastereotype—reaction relationships that were alluded to above, as 
well as the reaction—interaction relationships presented here.

Moderators: individual differences and interventions
We believe there are key moderators that may come into play at two 
stages of the model. First, they may help determine what reactions 
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people have upon metastereotype activation, and second, they may 
help guide the choice of cross-age interaction behaviors in the face 
of those various reactions. Although we do not believe this list to be 
exhaustive and certainly encourage other possibilities, we consider 
the role of one compound individual difference variable—core self-
evaluations (CSE; Judge, Locke, & Durham, 1997)—and one cat-
egory of situational variables—interventions. We discuss the separate 
role of each of these moderators below, with associated moderating 
propositions.

Core self-evaluations. In brief, CSEs are a higher-order trait variable 
comprised of self-esteem, generalized self-efficacy, internal locus of 
control, and emotional stability. According to Judge and colleagues 
(e.g., Judge & Bono, 2001; Judge et  al., 1997) these characteristics, 
when considered together, comprise a positive self-concept. Though 
typically examined in relation to workplace variables such as motiva-
tion, job satisfaction, and performance, we believe this individual dif-
ference is likely to help explain reactions and approaches to behavior 
in our model, as described below.

First, CSE could impact the initial tendency for a reaction to both 
positive and negative age stereotype activation. We would expect more 
positive reactions from those higher in CSE. Specifically,

Proposition 14: Core self-evaluations may moderate the rela-
tionship between negative age metastereotypes and reactions, 
such that those with higher core self-evaluations will have an 
increased likelihood to react with challenge and a decreased 
likelihood to react with threat.
Proposition 15: Core self-evaluations may moderate the rela-
tionship between positive age metastereotypes and reactions, 
such that those with higher core self-evaluations will have an 
increased likelihood to react with boost and a decreased likeli-
hood to react with threat.

Additionally, CSE may come into play later in the process. We pre-
sented a primary interpersonal outcome for each of the three reaction 
styles earlier, but suggested that under some circumstances those out-
comes may take a different form. In some cases, CSE may decrease the 
likelihood of negative interpersonal interactions stemming from the 
reactions to age metastereotype activation and/or increase the likeli-
hood of a more positive interaction.

For example, we proposed previously that conflict cross-age 
behaviors will be the most likely outcome of a challenge reaction. 
Yet perhaps those who are higher in CSE will not be as likely to take 
such a negative approach in response to that reaction, and rather 
could see it as a positive challenge and opportunity to connect and 
engage with other age groups. The difference can be exemplified 
with the contrast between an “I will show you how we are actually 
better than you” versus an “I will prove to you that we are all good” 
approach.

Proposition 16: Core self-evaluations can moderate the rela-
tionship between challenge and cross-age interaction behaviors 
such that those with higher core self-evaluations will have a 
decreased likelihood to react to challenge with conflict and an 
increased likelihood to react with engagement.

When it comes to behavioral reactions to threat, though an avoid-
ance approach seems most likely, higher CSE could lead threatened 
individuals to eschew avoidance strategies and rather to engage with 
others, ask for help, or ingratiate themselves in a manner that could 
decrease the metastereotype. Evidence for this possibility was seen in 
Ryan et al.’s (in press) study, with reports of younger workers’ impres-
sion management behaviors with their older colleagues.

Proposition 17: Core self-evaluations can moderate the rela-
tionships between threat and cross-age interaction behaviors 
such that those with higher core self-evaluations will have a 
decreased likelihood to react with avoidance and an increased 
likelihood to react with engagement.

We could imagine that those with lower CSE could also choose the 
more active and negative path of conflict in the face of threat. Lashing 
out against others when feeling vulnerable could be a response to 
those with more negative self-evaluations. However, it is also worth 
considering whether extremely high or inflated levels of CSE, and par-
ticularly self-esteem, could be detrimental to cross-age interactions, 
as there seems to be some evidence of negative effects of inflated self-
esteem (more aligned with narcissism) when one feels threatened (e.g., 
Bushman & Baumeister, 1998). This suggests a possible curvilinear 
effect:

Proposition 18: Core self-evaluations can moderate the rela-
tionship between threat and cross-age interaction outcomes 
such that those with very low and very high levels of core 
self-evaluations will have an increased likelihood to react with 
conflict.

Finally, we proposed that boost would most likely produce engage-
ment, but perhaps—when CSE is overly inflated—boost produces a 
feeling of superiority over other age groups, which could lead to either 
a passive ignoring (avoidance) of members of those groups, or a more 
active denigration (conflict).

Proposition 19: Core self-evaluations can moderate the rela-
tionship between boost and cross-age interaction outcomes 
such that extremely high levels of CSE could increase the likeli-
hood of avoidance and/or conflict reactions to boost.

Interventions. The earlier work on age metastereotypes (Finkelstein 
et al., 2013; Ryan et  al., in press) suggested that future research 
might inform interventions designed to reduce negative effects of 
metastereotype activation at work, and noted that such interven-
tions could possibly come into play either earlier in the process 
(preventing the reaction to metastereotypes) or later (preventing 
negative behaviors resulting from reactions). There are several inter-
vention possibilities that come to mind that are worthy of empirical  
investigation.

First, interventions aimed at individuals could be implemented 
to reframe cognitions when individuals are reacting negatively to 
metastereotypes. This can be applied by designing interventions that 
reframe threats as challenges. Some examples of self-reframing include 
coaching self-reframing of situations by mentors or supervisors 
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(Moore et al., 2012) or practicing self-affirmations of other positive 
aspects of personal or social identity (Derks, Scheepers, Van Laar, & 
Ellemers, 2011).

Interventions can also be aimed at workgroups and organizations. 
Recently, Zabel and Baltes (in press) discussed a host of workplace 
interventions that should be studied in light of age-relevant changes 
in the workplace. Likely the most promising category of interventions 
pertinent to the current discussion would be more social interven-
tions, such as diversity training (with a focus on age and inclusion of 
the concept and content of age metastereotypes) and team-building 
interventions. The latter could include activities to help solidify bonds 
among age-diverse team members, open honest lines of communica-
tion, and focus a sense of identity on the team as an entity, and away 
from age group divisions. These are all initial suggestions and clearly in 
need of empirical test.

Similar to our expectations for the role of core self-evaluations in 
attenuating the effects of metastereotype activation, we propose that:

Proposition 20: Workplace interventions can moderate the 
relationship between negative age metastereotype reactions, 
such that interventions can help make challenge more likely 
than threat.
Proposition 21: Workplace interventions can moderate the 
relationship between positive metastereotype reactions, such 
that those interventions can help make boost more likely than 
threat.

Likewise, we believe that interventions along the lines described here 
could be designed to encourage engagement and discourage both 
avoidance and conflict. For simplicity’s sake, we pose an overarching 
proposition to encapsulate this general idea:

Proposition 22: Workplace interventions can moderate the 
relationships between reactions and cross-age interaction 
behaviors, such that interventions can increase the likelihood 
that any reaction will lead to engagement and decrease the like-
lihood that any reaction will lead to avoidance or conflict.

Limitations and methodological challenges
There are a host of methodological challenges that may confront those 
who are inspired to test these or other possible propositions regarding 
the metastereotyping process in cross-age work dynamics. First and 
perhaps foremost, a key to our process model is age metastereotype 
activation, but how is that best measured? Activation is a moment 
of awareness of a metastereotype operating in a situation. Can that 
moment be captured retrospectively in self-report descriptions of a 
workplace situation? It is possible people will recall having the metaste-
reotype come into the forefront of their mind and be able to accurately 
report activation when asked at a later point in time. It also could be 
that people do not have a clear awareness of that moment of activation. 
Conversely, asking about metastereotypes retrospectively could create 
a memory of it occurring even if it did not, somewhat analogous to 
how people without attitudes about a particular object may create one 
on the spot when prompted (Schwarz & Strack, 1991). Experience 
sampling—either on an event- or time-contingent basis—throughout 
a workday may help overcome these issues. A worthwhile alternative 

would be to experimentally manipulate situations that should create 
activation and more explicitly measuring it in the moment. In fact, we 
would encourage both experience sampling and experimental tests of 
connections in the model to refine the precision of our propositions 
and to investigate causal linkages.

The most appropriate metastereotype content measurement 
approach also deserves careful consideration. Finkelstein and col-
leagues (2013) found some different characteristics emerging when 
metastereotypes (and stereotypes) were measured by ratings of a trait 
list compared with when an open-ended question was asked. That study 
intended to capture the common metastereotypes that exist in each age 
group when reflecting on the beliefs of other age groups. The present 
model focuses on capturing the particular metastereotype(s) that were 
activated in a particular workplace situation. In its initial testing, open-
ended approaches are reasonable but perhaps when more evidence has 
been accumulated regarding the particular metastereotypes that are 
commonly activated in certain workplace situations for the various age 
groups, a closed-ended approach would be sufficient and efficient.

The boundaries of age groups themselves are not set in stone, and 
as Finkelstein and colleagues (2013) recognized, may be too broad to 
garner maximum precision in age stereotypes and metastereotypes. 
Although the inclusion of a middle-aged category is an improvement 
over the more common young versus old distinction, the three catego-
ries encompass many years and the cutoff ages, though determined 
from past literature and participant estimates of age cutoffs, are admit-
tedly arbitrary. The older worker stereotypes applied to a 52 year old, 
for example, are bound to be somewhat different than those applied to 
a 70 year old, and the metastereotypes that workers who are these ages 
hold from other age groups are likely different as well. Exploration of 
more precise age categories would be welcome.

The feasibility of measuring the outcomes in our model—cross-age 
interactions—may also pose a challenge. Though it is possible these 
interactions can be ascertained through self-report (e.g., behavioral 
checklists or open-ended descriptions), they may be more accurately 
depicted by secondary sources such as their interaction partners or 
outside observers. For those interested in chronic activation and gen-
eral patterns of cross-age interactions within a work group, reports of 
how people generally choose to interact rather than how someone did 
interact at one point in time would be appropriate.

Speaking of chronic activation, our model includes potential feed-
back, indicating that over time, instances of activation that play out 
with particular patterns of reactions and behavior could impact ear-
lier variables in the model, such as age prejudice and metastereotype 
consciousness. Precisely modeling these feedback processes and pin-
pointing the necessary timeframe would be a challenging but certainly 
worthwhile endeavor. More generally, the construct of age is inherently 
time varying; the fluidity of age likely impacts both stereotyping and 
metastereotyping in ways that are difficult to capture. One potentially 
useful model for exploring these dynamics is socioemotional selectiv-
ity theory (Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999), which suggests 
that motivation depends on time monitoring relative to birth and 
death. Perceptions of remaining time horizons are likely to vary with 
factors in the proposed model such as age salience and identification. 
Building understanding of age as not only subjective but also dynamic 
is a critical challenge for future research.

This model also stops short of considering how the behaviors of 
members of other age groups in response to the target age group’s 
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behavior will feed back into the process described in the model. It could 
be that negative behavior by the target, for example, begets negative 
behavior from the other age group, escalating the process. How others 
react also may depend on the accuracy of the metastereotype, which 
is not directly depicted in this initial model. For example, a negative 
metastereotype may be activated that is completely inaccurate, leading 
to reactions and resultant behaviors that are completely bewildering 
to the other age group members if they had not been stereotyping the 
target in the first place. Researchers may find it useful to pursue more 
complex dyadic and group perspectives (e.g., Kenny & DePaulo, 1993)

Practical implications
Although much of our proposed model awaits empirical test, we 
believe that workers in a variety of levels within organizations will 
find that the metastereotype model presented in this paper is a use-
ful source of insight into processes that may underlie intergenerational 
interactions. Beginning at the level of the employee who may be wor-
rying about what people of other age groups at work think of him/her, 
ideas presented here could prompt the employee to consider whether 
he/she has evidence supporting his/her worries or if his/her concerns 
are likely stemming from metastereotypes. Team leaders can become 
more aware of possible antecedents of metastereotypes and contex-
tual factors that may exacerbate metastereotypes, and therefore be 
able to manage the team in a manner that does not further encourage 
negative age metastereotypes. If conflict does arise among intergenera-
tional team members, a team leader who is aware of age stereotypes 
and metastereotypes can better deduce if conflict or avoidance among 
team members is a result of issues related to perceptions of different 
age groups. Information about age stereotypes and metastereotypes 
could be included in diversity training to offer a more complete pic-
ture of age diversity and equip employees with the ability to recognize 
their disruptive power in the workplace. This awareness could improve 
organizations by encouraging policies that promote judgments made 
on individual strengths and differences of team members rather than 
stereotypes. Policies that encourage open communication among 
intergenerational team members can offer an environment where team 
members can share their skills, values, and interests to form a more 
pleasant, cohesive team.

C O N C L U S I O N
The overarching goal of this paper was to advance a new perspective 
of age dynamics and thereby to spark interest in and attention to age 
metastereotypes. We specify theoretically grounded but virtually 
untested antecedents and outcomes of metastereotype activation and 
consciousness, and go further to propose conditions that exacerbate and 
processes that explain these effects. We hope that, in so doing, our goal 
of igniting a new line of inquiry has been achieved. To understand, and 
ultimately to improve, age-diverse interactions, scholars must consider 
the implications of not only age stereotypes but also metastereotypes.
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