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This study investigates the emergence and the performance effects of
an age-diversity climate at the organizational level of analysis. Building
upon Kopelman and colleagues’ (Kopelman, Brief, & Guzzo, 1990) cli-
mate model of firm productivity as well as Cox’s (1994) interactional
model of cultural diversity, we hypothesize a positive influence of age-
inclusive HR practices on the development of an organization-wide age-
diversity climate, which in turn should be directly related to collective
perceptions of social exchange and indirectly to firm performance and
employees’ collective turnover intentions. The assumed relationships
are tested in a sample of 93 German small and medium-sized com-
panies with 14,260 employees participating. To circumvent common
source problems, information for the various constructs was gathered
from 6 different sources. To test our assumed relationships, we applied
structural equation modeling and executed bootstrapping procedures to
test the significance of the indirect effects. We received support for all
assumed relationships. The paper concludes with practical recommen-
dations on how to establish and make use of a positive age-diversity
climate.

Due to the combined effect of low fertility rates, rising life expectancy,
and the disproportionately large baby-boom generation born between
1946 and 1964 (Craig & Paganelli, 2000), most countries in the West-
ern world are currently experiencing a substantial demographic change of
their populations, which is also mirrored in the increasing age diversity
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of their workforces (Dychtwald, Erickson, & Morison, 2004; Tempest,
Barnatt, & Coupland, 2002). From 2006 to 2016, the group of 55- to
64-year-old workers in the U.S. workforce is projected to increase by
37% (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008). Similar numbers apply to
Germany. From 2020, older employees (50–65) will represent the Ger-
man working population’s largest subgroup (40.2% of the total working
population in Germany; Destatis, 2009). In many organizations, different
individuals from three or even four generations will work together. As a
consequence, ways to achieve the joint engagement of these diverse age
groups will be a key factor in the future success of companies.

One important factor in reaching the high productivity of all age groups
may be an organization-wide age-diversity climate, best described as em-
ployees’ shared perceptions of an organization’s diversity-related policies,
practices, and procedures (Gelfand, Nishii, Raver, & Schneider, 2005;
Kossek & Zonia, 1993; Pugh, Dietz, Brief, & Wiley, 2008) in terms of
age. Although research on general diversity climate is apparently emerg-
ing from its “embryonic stage” (Van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007,
p. 532), more distinct forms of diversity-related climate perceptions have
still not attracted the attention they deserve. In particular, the concept of
age-diversity climate has—to our knowledge—not yet been studied in
any theoretical or empirical context. Given the practical importance of
the demographic change and the rising age diversity in most developed
countries, this is a serious shortcoming of the literature. As Schneider,
Ehrhart, and Macey (2011) argue, scholars should strive for a best possi-
ble match between the climate they study and the antecedents and effects
they predict in order to gain a high predictive validity of their model.
In other words, if one is interested in the role of age in the workplace,
it might be more revealing to develop and test a nomological net of
age-diversity climate than of general diversity climate. Therefore, this
study aims to establish such a new climate measure while equally in-
vestigating potential antecedents and consequences at the organizational
level.

First, we draw from work on general diversity climate (e.g.,
Gonzalez & DeNisi, 2009; Kossek & Zonia, 1993; McKay, Avery, Liao,
& Morris, 2011; Mor Barak, Cherin, & Berkman, 1998) as well as that
on older employees (e.g., Armstrong-Stassen & Lee, 2009; Kooij, Jansen,
Dikkers, & De Lange, 2010) to develop a sound definition and empirical
validation of the age-diversity climate construct at the organizational level
of analysis.

Second, we follow recent calls to “conduct studies to uncover the
HR practices associated with pro-diversity climates” (Avery & McKay,
2010, p. 242). More specifically, we will define and validate a measure
of age-inclusive human resource practices as a potential antecedent of an
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organizational age-diversity climate. Building upon the work of Kopel-
man, Brief, and Guzzo (1990) and applying arguments from theories of
signaling and collective sensemaking (Casper & Harris, 2008; Den Har-
tog, Boselie, & Paauwe, 2004; Ostroff & Bowen, 2000), we assume that
human resource (HR) practices, which are adjusted to an age-diverse
workforce (e.g., Armstrong-Stassen & Lee, 2009; Armstrong-Stassen &
Schlosser, 2011; Armstrong-Stassen & Templer, 2006), are positively re-
lated to age-diversity climate.

Third, we strive to establish age-diversity climate as a performance an-
tecedent on the organizational level of analysis. Although different types
of climate have been reported to be relevant for individual-, group-, or
unit-level outcomes (e.g., Gelade & Ivery, 2003; Gonzalez & DeNisi,
2009; McKay et al., 2011), no study to our knowledge has investi-
gated the organizational-level consequences of diversity climate (McKay,
Avery, & Morris, 2009). Given the ongoing discussion on the “business
case for diversity” (Robinson & Dechant, 1997, p. 21), this seems to be
one of the major gaps in diversity climate research, calling for a detailed
empirical inspection of across-firm differences with regard to diversity-
related performance effects (Avery & McKay, 2010). Thus, building upon
Cox’s (1994) interactional model of cultural diversity (IMCD), we will
employ social exchange theory to argue for a positive relation of a pro-
nounced age-diversity climate with firm-wide perceptions of social ex-
change, which in turn relate positively to the performance of an organiza-
tion as well as negatively to employees’ collective turnover intentions.

Finally, by establishing a model that assumes an indirect relationship
of age-inclusive HR practices via age-diversity climate on company
outcomes, we also strive to contribute to the HRM literature. In the past
decade, HRM research has made significant progress in opening the
“black box” between certain bundles of HR measures and firm perfor-
mance (see Combs, Liu, Hall, & Ketchen, 2006; Lepak, Liao, Chung, &
Harden, 2006 for theoretical and empirical reviews). More specifically,
recent research has shed light on the role of climates as intermediating
variables between HR practices and company outcomes (e.g., Chuang &
Liao, 2010; Collins & Smith, 2006; Takeuchi, Lepak, Wang, & Takeuchi,
2007). Our study builds upon this work and extends it by (a) introducing
and validating age-inclusive HR practices as a novel HR system for
achieving a distinct strategic goal (i.e., fostering a positive age-diversity
climate) and (b) by exploring how age-diversity climate as a new mediator
translates its potential effects on firm-level outcomes such as productivity
or collective turnover intentions. By doing so, we also follow a recent
call by Lepak et al. (2006) to investigate if HR systems for specific
organizational objectives exist, such as fostering diversity perceptions
within firms.
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In sum, our paper aims to further integrate research on both diversity
climate and the HRM–performance link through testing two three-path
mediation relationships in a sample of 93 companies with 14,260 employ-
ees. By doing so, we hope to contribute toward a better understanding
of how inclusive HR practices—especially those targeted toward age di-
verse employees—may have an impact on firm performance and employee
turnover through the creation of a positive age-diversity climate and col-
lective perceptions of social exchange.

Theory

The HRM–Organizational Climate–Firm Performance Link

In the past decade, theoretical and empirical research has proposed
and demonstrated a positive association between well-developed HR prac-
tices and organizational performance (Arthur, 1994; Becker & Huselid,
1998; Huselid, 1995; Zacharatos, Barling, & Iverson, 2005). Most schol-
ars agree, however, that instead of affecting organizational performance
directly, HR practices may rather lead to certain intermediate processes
including desirable employee states and behaviors (e.g., Chuang & Liao,
2010; Ferris et al., 1998; Gardner, Wright, & Moynihan, 2011).

Kopelman et al. (1990) were among the first to focus on the mediating
role of climate in the HRM–performance link. This line of thought was
adopted by scholars such as Ostroff and Bowen (2000; Bowen & Ostroff,
2004), who developed a theoretical model proposing a positive effect of
HRM practices on firm performance via the creation of strong climates.
They explain that in order to be effective, organizations should strive for
a high alignment between the HR practices they design and the goals they
want to achieve (such as fostering a distinct climate).

In the meantime, scholars started to empirically test and support such
HRM–climate performance relationships (e.g., Chuang & Liao, 2010;
Collins & Smith, 2006; Takeuchi et al., 2007). Our study builds upon this
work and translates it to the particular context of age-diversity climate,
which we propose as an important mediator in the age-inclusive HR
practices–firm performance relationship.

“Age-Diversity Climate” Defined

Work on diversity climate can be traced back to the original defini-
tion of Reichers and Schneider (1990, p. 22), who defined “organizational
climate” as “shared perceptions of the way things are around here.” The
authors describe organizational climate perceptions as evolving as part of
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a sensemaking process in which salient workplace stimuli (e.g., certain
workplace conditions, organizational events, and management behavior)
are retrieved and interpreted by the workforce. If shared among organiza-
tional members, joint perceptions of a distinct climate may evolve (Reich-
ers & Schneider, 1990; Schneider & Reichers, 1983). Most scholars agree
with Schneider and Reichers (1983) that climate is most meaningful if it
is specified in terms of having a distinct referent, for example, a climate
for safety (Zohar, 2000) or for cooperation (Collins & Smith, 2006).

Most relevant for our study on age-diversity climate is the concept
of general diversity climate, which was introduced by scholars such as
Kossek and Zonia (1993) and Mor Barak et al. (1998). Gelfand et al.
(2005, p. 104) defined it as “employees’ shared perceptions of the poli-
cies, practices, and procedures that implicitly and explicitly communicate
the extent to which fostering and maintaining diversity and eliminating
discrimination is a priority in the organization.”

Based on this definition, we understand age-diversity climate as a
specific form of a more general diversity climate and define it as organi-
zational members’ shared perceptions of the fair and nondiscriminatory
treatment of employees of all age groups with regard to all relevant organi-
zational practices, policies, procedures, and rewards. In practice, it covers
members’ joint impression that their organization favors an age-diverse
workforce and takes active steps to recruit, promote, and retain employees
of all age groups. Moreover, it reflects a shared conviction that age is no
potential stumbling block in making progress within the organization. In
our opinion, it is important to stress that such a pronounced age-diversity
climate reflects an age-neutral organizational behavior toward all groups;
that is, not only should older employees feel free from age-related discrim-
ination but so should younger workers (e.g., perceiving no disadvantages
from seniority rules).

Age-Inclusive HR Practices

In line with prior research, we argue that in order to achieve a distinct
climate (e.g., a positive age-diversity climate), organizations must install
suitable and focused HR practices (Bowen & Ostroff, 2004). Therefore,
we draw from work on HR practices for an aging workforce that have
been discussed in both research and practice over the past two decades
(e.g., Armstrong-Stassen & Lee, 2009; Armstrong-Stassen & Templer,
2006; Patrickson & Hartmann, 1995; Saba, Guérin, & Wils, 1998). Most
scholars dealing with this topic have proposed to introduce no single,
isolated practices but certain bundles of age-related HR practices that are
interrelated, internally consistent and based on a certain organizational
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logic (Kooij et al., 2010; see also Lepak et al., 2006; MacDuffie, 1995).
However, the majority of the existing studies on age related HR practices
were rather practice oriented and did typically not include a scale vali-
dation. In addition, almost all existing studies focused on HR practices
designed only for older workers such as “targeting older employees to
update current job skills” (Armstrong-Stassen & Templer, 2006, p. 251).
As we are interested in HR practices that might nurture a positive age-
diversity climate (and not a positive climate only for older employees),
we felt the need to develop and validate a new scale that reflects this claim
of age inclusion. In order to do so, we still drew from existing work on
HR practices for older employees and adapted it to the needs of fostering
an age diverse workforce.

Second, we drew from Avery and McKay’s (2010) listing of prac-
tices likely to be associated with pro-diversity work climates (“valid se-
lection systems, extensive trainings programs, employee participation,
cooperation, formal performance appraisal systems, and merit-based pro-
motions,” p. 242) as a further basis for our item development.

Third, we combined these lines of research with the literature on strate-
gic human resource systems (see e.g., Lepak et al., 2006) that typically
argues that HR systems may impact organizational outcomes directly and
indirectly by influencing (a) employees’ skills and knowledge bases, (b)
employees’ motivation and effort, as well as (c) employees’ opportunities
to contribute to organizational goals (Batt, 2002; Delery & Shaw, 2001;
Lepak et al., 2006; MacDuffie, 1995).

Based on this conceptualization, we propose that in order to have a
maximum effect, bundles of age-inclusive HR practices should relate to
all three HR policy domains. Consequently, they should equally foster
(a) all employees’ (irrespective of their age) knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties; (b) motivation and effort; and (c) opportunities to contribute (Lepak
et al., 2006). With regard to HR policy domain 1 (knowledge, skills, and
abilities), age-inclusive HR practices might include age-neutral recruiting
activities as well as equal access to training and further education for all
age groups. In this way, organizations can make sure that all age groups
have the necessary knowledge and skills to perform their jobs successfully
and ultimately contribute to firm performance.

With regard to HR policy domain 2 (motivation and effort), age-
inclusive HR practices might include equal opportunities to be promoted,
transferred, and to make further career steps irrespective of one’s age. In
addition, training and educating managers on how to deal with an age-
diverse workforce and how to respond to the needs of different age groups
might also be an important lever of employee motivation. By engaging in
such practices, firms can ensure that all age groups do not only have the
skills but also the necessary motivation to contribute to joint goals.
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Finally, with regard to HR policy domain 3 (opportunities to con-
tribute), age-inclusive HR practices might include the promotion of an
age-friendly organizational culture that promotes and values the contribu-
tion of all age groups. Such an age-inclusive culture should help to provide
all employees with the courage to speak up, to bring in their own ideas,
and to help improve organizational creativity and effectiveness. In sum,
organizations interested in effectively managing an age-diverse workforce
should make sure that their age-inclusive HR practices ideally cover all
three HR policy domains and take into account the needs of both younger
and older employees, and not exclusively those of certain age groups.

Relationship of Age-Inclusive HR Practices With Age-Diversity Climate

Building upon theories of signaling and collective sensemaking
(Casper & Harris, 2008; Ostroff & Bowen, 2000), we hypothesize that
organizational members perceive such age-inclusive HR measures that
are targeted toward the development of an age-diverse and age-embracing
workforce. Den Hartog et al. (2004) explain how HR policies can function
as a signal of the organization’s intention toward its workers. Similarly,
Bowen and Ostroff (2004) describe how HRM systems may explicate to
employees what is collectively desired and expected from them. If em-
ployees experience that newly hired colleagues in their department are
coming from all age groups and that employees have equal opportunities
to be promoted and to get training, then they may perceive these as clear
signals that the organization is interested in attracting and retaining an
age-diverse workforce. In addition, HR practices that educate executives
about the need for an inclusive leadership behavior as well as an appreci-
ation of the particular contribution of all age groups’ may be interpreted
as clear signals of an age-friendly climate.

Organizational members are believed to interpret these signals and to
collectively make sense (Schneider, 1990, 2000) of such age-inclusive
behavioral guidelines. As the management (e.g., HR) is taking a credible
interest in the proactive engagement of employees of all age groups, it can
be expected that the organizational members themselves understand that
the fostering of age diversity as well as the prevention of any age-related
discrimination are major corporate goals. This should have a positive
impact on both their own behavior toward members of different age groups
and on the shared age-diversity climate within the organization. On the
basis of these arguments, we suggest the following:

Hypothesis 1: Age-inclusive HR practices will be positively related to
respondents’ perceptions of age-diversity climate.
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Relationship of Age-Diversity Climate With Company Performance and
Collective Turnover Intentions via Collective Perceptions of Social Exchange

In order to argue for a potentially positive effect of age-diversity cli-
mate on company performance and collective turnover intentions, we
generally draw from Kopelman et al.’s (1990) climate model of firm pro-
ductivity. This model proposes that climate impacts firm performance
through its positive effects on desirable cognitive and affective states
(e.g., work motivation) as well as relevant organizational behaviors (e.g.,
commitment or citizenship). Similarly, Cox’s (1994) IMCD argues that
a positive diversity climate should first affect individual affective and
performance outcomes (such as job satisfaction or job performance rat-
ings), which in turn should have a positive impact on first-level (e.g.,
turnover) and second-level organizational outcomes (e.g., profitability).
In the meantime, there is also considerable empirical support for such
positive relationships of diversity climate with collective performance
(McKay et al., 2009) or customer satisfaction (McKay et al., 2011) as
well as for a negative relationship with turnover intentions (McKay et al.,
2007). In our study, we build upon this line of research and further specify
it by introducing social exchange relationships of the employees with their
companies as an often assumed, however seldom tested, mediator of the
diversity climate–firm outcomes link.

Relationship of age-diversity climate with collective perceptions of social
exchange. If a pronounced age-diversity climate exists within a firm,
employees are more likely to perceive a fair treatment by their organi-
zation. They will experience that no preferential treatment is given to
any employee based on his or her age and that all age groups receive
equal levels of support by the organization, expressed in equal access to
training, comparable development and promotion opportunities, and so
on. This sense of being taken care of regardless of their age should fos-
ter all employees’ (a) feelings of justice, (b) trust in their employer, (c)
belief that the organization significantly invests in them, (d) long-term
orientation toward their employment relationship, and (e) conviction that
they receive socioemotional support and not only a financial compensa-
tion. All these potential implications of a distinct age-diversity climate in
the workplace are important antecedents or even characteristics of social
exchange relationships (Blau, 1964; Shore, Tetrick, Lynch, & Barksdale,
2006).

As described by Blau (1964), social exchanges involve mutual obli-
gations such that, when one party is doing a favor to another, there is
an expectancy of some future return. As the exact form and point in
time of the future return are often diffuse, trust and a long-term orienta-
tion are key to social exchange relationships (Konovsky & Pugh, 1994;
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Shore et al., 2006). Perceived justice also has been found to be an impor-
tant predictor of high-quality social exchange relationships (Masterson,
Lewis, Goldman, & Taylor, 2000; Moorman, Blakely, & Niehoff, 1998;
Wayne, Shore, Bommer, & Tetrick, 2002), which involve mutual invest-
ments between both partners as well as a concern for the interest of
the other party in the respective relationship (Blau, 1964; Shore et al.,
2011).

In sum, organizations characterized by a pronounced age-diversity
climate are more likely to be perceived as just, trustworthy, investing in
its employees, and long-term orientated, which should foster employees’
collective perception of a strong social exchange relationship between
themselves and their employer. This assumption is in line with theoretical
work of Shore et al. (2011), who proposed that inclusive climates should
trigger perceptions of fairness and trust, which are important for devel-
oping social exchange relationships. Moreover, from an empirical point
of view, Shore et al. (2011) showed that employees who perceive their
organization to be committed toward them (i.e., perceiving high organiza-
tional support) reported higher levels of social exchange with their firm.
Takeuchi et al. (2007) found evidence for such a relationship also on the
collective level of analysis, indicating that employees can develop shared
social exchange perceptions within their establishments or organizations.

Based on these arguments, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: Age-diversity climate will be positively related to collec-
tive perceptions of social exchange.

Relationship of collective perceptions of social exchange with company
performance and collective turnover intentions. Taking this process one
step further, employees should not stop by just perceiving a heightened
level of social exchange in the workplace.

Compared to more short-term and impersonal economic exchanges,
social exchanges are based on a norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960),
which implies that “(1) people should help those who have helped them,
and (2) people should not injure those who have helped them” (p. 171).
Transferred to an organizational context, employees perceiving high so-
cial exchange should reciprocate their organizations’ efforts through own
intensified work-related endeavors with positive effects for their work per-
formance, their organizational commitment, and their attachment (Aryee,
Budhwar, & Chen, 2002; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Eisenberger,
Huntington, Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986; Shore & Wayne, 1993). Sup-
porting this assumption, Tsui, Pearce, Porter, and Tripoli (1997) showed
that employees who perceive their relationship with their organization
as characterized by mutual investments performed better on core tasks,
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exhibited more pronounced organizational citizenship behaviors and re-
ported a higher intent to stay.

In addition, positive perceptions of high social exchange should not
only increase employees’ willingness to contribute to organizational goals
but should also positively affect their willingness to support colleagues.
Takeuchi et al. (2007, p. 1071) explain how high degrees of social ex-
change should spur social support among coworkers, leading to “positive
synergies” between group members and ultimately to increased organiza-
tional performance (see also Podsakoff, Ahearne, & MacKenzie, 1997).
In sum, a balanced, fair, and reciprocal relationship between employees
and the organization (expressed through high levels of collective percep-
tions of social exchange) seems likely to trigger behaviors above and
beyond the call of duty, with positive effects for coworkers, customers,
and other relevant organizational stakeholders that ultimately impact firm
performance and collective turnover intentions.

There is also empirical work that has shown that social exchange
perceptions and performance/reduced turnover are related on both the in-
dividual (Tsui et al., 1997) and collective level of analysis (Takeuchi et al.,
2007). As a most important finding for our study, Takeuchi et al. (2007)
demonstrated a positive relation between the degree of social exchange
collectively perceived in an establishment and establishment performance.
Based on the theoretical and empirical arguments presented above, we
propose the following:

Hypothesis 3: Collective perceptions of social exchange will be posi-
tively related to company performance.

Hypothesis 4: Collective perceptions of social exchange will be nega-
tively related to collective turnover intentions.

Mediation Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1 predicts a positive influence of age-inclusive HR prac-
tices on age-diversity climate. Hypothesis 2 predicts a positive relation-
ship between age-diversity climate and collective perceptions of social
exchange. Hypotheses 3 and 4 predict a positive relationship between
collective perceptions of social exchange and company performance, and
a negative one with collective turnover intentions, respectively. Together,
these hypotheses specify a model in which age-inclusive HR measures
indirectly influence company performance and collective turnover inten-
tions by contributing to organizational members’ joint perception of a
pronounced age-diversity climate and social exchange level. This view
is consistent with recent HRM research that has consistently made use
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of climates as mediators between bundles of HR practices and firm per-
formance (e.g., Chuang & Liao, 2010; Collins & Smith, 2006; Lepak
et al., 2006; Ostroff & Bowen, 2000; Takeuchi et al., 2007). By introduc-
ing age-diversity climate and collective perceptions of social exchange
as potential mediators, we build upon this work and hope to shed more
light on the relationship between age-inclusive HR practices and organi-
zational outcomes, which has received an insufficient amount of attention
to date. Consequently, we propose the following three-path mediation
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 5: The relationship between age-inclusive HR practices and
company performance is mediated through a firm’s age-
diversity climate and collective perceptions of social ex-
change.

Hypothesis 6: The relationship between age-inclusive HR practices and
collective turnover intentions is mediated through a firm’s
age-diversity climate and collective perceptions of social
exchange.

Method

Sample

Data for this study were collected as part of a larger benchmarking
study for German small and medium-sized companies. The data collection
was conducted by an agency specialized in benchmarking reports for small
and medium-sized companies. To be eligible for the study, companies had
to be located in Germany and employ less than 5,000 employees. Of the
110 primarily contacted companies, 17 refused to participate at all or did
not provide any information on the age-inclusive HR practices, resulting
in an organizational level response rate of 85% (n = 93).1 Participating

1In order to increase the power for our model testing and to achieve a sufficient sample
size for the SEM testing, we tried to limit the drop outs in our sample by applying pairwise
instead of listwise data deletion techniques if one of the mediators, dependent variables, or
control variables had missing values. Applying listwise deletion techniques would imply to
lose the whole case, if for example information about one control variable would be missing.
Consequently, we applied the recommendation from Enders and Bandalos (2001), who
argued—after running simulation studies—that both pairwise deletion and full information
maximum likelihood (FIML) are more reliable in estimating model fit and parameter
estimates, especially in smaller samples. Thus we calculated our SEM models using a
covariance matrix based on pairwise deletion. In addition, we checked the robustness of
our results by using FIML imputation techniques based on raw data, which did not change
the overall pattern of our results. Results of this robustness check are available upon request
from the first author.
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companies ranged in number of employees from 12 to 3,265 (mean = 292)
and came from a variety of industries, including service (61%), production
(19%), trade (10%), and finance and insurance (5%).

To ensure equivalence of data collection, similar methods were applied
across all companies in three steps. Study variables were collected from six
different data sources (one HR director survey, one top management team
[TMT] survey, and four employee surveys) in order to rule out concerns
about same source bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012).

First, the organizations’ HR executives completed a survey asking for
general information about the company (e.g., industry affiliation, company
size as controls) and specific HR procedures, including the age-inclusive
HR practices relevant for this study as well as the firm’s innovation ca-
pacities (as a control variable).

Second, employees were asked to obtain information on the perceived
age-diversity climate, collective perceptions of social exchange, collec-
tive turnover intentions, and the positive affective climate (as a control
variable). For that purpose, participating organizations sent a standard-
ized email invitation through their HR department, if available, or a top
management team member’s account. This mail explained the study’s
purpose and provided a weblink to the survey hosted by an independent
third company. A paper version of the questionnaire was provided for
employees with no Internet access. Overall, 14,260 employees returned
the questionnaire, which indicates a within-organization response rate of
71%. As the participants had to answer a larger number of questions for
the benchmarking report, and to avoid concerns about common method
bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012), a study design was applied that limited the
amount of questions for each employee and consequently prevented a high
incidence of nonresponse. For that reason, participants were randomly as-
signed to four different versions of the survey, based on an algorithm on
the website: For our study, Version 1 of this survey assessed only demo-
graphic variables of the respondents, with age and tenure being relevant
as control variables for our study; Version 2 captured the items for pos-
itive affective climate (as a control variable) in addition to demographic
variables; Version 3 captured the items for the age-diversity climate and
collective perceptions of social exchange in addition to demographic vari-
ables; and Version 4 assessed employees’ collective turnover intentions
and demographic characteristics. Respondents were equally represented
as to gender. The average age was 38 (SD = 4), and respondents had
worked on average 7 years for their companies (SD = 3.8).

As our third main data source, members of the companies’ executive
boards were surveyed with an additional questionnaire mainly address-
ing company performance issues. This proceeding was chosen based on
the assumption that executive board members should be the best source
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regarding company performance information. In all companies, between
one and nine executive board members participated. The top management
team members were mostly male (85%), worked on average 12 years for
their company (SD = 8.2), and were on average 45 years old.

Measures

The exact wording of the study’s focal measures is provided in the
Appendix.

Age-inclusive HR practices. Following Avery and McKay’s (2010,
p. 245) advice to “choose valid, reliable informants as sources of HR prac-
tices data (e.g., HR directors or line managers),” the data on age-inclusive
HR practices were obtained from the organizations’ top HR representa-
tives. As explained in our theory section, we had to design new items
because no validated scale for age-inclusive HR practices existed in the
literature, to our knowledge. Based on existing conceptual and descriptive
studies on managing older employees (e.g., Armstrong-Stassen & Tem-
pler, 2006), Avery and McKay’s (2010) listing of practices likely to be
associated with pro-diversity work climates, as well as findings from the
strategic HR literature on the three major HR policy domains (e.g., Lepak
et al., 2006), we created five items with a five-point Likert scale (1 =
very low intensity; 5 = very high intensity) to gauge a variety of organi-
zational HR practices related to developing an age-inclusive workforce.
These items included (a) age-neutral recruiting activities; (b) equal access
to training and further education for all age groups; (c) equal opportunities
to be promoted, transferred, and to make further career steps irrespective
of one’s age; (d) training and education for managers on how to deal with
an age-diverse workforce and how to respond to the needs of different
age groups; as well as (e) the promotion of an age-friendly organizational
culture (sample item: With how much intensity does your company offer
equal opportunities to be promoted, transferred, and to make further career
steps irrespective of one’s age?).

As this was a newly developed measure, we used a second independent
dataset to establish the unidimensional structure. This dataset consisted
of 108 German small and medium-sized firms (average company size =
401 employees) and was collected with the same procedures but in a
different year than the main dataset for the study. For our purpose, we
only used the information provided by the 108 top HR representatives,
who filled in the information about the age-inclusive HR practices. First
we performed an exploratory factor analysis (EFA), which indicated a
clear one-factor solution with an eigenvalue of 2.28 and no eigenvalue
of another factor above 1.0. In a varimax rotation solution the five items
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showed an average loading of .67 on this one factor with no factor loading
below .50. In a second step, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) with the additional dataset. To assess the model fit we followed
the recommendation by Hu and Bentler (1999) for small samples (e.g.,
below 250) such as ours to use the standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR) index in combination with two incremental fit indices, such as
the comparative fit index (CFI) and the incremental fit index (IFI). The
results indicated sufficient model fit properties (χ2 = 15, df = 5; CFI =
.90, IFI = .90, SRMR = .07). Although values for the IFI and CFI should
at least be above .90 for a reasonable model fit, the SRMR should be
below .08 for a reasonable fitting model (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Hu
& Bentler, 1999). In a third step to further establish the new measure, we
again performed a separate CFA in the study’s main dataset. The results
of this CFA were satisfactory (χ2 = 9, df = 6; CFI = .97, IFI = .97,
SRMR = .06). Finally, the internal consistency was α = .66.

Age-diversity climate. Age-diversity climate was measured with a
seven-point Likert scale in employee Version 3, applying four items that
were closely related to the general diversity measure developed by Pugh
et al. (2008). The four items were rephrased to address only specific
age-diversity issues instead of general diversity as in the original scale
(sample item: Managers in our company demonstrate through their ac-
tions that they want to hire and retain an age-diverse workforce).

As this measure was also newly developed for this study, we also
undertook additional validation efforts. First, we used information from
11 companies who were dropped from the analysis because they did not
return the HR-representative questionnaire but in which 292 employees
(mean age = 38 years; mean tenure = 7 years; 56% male) overall provided
information about the age-diversity climate. With this additional data,
we first performed an EFA, which proposed a one-factor solution with an
eigenvalue of 2.38 and no eigenvalue for a further factor being above the
threshold of 1.0. In a varimax rotation solution, the four items showed an
average loading of .825 on this one factor, with no item showing a loading
below .50. Second, we also conducted a CFA with the additional dataset.
This analysis showed a sufficient fit of the new measure to the data (χ2 =
.65, df = 2; CFI = 1.0, IFI = 1.0, SRMR = .00). Third, we also ran a
CFA in our main dataset to inspect the fit of the proposed single-factor
structure to the data. Results indicate a sufficient fit of the model to our
data (χ2 = 1, df = 2; CFI = 1.0, IFI = 1.0, SRMR = .01). Fourth, we also
tested if the new age-diversity climate measure was distinct to existing
general diversity climate measures. For this purpose we used information
from 20 companies that were present in this study and from which we also
collected data on a general diversity climate measure (McKay, Avery, &
Morris, 2008) and company performance in another data collection
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2 years later. For these 20 companies we first calculated a measurement
model with the four age-diversity climate items and the five general
diversity climate items loading on separate constructs, which showed
good overall fit properties (χ2 = 27, df = 26; CFI = 1.00, IFI = 1.00,
SRMR = .04). An alternative model with all nine diversity climate items
loading on a joint measure had a significantly worse fit (�χ2 = 50, �df =
1), indicating a good discriminatory validity of the measures. In addition,
we inspected the predictive validity of the two diversity measures by
relating them to an overall company performance measure collected at the
second time point from the top managers of each company (wording of the
item: How would you evaluate the overall performance of your company
compared to your direct competitors?). The structural relationships with
the general company performance were significant for both age-diversity
climate (β = .63, t = 3.54, p < .001) and the general diversity climate
measure (β = .55, t = 3.08, p < .01), showing that age-diversity climate
explains 15% of variance in company performance beyond the effect
of the general diversity climate. In sum, we assume to have established
sufficient discriminatory and predictive validity for our new age-diversity
climate construct. Internal consistency estimates were α = .91.

To empirically justify the aggregation of the individual answers to
the organizational level, we calculated intraclass correlation coefficients
(ICC1 and ICC2) following the recommendations made by Bliese (2000)
and the average deviation index as an interrater agreement ratio (ADM(J);
Burke, Finkelstein, & Dusig, 1999). The ICC1 indicates the existence of
a group effect on the variable of interest, whereas the ICC2 estimates the
reliability of the group means (Bliese, 2000). For the ICC1, values that
are based on a significant one-way analysis of variance are generally ac-
ceptable. For the ICC2, values of more than .60 are usually considered
sufficient (e.g., Chen, Mathieu, & Bliese, 2004). The ADM(J) has sev-
eral advantages over the more frequently used rwg Index. First, the index
does not require modeling a random or null response distribution. Sec-
ond, it provides estimates in the metric of the original scale; and third, an
upper-level cutoff criteria of c/6 (where c equals the number of response
categories of the response scale) was provided and statistically justified by
Burke and Dunlap (2002). In our case, all three statistics showed sufficient
results (ICC1 = .13, p < 0.001; ICC2 = .84; mean ADM(J) = .82), suggest-
ing that aggregation to the company level was a reasonable procedure.

Collective perceptions of social exchange. We measured collective per-
ceptions of social exchange in the employee survey version 3 by applying
four items from the five-item scale of Takeuchi et al. (2007). A sample
item was: “Employees in our company don’t mind working hard today—
they know they will eventually be rewarded by our company” (1 = totally
disagree; 5 = totally agree). A separate CFA of the shortened measure
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showed good fit properties (χ2 = 15, df = 2; CFI = 97, IFI = .97, SRMR =
.03). Aggregation statistics also provided support for an aggregation to
the organizational level of analysis (ICC1 = .19, p < 0.001; ICC2 = .90;
mean ADM(J) = .60). Internal consistency estimates were α = .96.

Company performance. To capture organizational performance, we
followed Combs, Crook, and Shook’s (2005) suggestion to differentiate
between operational and organizational performance. As recently applied
by Kunze and colleagues (Delaney & Huselid, 1996; Kunze, Boehm, &
Bruch, 2011, 2013), we asked the company board members to assess
three items on organizational performance (i.e., company growth, finan-
cial performance, return on assets) and two on operational performance
(i.e., employee productivity, efficiency of business procedures). In line
with prior studies (Rogers & Wright, 1998), the perceptual measures
were benchmarked in the sense that we asked key informants to assess
firm performance relative to the performance of their industry rivals on a
seven-point scale (1 = far below average; 7 = far above average). We are,
however, aware that forward-looking stock measures would be the most
desirable source to evaluate organizational performance; however, for our
specific sample, it was almost impossible to collect such data because
most of the companies are privately owned and thus do not provide public
data, which are the most common source for market measures. In addition,
empirical research has shown the validity of subjective measures and thus
provides support for their application to the measurement of organiza-
tional and operational performance (Kunze et al., 2011, 2013; Rowe &
Morrow, 1999; Wall et al., 2004).

As in previous research (Dickson, Resick, & Hanges, 2006; Sine,
Mitsuhashi, & Kirsch, 2006), we constructed a latent measure for comp-
any performance with organizational and operational performance as two
sub-dimensions. We also checked the aggregation statistics for the com-
panies in which more than one board member answered (n = 53), which
overall supported an aggregation to the company level (ICC1 = .35; p <

0.001; ICC2 = .65; mean ADM(J) = .50). The internal consistency estimate
was α = .93.

Employees’ collective turnover intentions. Employees’ collective
turnover intentions were assessed in the employee survey version 4. As in
prior studies (e.g., Côté & Morgan, 2002; Harris, Kacmar, & Witt, 2005),
we captured employees’ individual turnover intention with a one-item
measure designed by Spector, Dwyer, and Jex (1988). We asked employ-
ees on a five-point scale (1 = never; 5 = extremely often/always) how
often they have seriously considered quitting their job in the last 6 months.
The answers were aggregated on the organizational level following the
argumentation for collective turnover intentions by Felps et al. (2009).
The ICC values (ICC1 = .07; p < 0.001; ICC2 = .73; mean ADM(J) = .81)
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indicated that an aggregation to the company level was a reasonable
strategy.

Controls. We also included several control variables in our analysis.
First, we controlled for mean age and age diversity (measured through the
standard deviation) of the company, as previous research has shown that
the age structure of the company is related to age discrimination in compa-
nies (Kunze et al., 2011, 2013). Second, as age is often highly interrelated
with organizational tenure, we also controlled for mean tenure and tenure
diversity (measured through the standard deviation) of the employees.
Third, following prior studies that found that the diversity structure of the
area, where a company is located, might affect perceptions of diversity
climate (e.g., Pugh et al., 2008; Ragins, Gonzalez, Ehrhardt, & Singh,
2012), we controlled for the mean age and the age diversity of the coun-
ties where the companies are located in. The German Federal Statistical
Office provided us with the mean age of each county and the age struc-
ture in 5-year categories for each county, out of which we calculated
a Blau index for age-diversity (Blau, 1977).2 Fourth, following prior
organizational-level research (e.g., Delaney & Huselid, 1996), we took
two single items from the HR-key informant survey (a) to account for the
percentage of employees who are members of a labor union and (b) to as-
sess the participating organizations’ market competition (“How strong is
the competitive pressure your company experiences?”; 1 = extremely low,
7 = extremely high) because both may impact the company’s performance
(Huselid, 1995). Fifth, because organization size has been shown to be
associated with various employee behaviors and outcomes (Ragins, Cot-
ton, & Miller, 2000), we included it as a control factor. As the measure was
skewed, we log transformed it. Sixth, to increase the predictive validity of
the new age-diversity climate measure, we controlled for two potentially
related constructs (positive-affective climate and innovation capacities)
that might also affect collective perceptions of social exchange within
companies. Positive affective climate was measured with five items from
the Job-Related Affective Well-Being Scale (JAWS; Van Katwyk, Fox,
Spector, & Kelloway, 2000). A sample item was: “Employees in this
company feel excited at the workplace” (1 = totally disagree; 5 = totally
agree). Aggregation statistics (ICC1 = .07; p < 0.001; ICC2 = .73; mean
ADM(J) = .81) and the internal consistency estimates (α = .90) for this
measure were sufficient. To optimize the degrees of freedom for the analy-
ses we averaged the five items to form one manifest construct in the follow-
ing SEM analysis. Innovation capacities were measured with two items

2The formula of the Blau index is 1 – � p2
i, with p as the age proportion of county

members and i as the number of different age categories represented within the county. The
index can vary from 0, signaling total absence of diversity, to a theoretical maximum of 1.
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answered by the top HR-representative, which asked about (a) the gen-
eral innovation capacities and (b) the capacities to implement innovation
within the company compared to the direct competitors in the same indus-
try (1 = far below average; 7 = far above average). Both items were aver-
aged to form one manifest construct for the analyses. Internal consistency
values were sufficient with α = .86. Seventh, following other research that
proposes that older organizations are more productive on average (Choi &
Shepherd, 2005), we controlled for the companies’ age by asking for the
company’s founding year. Finally, we classified the companies in four
industries by coding dummy variables (Pierce & Gardner, 2004).

Analytical Procedures

To test our study’s hypotheses, we applied structural equation mod-
eling methods with the statistical package Amos 18.0. In line with the
classical approach by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), we carried out our
data analysis in two separate steps. The reason for this is so as not to
confound the meaning of the study results by a simultaneous estimation
of the measurement and structural model. In the first analysis, we did
a simultaneous confirmatory factor analysis for all study constructs to
create a measurement model. In a second step, we analyzed a structural
model that included the relationships stated in Hypotheses 1–6. To check
for the proposed three-path mediation effects, we followed the proceeding
described by Taylor, MacKinnon, and Tein (2008) and applied bootstrap-
ping procedures to check for the significance of the indirect relationships
(Cheung & Lau, 2008).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents means, standard deviations, and bivariate correla-
tions for all study variables. The results show that, as hypothesized, (a)
the age-inclusive HR practices are positively related to age-diversity cli-
mate (r = .21, p < .05), (b) age-diversity climate is positively related to
collective perceptions of social exchange (r = .76, p < .001), (c) collec-
tive perceptions of social exchange are positively related to organizational
performance (r = .40, p < .001), and (d) collective perceptions of so-
cial exchange are negatively related to collective turnover intentions (r =
−.62, p < .001). The age-inclusive HR practices seem to be unrelated to
organizational performance (r = .20, ns) and collective turnover intentions
(r = –.11, ns).
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Regarding the control variables, mean age, age diversity, mean tenure,
tenure diversity, mean age of the county, level of unionization, com-
pany size, positive affective climate, innovation capacities, company age,
and industry production seem to be significantly related to our central
study variables, but neither the age diversity of the county nor any of
the other industry proxies are significantly correlated with one of the
four outcome variables. Consequently, we decided to retain only those
11 significant variables in further analyses in order to reduce the num-
ber of parameters to be estimated and, thus, to achieve the maximum
power for the following tests (Bedeian, 2007). Furthermore, unnecessary
control variables are likely to cause biased parameter estimates (Becker,
2005).3

Measurement Model

The measurement model contained four latent constructs—age-
inclusive HR practices, age-diversity climate, collective perceptions of
social exchange, and company performance—with 19 items overall, as
well as collective turnover intentions as a single-item construct. The in-
dices of the overall model fit indicated a sufficient fit of our assumed
structure to the data (χ2 = 155, df = 98; CFI = .96, IFI = .96, SRMR =
.07, AIC = 259). To test for the discriminatory validity of our measures
we specified four alternative models and compared them to our baseline
model (see Table 2). First, to inspect the distinctiveness of the HR prac-
tices and age-diversity climate measures we specified an alternative model
in which all respective items of these constructs loaded on one joint factor
(alternative model 1) and that had a significantly worse fit, indicating a
reasonable discrimination between these constructs. Second, we specified
another alternative model in which the age-diversity climate and collective
perceptions of social exchange items loaded on one common factor (al-
ternative model 2). This alternative model also had a significantly worse
fit compared to the assumed measurement model. As a third alternative
model, we tested a model with the items of the independent variable (age-
inclusive HR practices) and the mediators loading on one common factor
(alternative model 3), which also showed significantly worse fit proper-
ties. Finally, we inspected a model (alternative model 4) with items from
all constructs loading on one common factor that was also worse fitting
compared to the assumed measurement model.

3To check the robustness of our results we also estimated an alternative model includ-
ing all control variables (see alternative model 7 in Table 2), in which all our proposed
relationships remained significant on a 5% level.
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TABLE 2
Model Comparison

Model χ 2 df χ 2/df �χ 2 �df AIC
Measurement models
Hypothesized measurement model 155 98 1.58 259
Alternative model 1: Age-inclusive HR

practices and age-diversity
267 100 2.67 112* 2 371

climate one factor
Alternative model 2: Age-diversity

climate and collective perceptions of
260 101 2.57 105* 3 363

social exchange one factor
Alternative model 3: Independent

variables and mediators one factor
382 103 3.71 115* 5 480

Alternative model 4: All items one factor 508 104 4.88 248* 6 604

Structural models
Hypothesized model: Three-path

mediation model
370 220 1.68 740

Alternative model 1: Indirect-effects
only model

373 224 1.67 3 4 735

Alternative model 2: Only-direct effects
model

431 227 1.90 61* 7 787

Alternative model 3: No-controls model 480 252 1.90 110* 32 786
Alternative model 4: Reversed-mediator

model
423 225 1.88 53* 5 782

Alternative model 5: Reversed-effect
model

376 220 1.71 6* 0 746

Alternative model 6: Age mean and age
diversity moderation

490 273 1.79 120* 53 998

Alternative model 7: All-controls model 450 275 1.64 80* 55 1018

Note. n = 93. The alternative measurement models compared to the measurement model,
the seven structural models are compared to the mediation model.
∗Chi-difference statistic p < .05 compared to the mediation model. The lowest value of the
Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) indicates the best-fitting model.

Structural Model

In the second part of our analysis, we investigated the structural pro-
portion of our assumed model. The main results are illustrated in Figure 1.
As shown in Table 2, the overall results of the three-path mediation model
suggested a good fit of the model to the data (χ2 = 370, df = 220; CFI =
.92, IFI = .92, SRMR = .07, AIC = 740).

Hypothesis 1 proposed that the age-inclusive HR practices would be
positively associated with age-diversity climate. The structural model
offers support for this assumption because the path between age-inclusive
HR practices and age-diversity climate was found to be positive and
significant (β = .20, t = 2.19, p < .05).
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Figure 1: Structural Model Results. 

Note. N = 93. The indirect effects are based on 3,000 bootstrap estimates. Solid lines and 
dotted lines refer to direct and indirect relationships, respectively. ***p < .001, 

two-tailed. **p < .01, two-tailed. *p < .05, two-tailed. 

Hypothesis 2 also received support from our analysis because, as 
expected, age-diversity climate was positively related to collective per
ceptions of social exchange (/3 = .46, t = 4.59, p < .001).4•5 Finally, 

4 As the items for age-diversity climate and collective perceptions of social exchange 
were collected from the same employee dataset, there might be the risk for a same-source 
bias inflating this relationship (Podsakoff et al., 2012). For that reason, we specified an 
alternative model in which we allowed an intercorrelation of the error term of the two latent 
constructs. If high common method variance would be present, the directed relationship 
would vanish in such an error correlated model (Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart, & Lalive, 
20 10). In order to identify this model we followed the advice by Shaver (2005) and used 
the control variables as instruments, which means that they were allowed to load on the 
age-diversity climate measure but not on the social exchange measure. In this alternative 
model the relationship between age-diversity climate and collective perceptions of social 
exchange remained significant on a 1% level, indicating a low probability for a common 
method bias driving our reported effects. 

5To further validate the distinctiveness of the age-diversity climate and the collective 
perceptions of social exchange measures, we also ran a robustness check with a post hoc 
split sample design. For that purpose we randomly split the answers in each company 
in half, with 50% of the employees answering questions about age-diversity climate and 
another 50% of the employees answering questions about the collective perceptions of 
social exchange, which were then separately aggregated to the organizational level. In the 
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Hypotheses 3 and 4 were both supported by our analysis, and as expected
collective perceptions of social exchange were positively and significantly
related to organizational performance (β = .43, t = 2.31, p < .05), whereas
the linkage to collective turnover intentions was negative (β = –.70, t =
–4.39, p < .001).

Because Hypotheses 1, 2, 3, and 4 received support from our anal-
yses, we additionally investigated the extent to which age-inclusive HR
practices were indirectly related to company performance and collec-
tive turnover intentions via the mediation of age-diversity climate and
collective perceptions of social exchange. Our mediation hypotheses (Hy-
potheses 5 and 6) would be confirmed if the model fit did not improve and
both indirect effects remained significant in the mediation model com-
pared to the indirect-effects only model (Judge & Colquitt, 2004). As can
be seen in Table 2, the overall model fit of the hypothesized three-path
mediation model is not significantly different from that of the indirect-
effects only model (alternative model 1), which does not allow a direct
relation between age-inclusive HR practices and the outcome measures.
However, in line with our predictions, which assumed a purely indirect
effect of age-inclusive HR practices mediated through age-diversity cli-
mate and collective perceptions of social exchange, the indirect-effects
only model is more parsimonious. The analyses showed that the direct
paths from age-inclusive HR practices to company performance (β = .03,
t = .30, ns), from age-inclusive HR practices to collective turnover in-
tentions (β = –.03, t = –.31, ns), and the direct paths from age-diversity
climate to company performance (β = .10, t = .55, ns) and to collective
turnover intentions (β = .23, t = 1.53, ns) were all nonsignificant in the
mediation model, whereas the indirect relationships remained significant
in the expected direction. These results point toward a full three-path
mediation of the relationship between age-inclusive HR practices and
company performance as well as collective turnover intentions, respec-
tively, via age-diversity climate. To further validate the three-path media-
tion relationships, we applied bootstrapping procedures. As proposed by
Cheung and Lau (2008), we used 3,000 bootstrapping samples. As shown
in Figure 1, these analyses showed indirect significant effects from the
age-inclusive HR practices to company performance (β = –.05, z = 1.67,
p < .05) and collective turnover intentions (β = .05, z = 1.68, p < .05).

Furthermore, to inspect the robustness of our findings, we compared
the three path mediation model to six alternative models. In detail, the

alternative model with the separated measures, again the relationship between age-diversity
climate and collective perceptions of social exchange remained significant on a 1% level,
further supporting our argumentation for the distinctiveness of the two constructs and the
low probability of a common method bias.
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three-path mediation model compared favorably to (a) an only-direct ef-
fects model (alternative model 2) that only allowed the direct relationships
between age-inclusive HR practices and company performance as well as
collective turnover intentions, respectively, while all the indirect effects
were set to zero; (b) a no-controls model (alternative model 3) in which
all paths from the control variables to the dependent constructs were set
to zero6; (c) a reversed-mediator model (alternative model 4) in which the
order of the mediators age-diversity climate and collective perceptions of
social exchange was reversed; and (d) a reversed-effect model (alternative
model 5) that assumed a reversed direction for all hypothesized relation-
ships. In addition, we tested (e) a mean age/age diversity moderation model
(alternative model 6), which specified moderation terms of mean age as
well as age diversity for both the age-inclusive HR practices/age-diversity
climate path and the age-diversity climate/collective perceptions of social
exchange path. This model also had an inferior fit and all moderation
terms turned out to be nonsignificant, indicating that the tested relation-
ships were not dependent of the age-structure of the companies. Finally,
we also tested (f) an all-controls model (alternative model 7), which in-
corporated also the nonsignificant controls. In this model all hypothesized
relationships remained significant on a 5% level, further increasing our
confidence in the results.

Discussion

This study investigated the emergence and effects of age-diversity
climate at the organizational level of analysis. More specifically, we de-
veloped an integrated model attempting to specify how age-inclusive HR
practices may impact employees’ shared age-diversity climate percep-
tions, which in turn should be directly related to collective perceptions
of social exchange and indirectly to both firm performance and collective
turnover intentions.

Building upon existing work on diversity climate, we first developed
a theoretical understanding and empirical measurement of a firm’s age-
diversity climate. Next, we developed a measure of age-inclusive HR
practices and drew from work of Kopelman et al. (1990) to explain how
such organization-wide HR practices might positively influence members’
age-diversity climate perceptions through processes of signaling and col-
lective sensemaking (Hypothesis 1). Thirdly, building upon Cox’s (1994)
IMCD and social exchange theory, we linked age-diversity climate to
collective perceptions of social exchange (Hypothesis 2), which in turn

6In this alternative model all proposed relationships remained significant on a 5% level.
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should predict firm performance (Hypothesis 3) and collective turnover
intentions (Hypothesis 4). Finally, we argued for and tested two full me-
diation models of age-inclusive HR practices leading to firm performance
(Hypothesis 5) and collective turnover intentions (Hypothesis 6) through
their effects on age-diversity climate and collective perceptions of social
exchange. In sum, we found support for all of our hypotheses.

We believe that these results contribute to the literature by substanti-
ating and extending prior findings in at least four ways. First, with regard
to the diversity climate literature, one important contribution of our study
can be identified in terms of describing, validating, and empirically test-
ing age-diversity climate as a special form of the more general diversity
climate construct. This seems significant for at least two reasons. On
the one hand, there is a clear research trend to describe more specified
forms of climate (e.g., safety, justice, or cooperation climate) instead
of general work climates as these allow for more detailed insights into
climate-related forms of organizational behavior (Schneider et al., 2011).
On the other hand, given the ongoing demographic change in most indus-
trialized economies (Destatis, 2009; Tempest et al., 2002; U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2008), age diversity can be expected to become one of
the most relevant diversity categories in the very near future. Moreover,
as recent research shows, increasing levels of age diversity are far from
having just a positive influence on employees’ well-being and on firm
performance (e.g. Kearney & Gebert, 2009; Kunze et al., 2011, 2013;
Zenger & Lawrence, 1989). Consequently, both scholarly research on and
the practical promotion and nurturing of a distinct age-diversity climate
seem highly promising.

Our second contribution to the climate and HR literature concerns the
analysis of age-inclusive HR practices as a distinct driver of heightened
levels of age-diversity climate. Although scholars like Pugh et al. (2008)
and Avery and McKay (2010) mention that HR practices were repeatedly
proposed as potential sources of diversity climates, actual studies on this
relation are scarce. Most empirical research deals instead with individual
employees’ demographic characteristics, such as their gender or ethnicity
(e.g., Hicks-Clarke & Iles, 2000; Kossek & Zonia, 1993), or the demo-
graphic composition of the entire workforce (e.g., Kossek, Markel, &
McHugh, 2003; McKay & Avery, 2006; Pugh et al., 2008) as drivers for
organizational members’ diversity climate perceptions. Our study differs
significantly from this approach as it investigates the influence of actual
HR practices on age-diversity climate. For practitioners, this might pro-
vide the advantage of having a toolkit on hand to help effectively manage
an age-diverse workforce, as a supplement to focusing on recruiting is-
sues (with which they can change only the demographic composition of
their firm). In this regard, our study also contributes to the literature on
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age-related HR practices, which has mostly been descriptive to date and
has focused more on the configuration and dissemination than on the
performance consequences of such measures. In addition, existing scales
seem to have been exclusively focused on the productive engagement of
older employees. Although this is an important premise for the long-term
engagement of an aging workforce, it might not be enough for the sus-
tainable success of an age-diverse workforce. Therefore, we theoretically
developed, empirically validated, and practically tested a new measure
for an age-inclusive HR system. By providing empirical support for the
hypothesis that age-inclusive HR bundles are relevant for performance
and employee retention, this paper offers companies an even stronger mo-
tivation to actually install and foster such practices that enable an effective
collaboration of both younger and older employees in the workplace. By
doing so, we also followed a call by Lepak et al. (2006) and demonstrated
that specific HR systems might indeed relate to specific organizational
objectives, such as fostering positive diversity perceptions within firms.

Our third contribution to the climate literature relates to our two out-
come variables: firm performance and collective turnover intentions. As
described by McKay et al. (2009; Avery and McKay, 2010), there is a
dearth of quantitative studies that investigate the organizational-level per-
formance outcomes of diversity climate. Most of the existing studies have
either established the consequences of diversity climate on the group or
unit level. With our dataset that combines data from the corporate level of
analysis (with regard to age-inclusive HR practices and performance of 93
independent companies) with aggregated data collected at the individual
level of analysis (with regard to age-diversity climate and collective social
exchange perceptions of 14,260 employees nested in these firms), we were
able to test and affirm the positive relation between (age-)diverse work
climates and firm performance as well as the negative relation to collective
turnover intentions across companies, thereby supporting a “business case
for diversity” (Robinson & Dechant, 1997).

Our fourth and final contribution pertains to the linkage of the climate
and the HR literature. Our study corroborated prior findings implying a
mediating role of organizational climates in the HR practices–firm perfor-
mance link (e.g., Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Chuang & Liao, 2010; Takeuchi
et al., 2007). We built upon and extended these findings by introducing
age-diversity climate as a relevant mediator and thereby also better con-
nected the strategic HR and the diversity literature. Indeed, supported by
bootstrapping analyses, we even found a full mediation of age-diversity
climate and collective perceptions of social exchange in the age-inclusive
HR practices-firm performance relationship. We are, however, aware of
the fact that there might be additional potential mediators of this relation-
ship. As age-inclusive HR practices are developed to improve employees’
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skills, their motivation, and their opportunities to contribute, there might be
further mediating processes that explain the underlying HR-performance
relationship. For instance, investing in training and knowledge acquisition
for employees of all age groups might help the employees to develop a
better product innovation or customer service competency. Nevertheless,
we believe that (age-)diversity climate is an especially powerful mediator
as it reflects a workforce’s potential to work together effectively and to
include people irrespective of their demographic background—probably
one of the most important triggers of long-term firm success.

Practical Implications

Most corporate leaders in industrialized countries seem to have real-
ized that the demographic change with aging populations, low birth rates,
and large cohorts of future retirees will have tremendous implications for
their firms. HR managers, in particular, are increasingly aware of the fact
that they bear an immense responsibility to manage the challenges of the
ongoing demographic shift (e.g., lack of young professionals, aging of pro-
duction staff, increasing age-diversity of the workforce) in order to secure
the long-term productivity of their companies (Dychtwald et al., 2004;
Elliott, 1995; Kunisch, Boehm, & Boppel, 2011). Our study’s results may
support them in these endeavors.

First, practitioners should be aware of the fact that age-inclusive HR
practices are a promising tool in managing an aging workforce. As our
study has shown, potential elements of such age-inclusive HR bundles are
age-neutral recruiting policies, equal access to training for all age groups,
age-neutral career and promotion systems, initiatives to educate managers
about leading age-diversity in the workplace, as well as the promotion
of an age-inclusive corporate culture. Although these measures should
not be regarded as an exhaustive list, they provide practitioners with a
good starting point in order to effectively manage employees from all age
groups. Moreover, as our analyses indicate, the introduction of such age-
inclusive HR systems seems to be beneficial for all organizations and not
just for those characterized by a high average age or a high age diversity
of their workforce.

Second, HR managers as well as leadership personnel throughout the
firm should be conscious of the crucial role of a positive age-diversity
climate in translating (age-inclusive) HR measures into performance and
employee retention. Consequently, the fostering of high levels of a pro-
age-diverse climate seems very valuable. In addition to investing in HR
practices that affect the age-diversity climate, companies could also think
about influencing it in additional ways. In this regard, Pugh et al. (2008,
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p. 1427) have suggested “actively help[ing] their employees interpret
what they see by pointing to the policies, practices, and procedures that
contributed to creating and sustaining a diverse workforce.” In other
words, firms should not only install age-inclusive HR practices but also
actively speak about them, increase their employees’ awareness of them,
and ultimately make these practices a key component of their so-called
corporate DNA. By doing so, they should be able to promote even higher
levels of age-diversity climate, which in turn should positively and sus-
tainably impact their bottom line.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Although this study profits from numerous methodological strengths
(e.g., independent data sources for most study variables and a large
organizational-level dataset), there are several limitations that should be
noted when interpreting the study’s findings.

First, this was a cross-sectional design study in nature, which pre-
vents us from drawing final conclusions about causality. Although we
hope to have provided convincing theoretical arguments for the described
directions of influence, future studies should aim to overcome this limi-
tation by applying a longitudinal research design. This seems especially
relevant for study Hypothesis 1, which investigated the impact of age-
inclusive HR practices on age-diversity climate. It might be particularly
fruitful to study the introduction of age-inclusive HR practices at one
point in time and to measure the development (and potential change) in
members’ age-diversity perceptions at later points in time. In addition,
quasi-experimental research designs (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002)
in which participating organizations are randomly or post-hoc assigned
to treatments (i.e., the introduction of age-inclusive HR practices) might
allow a causal linkage to be established for the relationships observed in
our study.

A second limitation of our study concerns the generalizability of its
findings with regard to the cultural environment in which it was conducted.
Although our sample comprises 93 organizations, they were all German
small and medium-sized enterprises. As we know from existing research
on topics related to the aging workforce (e.g., Chiu, Chan, Snape, &
Redman, 2001), the cultural background in which an organization is op-
erating may influence the findings. Consequently, the specific German
setting might have had an effect on the perception of age-diversity cli-
mate, for example. Future studies might, therefore, want to replicate our
findings in other cultural settings, such as Asia or North America. More-
over, readers should keep in mind that our study only included small to
medium-sized firms with no firm having more than 5,000 employees. To
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include companies above that size might further improve the generaliz-
ability of the present findings.

Third, our measure of organizational performance was obtained from
key informants (i.e., the firms’ executive board members) and a perceptual
measure rather than a fully objective one. Although executive board mem-
bers can be regarded as a good source of information on performance and
the way to measure performance is a well-established one (Combs et al.,
2005; Delaney & Huselid, 1996; Kunze et al., 2011, 2013; Wall et al.,
2004), researchers should strive to collect additional financial data, such
as stock measures, to assess firm performance; however, due to the fact
that most companies in our sample were privately owned, nonlisted firms,
this was hardly possible for this study.

Beyond these limitations, our study offers several interesting directions
for future research. First, future studies might be interested in proposing
and testing additional mediators for the link between age-inclusive HR
practices and organizational performance. Discrimination, for instance,
might be a promising construct to examine because age-related discrimi-
natory behavior can be regarded as a severe threat to organizational per-
formance (Chiu et al., 2001; Duncan, Loretto, & White, 2000; Hassell &
Perrewe, 1993, 1995; Kunze et al., 2011, 2013; Palmore, 1999; Snape &
Redman, 2003). The 22,857 charges of age discrimination filed in the
United States in 2012 (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission,
2013) indicate the necessity for companies to consider how best to reduce
any perceptions of age discrimination in the workplace. Age-inclusive HR
practices and a positive age-diversity climate may be promising factors
to reduce age discrimination and to foster cooperation and organizational
performance (Boehm et al., in press).

Second, future research might consider additional antecedents and
boundary conditions that foster and shape members’ perceptions of age-
diversity climate and translate it into organizational performance and
employee retention. For example, leadership behavior was proposed as
an important determinant of diversity climate (Avery & McKay, 2010),
however, empirical work on this relationship is scarce. More specifically,
transformational leadership might be an especially promising leadership
style to foster perceptions of a pronounced age-diversity climate, given its
generally positive effect in organizational settings characterized by high
(age-)diversity (e.g., Kearney & Gebert, 2009; Kunze & Bruch, 2010;
Shin & Zhou, 2007). In addition, TMT attitudes, potential age stereotypes,
as well as top-level leadership behavior might be important antecedents
and moderators of the (age-)diversity climate–performance link (Gilbert
& Ivancevich, 2001; Wentling, 2004).

Third, scholars might find it worthwhile to build upon our findings and
to develop multilevel models of the emergence and effects of age-diversity
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climate (see e.g., Gonzalez & DeNisi, 2009). For example, it might
be interesting to investigate how a distinct age-diversity climate at
the organizational level of analysis translates into lower-level out-
comes, such as cooperation or cohesion climate (on the group level of
analysis) or individual job satisfaction or performance (on the individual
level of analysis). In sum, we hope that this study contributes to a better
understanding of the development and effects of age-diversity climate and
provides a sound basis for future studies investigating this theoretically
and practically relevant topic.
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APPENDIX

Age-Inclusive HR-Practices

(1 = very low intensity; 5 = very high intensity)

With how much intensity does your company . . .

1. offer age-neutral recruiting activities?
2. offer equal access to training and further education for all age

groups?
3. offer equal opportunities to be promoted, transferred, and to make

further career steps irrespective of one’s age?
4. offer training and education for managers on how to deal with an

age-diverse workforce and how to respond to the needs of different
age groups?

5. foster the promotion of an age-friendly organizational culture?
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Age-Diversity Climate

(1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)

1. Our company makes it easy for people from diverse age groups to
fit in and be accepted.

2. Where I work, employees are developed and advanced without
regard to the age of the individual.

3. Managers in our company demonstrate through their actions that
they want to hire and retain an age-diverse workforce.

4. I feel that my immediate manager/supervisor does a good job of
managing people with diverse backgrounds (in terms of age).

(based on Pugh SD, Dietz J, Brief AP, Wiley JW. [2008]. Looking inside
and out: The impact of employee and community demographic composi-
tion on organizational diversity climate. Journal of Applied Psychology,
93, 1422–1428).

Collective Perceptions of Social Exchange

(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)

1. The relationship between employees and our company continues
to evolve and develop.

2. Employees in our company have significant opportunities to take
on assignments that enhance their value.

3. Employees in our company don’t mind working hard today—they
know they will eventually be rewarded by our company.

4. Employees in our company try to look out for the best interest of
the company because they can rely on the company to take care
of them.

(based on Takeuchi R, Lepak DP, Wang H, Takeuchi, K. [2007]. An empir-
ical examination of the mechanisms mediating between high-performance
work systems and the performance of Japanese organizations. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 92, 1069–1083).

Company Performance

(1 = far below average; 7 = far above average)

Please assess the performance of your company compared to your
main competitors in the same industry since the beginning of this year on
the following dimensions:

Organizational performance

1. Company growth
2. Financial performance
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3. Return on assets

Operational performance

1. Employee productivity
2. Efficiency of business procedures

(based on Kunze F, Boehm SA, Bruch, H. [2011]. Age diversity,
age discrimination climate, and performance consequences—A cross-
organizational study. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 32, 264–290).

Collective Turnover Intentions

(1 = never; 5 = extremely often/always)

How often have you seriously considered quitting your job in the
last 6 months? (based on Côté S, Morgan L. [2002]. A longitudinal
analysis of the association between emotion regulation, job satisfac-
tion, and intentions to quit. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 23,
947–962).


