
 

"I'm not what you think I am": The Power of Threat and Challenge Responses to 
Negative Age-Based Meta-Stereotypes on Thriving at Work and Spillover Effect 
 
 
 
 
Sara Raquel Alves de Oliveira 
 
 
 
Master in Social and Organizational Psychology, 
 
 
 
Supervisor: 
Doctor Miriam Rosa, Integrated Researcher and Invited Auxiliary Professor, 
Iscte - Instituto Universitário de Lisboa, Cis_Iscte 
 
 
 
Co-Supervisor: 
Doctor Eduardo Oliveira, Auxiliary Professor, 
Faculty of Economics, University of Porto 
 
 
 
 
October, 2022 

 





 

 
 

  

 
Social and Organizational Psychology Department 
 
Faculty of Economics, Organization and Human Resources Section  
 
"I'm not what you think I am": The Power of Threat and Challenge Responses to 
Negative Age-Based Meta-Stereotypes on Thriving at Work and Spillover Effect 
 
 
 
 
Sara Raquel Alves de Oliveira 
 
 
 
Master in Social and Organizational Psychology, 
 
 
 
Supervisor: 
Doctor Miriam Rosa, Integrated Researcher and Invited Auxiliary Professor, 
Iscte - Instituto Universitário de Lisboa, Cis_Iscte 
 
 
 
Co-Supervisor: 
Doctor Eduardo Oliveira, Auxiliary Professor, 
Faculty of Economics, University of Porto 
 
 
 
 
October, 2022 



 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Para a Inês,  

A pessoa mais importante do (meu) mundo. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



iii 

 

Acknowledgement 

 

Aos meus. Mãe, Pai, Mana. 

Se eu fosse um avião, vocês eram as asas. 

Se eu fosse uma abelha, vocês eram a flor. 

Se eu fosse um comboio, vocês eram a linha. 

Se eu fosse uma casa, vocês eram a fundação. 

Se não fossem vocês, não era eu. 

 

À minha amiga e colega de trabalho. Marta Pinto. 

Foste o guarda-chuva nas tempestades académicas. 

Foste o raio de sol nos momentos mais cinzentos. 

Foste o elevador nos dias em baixo. 

Sem ti não era a mesma coisa. 

 

À minha orientadora e agora amiga. Miriam Rosa.  

Foste a águia-mãe que mesmo quando eu não piava, soube quando abrir as asas. 

Foste a luz que indicou o caminho. 

Obrigada pelas partilhas. Todas. 

 

Ao meu coorientador. Eduardo Oliveira.  

Foi um poço de conhecimento, do qual eu pude ir buscar água.  

 

Por último, mas certamente não menos importante. Obrigada a mim. 

Obrigada à Sara do presente, do passado e do futuro. 

Obrigada a todas as Saras que habitam em mim. 

Obrigada por seres como és e não teres desistido.  

 

 

 

 

 



iv 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

Abstract 

 

Age diversity in the workplace is no longer an option or an ethical duty, but necessary for the 

economic functioning of societies. However, age-based negative attitudes (ageism) persist, with 

important consequences. This research is composed of two studies with distinct but related 

objectives. Study 1 aimed to identify, in a Portuguese sample (N=123), which age-based 

stereotypes are most associated with each age group. A reluctance to attribute negative 

stereotypes to both younger and older people was observed. Study 2 aimed to assess work-

related consequences of ageism for the target, namely the relationship between the activation 

of age-based threat and challenge responses at work on thriving at work and negative spillover, 

through the longitudinal intensive daily diary methodology. Data were collected during seven 

workdays via participants' cellphones (N=44, 301 observations). Although no variation across 

time was found, hindering multilevel longitudinal analyses, a negative association between 

threat response and thriving at work was found, and a positive association with negative 

spillover. Additional analyses showcased value in considering thriving dimensions (learning 

and vitality) separately. Challenge was not a predictor of either thriving or spillover unlike 

expected. Although preliminary and limited, the findings of the study can serve as a guide for 

future studies, and for organizations to rethink the benefits of diversity and design more age-

inclusive processes. Overall, it aims to bring awareness to the topic of workplace ageism and 

its potential harmful effects both at work and outside. 

 

Keywords: Ageism, Age-Based Meta-Stereotypes, Reactions to Age-Based Meta-Stereotypes, 

Thriving at Work, Negative Spillover, Daily Diary Studies  
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Resumo 

 

A diversidade etária no trabalho já não é opcional ou um dever, mas necessária para o 

funcionamento económico das sociedades. No entanto, as atitudes negativas baseadas na idade 

(idadismo) persistem, com importantes consequências. Esta investigação é composta por dois 

estudos com objetivos distintos mas relacionados. O Estudo 1 visava identificar, numa amostra 

portuguesa (N=123), quais os estereótipos etários mais associados a cada grupo etário. 

Observou-se relutância em atribuir estereótipos negativos tanto a pessoas mais jovens como a 

mais velhas. O Estudo 2 visava avaliar consequências do idadismo para o alvo, nomeadamente 

a relação entre ativações de ameaça e de desafio, e o thriving no trabalho e spillover negativo, 

através de dados recolhidos diariamente via app. Os dados foram recolhidos durante sete dias 

de trabalho através dos telemóveis dos participantes (N=44, 301 observações). Embora não 

tenha existido variação ao longo do tempo, impedindo análises longitudinais, encontrou-se uma 

associação negativa entre ameaça e prosperidade, e uma associação negativa com o spillover. 

Análises adicionais salientaram mais-valia em separar as dimensões de thriving (aprendizagem 

e vitalidade). O desafio não foi um preditor de thriving ou spillover, ao contrário do esperado. 

Embora preliminares e limitadas, as conclusões do estudo podem servir de guia para estudos 

futuros, e para as organizações repensarem os benefícios da diversidade e conceberem 

processos mais inclusivos em termos etários. Globalmente, pretende sensibilizar para o tema 

do idadismo no trabalho e os seus potenciais efeitos nocivos, tanto no trabalho como fora dele. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

 

By 2020, the Portuguese population aging rate had increased 43.5% (PORDATA, 2021a). 

According to Statistics Portugal (Instituto Nacional de Estatística [INE], 2020) it is predicted 

that, by 2080, the working age population will decrease by 2.4 million people. Perhaps, for 

these reasons, population-aging was classified as the challenge for the 21st century and placed 

on the United Nations Organization 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (Papavasileiou, 

2017). In addition, even with the mortality associated to the COVID-19 pandemic, life 

expectancy has increased to 81.06 years old, a rise of approximately 2 months (INE, 2021). The 

youth are entering the labor market later, as they remain in the education system longer. For 

example, in 2015, 349.658 students were enrolled in higher education in Portugal, and this 

expectancy has been growing exponentially since then, with 433.217 students enrolled in the 

current year (PORDATA, 2022a). On the other hand, older workers have seen their permanence 

in the labor market prolonged (PORDATA, 2022b). This, however, saw a slightly, not 

impactful, decrease due to the mortality rate inflated by COVID-19 pandemic (Jornal de 

Negócios, 2022).   

For employers and other stakeholders to adapt to ongoing changes in the business world, 

organizations need to re-evaluate their policies and practices towards an age-diverse workforce. 

The success of organizations, and today's economic society, depends on the successful 

integration of multiple generations into the work context (Organization for Economic Co-

operation and Development [OCDE], 2020). Demographic ageing crisis is a problem that 

cannot be ignored and, therefore, it is important to know what conditions are necessary to 

integrate, maintain and make the different age groups cooperate in the work context. 

Due to the unstable post-pandemic economic situation and current war in Ukraine, 

intergenerational conflicts may be further inflated, since people may assume employment as a 

scarcer resource (North & Fiske, 2015). For example, in the need to lay off human resources, 

both the youngest workers struggle with fear of being laid off, not by a meritocratic logic, but 

by organizational seniority (i.e., more experience of the older workers). Such reasoning may 

contribute to explain why young population registers a higher unemployment rate. The disparity 

is remarkable, since in 2020 the unemployment rate for young people under 25 years old was 

22.6 %, while for adults between 55 and 64 years old it was 5.9% (PORDATA, 2021b). On the 
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other hand, older people struggle as they feel technologically disadvantaged especially in 

sectors in the wake of Industry 4.0 (Mariano et al., 2020; Shamim et al., 2016).  

Therefore, the present study intends to analyze the impact of ageistic workplaces on 

both professional and personal related matters (Thriving at Work and Spillover) by studying 

workers Reaction to Negative Age-Based Meta-Stereotypes.  

First, the notion of age is a social construct (Giles & Reid, 2005) and is, therefore, 

independent of biological age to some extent. As such, age groups are socially constructed, 

partitioning the continuum of objective age. A person (regardless of their biological age) will 

more or less identify with one of the socially defined age groups, thus classifying themselves 

as belonging to such a group (ingroup), and consequently singling out the groups to which they 

do not belong (outgroups). Secondly, the various age groups can be "afraid" of each other, 

because they assign their group and others with different characteristics, whether positive or 

negative. Such characteristics may stem from stereotypes associated with each age group 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1986).    

From the moment we use stereotypical characteristics in an excessive, justifiable, and 

generalized way, we incur in prejudice and/or discrimination. Ageism is a stereotypical bias, 

prejudiced, and may also be discriminative in the name of age. Despite not being a recent term 

(Butler, 1969), it is still understudied and under-disseminated in the media (Castro, 2015). 

Contrary to what was initially thought, ageism can take on multiple directions, and can affect 

individuals of any age and not only older people (Fowler & Gasiorek, 2020). As such, it is an 

insidious type of prejudice and discrimination that can affect everyone transversally, from the 

day we are born to the day we die (Castro, 2015).  

Finally, from the moment we are aware of the stereotypes associated with others, we 

also have a unique perception (more or less accurate with reality) of how we think others judge 

of us, the acclaimed meta-stereotypes. How do we deal with what we think others think of us? 

Stereotypes are shared beliefs (Bouazzaoui et al., 2016) and blatant discrimination is 

often fostered, driven and most severe when in a group (e.g., bullying) (Jones et al., 2017), but 

the way we react to negative meta-stereotypes is very unique, as it is an intra-individual process 

(Truxillo et al., 2015). The literature distinguishes two types of reactions to negative meta-

stereotypes: threat or challenge. The stereotype threat is characterized by the fear of conforming 

the meta-stereotype and the challenge reaction by the motivation not to conform the negative 

meta-stereotype (Finkelstein et al., 2015). 

Never in the history of mankind has there been such intergenerationally in the workplace 

(Simões & Gouveia, 2008), previously average life expectancy was lower (INE, 2021) and 
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although children started working at an early age, they were seen as "mini adults" (Ilias & Akter, 

2017). In this sense, it is important to recognize the benefits of age diversity and inclusion, as 

well as learn how to take advantage of it. Intergenerational tensions can be inflated by work 

environments with ageist beliefs that will consequently intensify negative age-based meta-

stereotypes (Finkelstein et al., 2015). Although meta-stereotypes are based on an individual's 

awareness of the stereotypes associated with their belonging group(s), meta-stereotypes may 

not reflect reality (Finkelstein et al., 2012). From this assumption, it is important to know the 

impacts that reaction to negative age-based meta-stereotypes (Threat or Challenge) has in our 

lives. 

Work has various meanings, as well as a greater centrality in people's lives and identity. 

It is notably a space for social contacts, where recognition and self-realization are paramount 

(Vendramin & Valenduc, 2014). The feeling of thriving at work may be one of the factors that 

ensure this recognition and self-realization, since it promotes a sense of learning and vitality 

(Kleine et al., 2019) promoting innovative capacity, proactivity, and better performance (Prem 

et al., 2017). It was, thus, chosen as a key outcome of well-being – or lack thereof – related to 

consequences of meta-stereotypes. 

Also, for the reason of high identification with work (Vendramin & Valenduc, 2014), it 

is important to understand whether workers are able to separate negative events or activations 

of negative age-based meta-stereotypes occurring at work from the family sphere. The negative 

spillover effect to family life is characterized by the overflow of negative emotions and 

maladjusted behaviors into the family context, consequently disrupting the work-life balance 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2013). The confinement resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic 

brought this discussion to the fore, since remote workers reported greater difficulty in 

"separating" work from personal life since workers were unable to disconnect from work, thus 

disinvesting in the family sphere (e.g., little quality time with family and friends) (Público, 

2020; Sábado, 2021).      

Finkelstein and collaborators (2015) developed an Age Meta-Stereotype Activation 

Model, where the authors suggest age meta-stereotyping activation as an event, since its 

activation is a triggered state (contrary to a fixed trait). One’s reactions (threat or challenge) 

arises from that activation. So, the authors suggest future researchers to do an experience 

sampling methodology to capture meta-stereotyping as an event, rather than evocating 

retrospective memory that is recall bias susceptible.  

The EURAGE (European Research Group on Attitudes to Age) international research 

group who are specialized in ageism, propose a multi-level approach of this topic. The authors 
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propose that ageism is structured from the outside to the inside. Ageistic stereotypes are shared 

beliefs from one’s society and culture and are passed on and on since a young age. Therefore, 

contextual variables (e.g., economic, and political systems) shouldn’t be ignored since they 

shape people’s beliefs on age and aging. So, the researchers propose a Multilevel Model to 

structure the data, where individuals (level 1) are nested within societies (level 2), stating that 

observations at level 1 are clustered within level 2 (Vauclair et al., 2014).  

These examples show us the importance of treating different variables with different 

methodologies. As such, state variables (i.e., dynamic, and volatile) should be measured over 

time with experience sample methodologies to capture slightly variances within-person across 

time (Beal, 2015; Kalokerinos, 2020). In order to do this, multilevel methodologies should be 

considered since the variables are clustered in one another. Inspired by these two researches 

above, we propose a model contemplating the Reactions to Negative Age-based Meta-

stereotypes (Threat and Challenge), since they arise from the age-based meta-stereotype 

activation (i.e., an event) theat and challenge will be measured through items that indirectly 

evocate emotional states as for example “Hoje fiquei preocupado(a) (…)” [Today I was worried 

(…)] and “Hoje andei motivado(a)”  [Today I was motivated (…)]. As dependent variables, 

Thriving at Work and Negative Spillover Effect were contemplated since they complement 

each other by assuming bidirectionality between work-family (Bakker & Demerouti, 2013; 

Brofenbrenner, 1977), but also, Spillover is considered a very unstable variable over time, 

resulting from emotional states (Wood & Michaelides, 2016).  

 

1.1. Objectives  

In line with stated above, this Master’s Dissertation intents, by resorting to a quantitative 

analysis through the intensive longitudinal daily diary research methodology, answer the 

following question:  

 How do different reactions to the activation of the negative age-based meta-stereotype 

(Threat or Challenge) impact Thriving at Work and Negative Spillover Effect?  

As it is assumed by the conceptual model, by having in mind a short-term period of seven 

days, the reaction (Threat or Challenge) to the activation of the age-based negative meta-

stereotype will impact differently on the Thriving at Work and Spillover effect.  
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Figure 1.1 – Conceptual Model 

 

The present research brings a methodological approach still novel in the study these 

constructs, since most studies in the area are conducted in artificial and controlled environments 

(i.e., laboratory) being few those that were conducted in loco, in this case, in organizational 

environments or, at least, in more ecologically valid ones (Kalokerinos et al., 2014; Posthuma 

& Campion, 2009). 

By way of this masters’ dissertation, we seek to find answers that inform employers on how 

to better understand and deal with age diversity, clarifying the role that negative age meta-

stereotypes can cause. Above all, this research aims to draw attention and allow reflection on 

the importance of inclusive policies in organizations, and, in general, across all fields and 

ramifications of our society.     

This Master’s Dissertation is divided into five parts. The present chapter introduced the 

topic doing a state to the problem, the second chapter reviews the literature, identifies the 

variables to be studied and tested, and elaborates the hypotheses aimed at filling the gaps found 

in the literature. In the following chapters, the third and fourth, the analysis of the data collected 

is carried out and the theoretical and practical implications are discussed. Finally, reference is 

made to the main conclusions and limitations of this research, as well as some suggestions for 

future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

 

2.1. Diversity 

Globalization is a phenomenon of integration, interconnection, and even economic, social, 

cultural, and political interdependence of world societies. Many experts believe that 

globalization has been going on since the dawn of human existence; however, in general, this 

phenomenon was accentuated in the 19th century with industrialization, the development of 

railways, televisions, the telegraph, the post office and newspapers, among others (Kim & 

Bhawuk, 2008). The speed of globalization has been increasingly accentuated with 

technological development, and despite its benefits (e.g., creation of the European Union), 

problems have also emerged, namely: how do you deal with the largest mass of individual and 

cultural diversity that ever existed? (Kim & Bhawuk, 2008). 

Today, there is a fully interdependent global economy, and with it has also come greater 

competitiveness. The market is tight, and you have to know how to move in it. In this sense, 

organizations have been changing strategically, adapting to new trends such as the successful 

inclusion of workers of different age groups, the integration of ethnic minorities, the adoption 

of gender equality policies, among others, understanding their benefits for the workplace 

(Roberson, 2013). 

Like the chicken and egg paradox, culture and individuality seem to go around in circles, 

but which comes first? Does culture make us who we are and, therefore, our individual 

differences? Or is it people, and their individual differences, that make a culture? Some authors 

(McCrae, 2000) consider that culture comes before the self, and therefore, individual 

differences can be reduced to cultural ones. On the other hand, others (Shweder, 1973) argue 

that culture is conceptually different from the individual characteristics of the individuals that 

make up those cultures.  

Thus, individual diversity has to do with characteristics, whether visible or not, inherent 

to the individual (e.g., sex, gender, age, sexual orientation, skin color, among others) which, 

although they may be related to culture, as may be the case with religion, can also be more or 

less independent from it (Urick, 2017). 

Diversity that can be perceived with the “naked eye”, described in the literature as 

superficial-level diversity, is, therefore, more likely to drive prejudice, stereotyping and 

discrimination, especially if these characteristics circumvent normativity. Diversity, if poorly 
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managed in the work context, can lead to absenteeism, turnover intention, conflicts and affect 

the organizational commitment of workers targeted by “naked eye” diversity (Jehn et al., 1999). 

Deep-level diversity is not directly observable and has to do with differences in 

attitudes, beliefs, and values (Harrison et al., 1998, cit in Lambert & Bell, 2013) arising from 

the unique life experience of each human being, always obviously influenced by the social, 

cultural, and economic context in which individuals are inserted. They are also considered 

personality traits by some authors (Martins & Milliken, 1996). 

The literature suggests that a work context with a diversified human capital – both in 

deep and superficial level diversity – is beneficial, as it encourages creativity and the ability to 

innovate (Østergaard et al., 2011). Currently, many organizations are investing in training and 

skills development in this area. Not only do organizations see the commitment to diversity as a 

long-term investment, but also, with work expatriations becoming increasingly common and 

necessary – due to globalization – they want them to be successful. 

Human Resource Management trends, in line with market needs, have changed 

dramatically over the years. In the 70s and 80s, the trend was to retire earlier in order to make 

room for the younger ones, but this is impossible nowadays due to demographic aging (Naegele 

et al., 2017). In addition to this reason, today the maxim is to invest on diversity, because an 

older worker cannot be replaced by a younger one, nor vice versa. Each one adds a unique value 

due to their age difference, which will be reflected in different contributions (Kalwij et al., 

2010). 

It is possible to derive better benefits and results from a heterogeneous team, especially 

if under an inclusive leadership and work context. This is because the mere existence of 

diversity is not self-sufficient in creating beneficial results and innovation. In fact, if not well 

managed, it can even be harmful. Inclusion at work is defined by the existence of equal 

opportunities for participation, as well as encouraging participation of all members (Shore et 

al., 2018). As Vernā Myers (2015),  a recognized diversity activist advocates “Diversity is being 

invited to the party; inclusion is being asked to dance”.   

According to the Contact Hypothesis advocated by Allport (1954), the most effective 

way to ensure that differences are well managed, as it reduces prejudice and allows the 

acquisition of competences in diversity, is through interpersonal contact between groups. This 

effectiveness is enhanced if the groups are under four conditions, which are 1) cooperating 

interdependently (e.g., at a task at work) 2) to achieve a common goal, 3) having the support of 

institutional authorities (e.g., from the organization, Human Resources policies etc.) more 

specifically, organizations must encourage positive contact and sanction pejorative contact. 
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Finally, 4) the contact must be from “equal to equal”, that is, it may not have the same effect if 

it acts on a subordinative-superordinate combo of very distant hierarchical positions (e.g., 

collaborator-manager). In fact, it may have the opposite effect and enhance prejudice since it 

can trigger threat feelings from disadvantage position member (Paluck et al., 2019). 

 

2.2. Age Conceptualization in Organizations 

The concept of age has been changing throughout human existence. Being “old” in the Middle 

Ages is very different from being “old” today. This demonstrates that aging is much more than 

a biological constant. 

 Currently, the present paradigm, regarding this theme, was established by the capitalist 

perspective, where work is the central focus from which all ramifications of society emerge, 

even the basic values by which it is governed. Thus, age thresholds – being “too young” or “too 

old” – were demarcated by the age considered to be the most productive for working – the 

‘working age’ (Kohli, 1988). 

While it is popularly said that “age is just a number”, age has been formulated as a 

multidimensional construct. Looking at age only from a chronological perspective is no longer 

enough (Settersten & Mayer, 1997) because age, more than a number, is a social construct with 

meanings associated by culture (Burr & Dick, 2017). 

For the work context, the literature (Sterns & Doverspike, 1989) already exposed 

different conceptualizations of age, namely: 1) Chronological Age: Biological age resulting 

from the years lived; 2) Functional Age: Age reflected in performance, resulting from motor 

and cognitive abilities; 3) Psychosocial Age: Age reflected in self-image and social perception 

of age, where both have a bidirectional relationship; 4) Organizational Age: Age influenced by 

the age conceptualizations implicit to the employer, which are usually based on years of service, 

career evolution, obsolescence of skills, among other factors; 5) Lifetime Age: Age referring to 

changes, normatively associated with a life stage (see also De Lange et al., 2006).  
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 Note. Adapted from De Lange et al. (2006) 

 Figure 2.1 – Aging Conceptualization 

 

The concept of age is also linked to the idea of generation, and in a period where 

intergenerational differences are more evident than ever (for example, in technological matters) 

(Simões & Gouveia, 2009), and it is inevitable that these will come together in the context of 

work, it is important to understand this concept. Generations are nothing more than the human 

need to group, categorize, stereotype in order to explain and more quickly predict behaviors. In 

this sense, generations are a way of categorizing and perceiving the social structure and are 

defined by the year of birth of an individual that occurs in a specific historical time and space, 

which is representative of social, political, economic, and technological criteria experienced in 

the early years of life and that will be decisive for his constitution as an adult (Mannheim, 

1952). 

Like organizational age prospects, what can be considered older in one industry can be 

considered young in another, as age is a construct dependent on contextual factors, one of which 

is the type of industry or sector (Segers et al., 2014). However, there is a proposed and so-called 

universal generational classification formed by Baby Boomers (1946-1963); Generation X 

(1964-1980); Generation Y or Millennials (1981-2001) and Generation Z (2002-forward). 

However, Papavasileiou (2017) considered, considering the Portuguese historical and political 

context, the following generations: 1) Estado Novo Generation (1947-1968); 2) Carnations 

Generation (1969-1986); 3) Europeanized Generation (1987-2002). 

In work contexts increasingly advocated by these three generations, it is believed that 

such discrepancies can result in conflicts, even more, if inflated by a work environment 

characterized by ageist beliefs (Finkelstein et al., 2015). North and Fiske (2015) also mentioned 
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the potential increase in intergenerational conflicts in situations of economic crisis, since having 

or not having a job puts individuals in competition mode. Still dealing with the consequences 

from both 2008 and 2012 economic crisis, younger workers report having difficulty accessing 

the labor market, and older ones leaving due to the increase in the retirement age (Bidwell et 

al., 2013). 

Although having a certain age or belonging to a certain generation can partially explain 

an individual attitude and behavior proclivity, the truth is that it does not fully explain it. Some 

studies have already shown that, contrary to popular belief, generational differences are more 

imposed than real (Lester et al., 2012). In fact, according to the Theory of Social Identity (Tajfel 

& Turner, 1986), it is known that by being aware of the generational classification, the 

individual will tend to identify with the ingroup (their generation) rather than the outgroup 

(other generations), and, therefore, will find ways to classify other generations as more different 

(Ramos & Sousa, 2017).  

 

2.3. Stereotypes and Meta-Stereotypes 

A stereotype is a shared belief about a particular group, usually a generalised idea sometimes 

drawn from normative information, other times based on misconceptions about that particular 

group (Stangor & Lange, 1994). We end up, in this attempt to categorise and simplify others 

(Hamilton, 1979), to fall into the creation and/or maintenance of stereotypes. We then develop 

a belief that is very far from being proven, that all people who are part of a category are the 

same, have the same characteristics. This belief is what turns a categorisation into a stereotype. 

Stereotypes have a cultural origin, it is a socially shared function of justifying attitudes and 

prejudices (Posthuma & Guerrero, 2013). Although stereotypes are inherent to human nature, 

and are useful for making decisions and predicting behaviour, they can also be related to 

prejudice and discrimination. Indeed, stereotypes (cognitive aspect), prejudice (affective 

aspect) and discrimination (behavior) are parts of the same chain. (Stangor & Lange, 1994). 

 Individuals are not permeable to stereotypes, even when they do not agree with them or 

try to retract or deny their impacts, they all possess a degree, greater or lesser, of awareness of 

stereotypes (Finkelstein et al., 2015). Existing awareness about stereotypes concerning their 

ingroup(s), the individual expects to be stereotypically evaluated based on these stereotypes. 

Consequently, this belief leads individuals to imagine how others perceive them, considering 

what they think others think of them (Finkelstein et al., 2013). 
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Therefore, a meta-stereotype is characterized by the very particular and subjective 

beliefs that an individual belonging to a group - usually negatively stereotyped - thinks others 

hold about their own group, and consequently about themselves (Mikilon et al., 2016). The 

activation of meta-stereotypes can positively or negatively affect the person who holds it, and, 

consequently, the relationships established with the person or group implicated (Vorauer et al., 

2000), regardless of the reaction to the activation of the meta-stereotype.  

 

2.4. Ageism 

It was first defined by Robert Butler in 1969 as “the prejudice of one age group in relation to 

other age groups” (Butler, 1969, p. 243). Later, Butler (1980) reformulated the concept as 

“systematic stereotyping and discrimination against older people, such as racism and sexism 

based on skin colour and gender”. Although in the first instance ageism was described as 

unidirectional, today it is categorized as multidirectional, since it can be for or against any age. 

It was also initially conceptualized as a unidimensional concept although, later, Butler 

restructured its definition and assigned cognitive and behavioral components to it, in addition 

to the already contemplated 'affective component' which is based on prejudice. 

 Today, the literature defines ageism as a set of stereotypes (cognitive component), 

prejudices (affective component) and discrimination (behavioral component) against or in favor 

of an individual or group due to their age (Ayalon & Tesch-Römer, 2017). The cognitive 

component concerns the set of ideas, information, and beliefs about a particular social object; 

the affective to the evaluative process from which more positive or negative feelings arise and 

the behavioral to the intention to act in a certain way towards the social object (Branch et al., 

2005). 

Ageism can manifest itself in a negative or positive way. The Stereotype Content Model 

(Fiske et al., 2002) advocates stereotypes as bi-dimensional in the 'Sociability-Competence' 

spectrum, where being positively evaluated in one does not invalidate being negatively 

evaluated in the opposite. Within this binomial, competition and status act as positioners within 

the stereotype spectrum. Which means, in the specific case of groups targeted with ambivalent 

stereotypes, high levels of perceived competition are reflected in low levels of sociability and 

vice versa, and competence is judged by perceived status, indicating that individuals with high 

levels of status are perceived as more competent and vice versa (Fiske et al. al., 2002). In this 

way, the theory states four quadrants that differ in terms of feelings towards the ingroup and 
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outgroup(s). For example, high sociability and low competence, very commonly associated 

with the older adults, arouse paternalistic feelings such as pity and sympathy (Fiske et al., 2002). 

This theory came to demonstrate that, contrary to what Allport and collaborators (1954) 

initially thought, it is not only negative stereotypes that have an impact on antipathy towards a 

group. Also, as with racism and sexism, ageism can take a benevolent or hostile form. Hostile 

ageism, as the name suggests, is more blatant and, therefore, more easily detected. In its content, 

it assumes a blatantly negative form and is highly disapproved nowadays (Martin & North, 

2022). Just as racism and sexism "evolved" taking other forms to meet historical and societal 

changes, ageism went through the same process taking subtle (more acceptable) forms, which, 

although apparently positive, still derive from ageist attitudes. Thus, benevolent ageism is often 

not perceived as negative, but rather as an act of respect or attention, especially when dealing 

with older people (Cherry & Palmore, 2008). For example, thinking “older adults should be 

protected” or “insisting an older adult take the seat you have offered, even after they have 

refused” (Cary et al., 2016) although it’s an apparently positive gesture, have equally negative 

consequences, as it is directly associated with hostile ageism allowing its perpetuation (Cary et 

al., 2016).  Also, in the same logic, contrarily to what expected, positive meta-stereotypes can 

also be harmful once they transmit a desirable behavior leaving the target with fear of not 

achieving such high standards, so, there is a chance positive meta-stereotypes can provoke 

stereotype threat as well (Finkelstein et al. 2015).     

As Social Psychology explains, attitudes influence behaviors, and therefore, from ageist 

attitudes to discriminatory behaviors is only a very thin limit. The behavioral intention, included 

in the attitudes, can often not be brazen, and therefore, hide it’s ageistic content. For example, 

assigning only basic tasks may come from the idea that the young person is not capable 

(Redman & Snape, 2006). 

Age is one of the essential characteristics for primary categorization, together with sex 

and race (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990), however, ageism is the one that transversally everyone can 

experience (Cruikshank, 2009), even thus, it is the least talked about, even in the media, because 

it is considered less burdensome and frequent, due to the benevolent forms it can take (Tse et 

al., 2010). Nevertheless, ageism is a complex construct that compels cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral issues, of an explicit and implicit nature, with positive or negative impacts and that 

can be evidenced at the micro, meso and macro levels (Iversen et al., 2009). Due to its scope, 

ageism has been increasingly in the sights of national, European, and international institutions 

which integrate projects and launch campaigns against ageism (Jornal de Notícias, 2021; World 

Health Organization [WHO], 2021). An important focus on prevention and intervention is 
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assumed by these institutions not only because of its transversality, that is, literally everyone 

can suffer from ageism, but also due to the negative social consequences and for the well-being 

of individuals, which can compromise the permanence of these individuals in working age. 

 

2.5. Young, Middle Age and Older Adults 

With average life expectancy increasing substantially, the very conceptualization of age and the 

perspective of “new” and “old” is constantly changing (Burr, 2015). In the medieval time, an 

individual aged 40 could be reaching the end of his/her life, while currently, “65 is the new 50” 

(Rose, 2010). But also, the very perspective of “new” or “old” depends on the evaluator who 

makes the judgement, as demonstrated by the study by Davidovic and collaborators (2007), 

where children, between 10 and 16 years old, considered that an “old man” was between 36 and 

80 years old (M = 63). Nurses, aged between 20 and 47 years old, considered it to be between 

50 and 75 years old (M = 60). Inherent in the evaluator's judgment is also their own relationship 

with age (i.e., identification with his chronological age) which is therefore influenced by 

multiple factors impregnated by culture. 

 As discussed above, the conceptualization of age can be complicated due to its 

multidimensionality and context dependence. For this reason, in order to carry out this research, 

participant’s biological age variable was treated as a continuous one, since participants might 

be negatively impacted by putting them within an age range if they do not categorize themselves 

and/or identify within that age range (Levy & Macdonald, 2016).  

 

2.6. Ageism Against and In Favor of Younger Workers  

Ageism against or in favor of young people is still neglected, little talked about and very little 

studied when compared to ageism towards the older adults. Also, regarding the work context, 

the picture is the same, and this is reflected in the current inclusion policies, which only apply 

to workers from middle age onwards (Gargouri & Guaman, 2017). 

 Such inclusion policies, although extremely important, end up reinforcing 

discrimination in other ways, subtly inciting reverse ageism (Gargouri & Guaman, 2017). 

Reverse ageism, like reverse racism and sexism, describes prejudice or discrimination against 

members of a majority group in favor of members of a disadvantaged minority. It can be done, 

for example, through measures described as positive discrimination (e.g., affirmative action 

measures such as quotas). Basically, it is about the awareness of the inequality between groups 

which is tried to be filled by the praise of the minority group and despising the majority in order 
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to balance the inequalities between the groups. It turns out that “the other side of the coin” does 

not resolve the crux of the issue and may further incite inequalities and rivalries between groups 

(Labini & Zapperi, 2007; Raymer et al., 2017). It is theorized that, since the older population 

was the first to be considered in ageism studies, it is suggested that this population is the most 

negatively affected, but in the work context, young people report a greater perception of age 

discrimination than older workers (Marchiondo et al., 2016). 

Young people have faced the consequences of ageism not only in terms of access to the 

labor market, since – especially for their first job – inferior working conditions are offered 

(Carmo et al., 2014), as well as unpaid internships (Lawton & Potter, 2010). But they also have 

greater difficulty in keeping their jobs compared to older workers, since in case of need for 

dismissal, they will usually be the first affected in a logic not of meritocracy, but of 

organizational seniority (O'Dempsey & Beale, 2011 cit in Blackham, 2019). 

 Even in a work context, young people can continue to experience the negative effects 

of ageism through peers, generating negative experiences at work caused by discriminatory 

behaviors, which can be hostile or benevolent (Roberts et al., 2004). Although the general 

impression is that this population does not suffer stereotypically, Finkelstein and colleagues 

(2013), report that, targeting this age group, only 48% of stereotypes are positive. Conversely, 

young, and middle-aged people attributed a total of 73% of positive stereotypes to older people, 

and young and older people attributed a total of 85% to middle-age people Therefore, in contrast 

to what is commonly believed, young people experience high levels of discrimination at work 

(Marchiondo et al., 2016) because they are globally seen as unfit for the world of work for not 

having the skills considered “professional” (Raymer et al., 2017). This tendency increases if 

they are in hierarchical positions with greater responsibility (e.g., leadership, security forces) 

(Collins et al., 2009; Redman & Snape, 2006).  

 Reverse ageism is a vicious circle. Although belonging to a generation comprises 

positive and negative aspects, group members will have a tendency to favor their ingroup and 

negatively evaluate those in the outgroup, since negative information is more prevalent in 

memory than positive (Arango-Kure et al., 2014). In this case, young people, when they 

perceive this negative appraisal about themselves, through the activation of meta-stereotypes, 

or, when they feel it, through discrimination, will prescribe these stereotypes, and consequently 

will validate the beliefs arising from reverse ageism, leading the older adults to enter a cycle of 

self-confirming prophecies, further solidifying their ageist beliefs (Raymer et al., 2017). Human 

beings seek to confirm what they already believe, therefore, everything that can go against what 

we believe has much more weight and captures our attention more quickly. Another side of this 
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confirmation bias is to discredit information that does not meet our expectations. Thus, the self-

confirming prophecy is nothing more than a bias of maintenance of previous beliefs (Voss et 

al., 2017).  

The stereotypes used to describe young people are mostly negative. Some of the most 

mentioned are “inexperienced”, “lazy”, “unmotivated”, “immature”, among others (Finkelstein 

et al., 2013). Specifically, regarding the professional scope, young workers are seen as 

individualistic, impulsive, and less committed to work when compared to older workers 

(Raymer et al., 2017). However, empirical data has debunked these stereotypes, demonstrating 

that the productivity and performance levels of younger workers are equivalent to those of older 

workers (Sturman, 2003) as well as their levels of commitment (Raymer et al., 2017). 

 It was to be expected that, in modern societies, the older workers would be the most 

discriminated in the professional context, since the modernization of work and the acceleration 

of the market imposed by capitalism reinforces the deterioration associated with aging (Kohli, 

1988). However, despite the existence of some positive stereotypes associated with young 

people (i.e., “energetic”, “enthusiastic” and “tech-savvy”) (Finkelstein et al., 2013), being in 

line with the need that this modernization and streamlining impose, curiously what is observed 

is the opposite effect, i.e., the work domain is where youth reports being the most discriminated 

(Vauclair et al., 2015).  

A very interesting project, entitled Age at Work, focuses on prescriptive stereotypes 

(i.e., “should-based” expectations about groups based on their age). Nevertheless, descriptive 

stereotypes were also gathered. The project reveals which descriptive stereotypes are most 

associated with young Portuguese in the work context (Project, n.d.). The word cloud (Figure 

2.2.) from the project demonstrates that the most mentioned stereotypes were “creative”, 

“inexperience”, “precarious”, “ambition”, “dynamic” and “energetic”. The stereotypes are in 

line with the US scenario also described by the project and by some authors (Finkelstein et al., 

2013), although the Portuguese scenario presents, at first sight, more positive stereotypes than 

the United States of America (USA) context (Age at Work Project, n.d.). Projects of this nature 

are very important not only because they expand studies of ageism to young people, as well as 

to the Portuguese context, but also because descriptive stereotypes are the main predictors of 

meta-stereotypes (Vorauer et al., 1998). The more we know about stereotypes the more we 

might know about meta-stereotypes. 
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Note. Adapted from Schmitz et al. (2021) 

Figure 2.2 – Descriptive Stereotypes about Younger Workers (Portugal) 

 

2.7. Ageism Against and In Favor of Middle-Age Workers  

Regarding this age group, there is a lack of studies on ageism (Kite et al., 2005). From the 

existing studies, some support the target position of this group in relation to this type of 

discrimination (Bratt et al., 2020; Nelson, 2005), but most refute this position (Calasanti, 2016; 

Garstka et al., 2005; Gullette, 1998). Most studies explain that being in middle age is a favorable 

position, as they are in the “middle” not fitting in as either the “younger” or “older”, middle-

aged individuals can benefit from a status of corporate power. 

 This issue is explained to us by the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) which 

reinforces the need of humans for the feeling of belonging with the ultimate goal of group 

identification, realizing it through three mental processes ordered consequently (stages). The 

first, called categorization, to which stereotypes are related, is characterized by the act of 

grouping individuals into a category in order to more easily identify them and predict their 

behavior. Second, social identification, which has to do with the emotional meaning of 

belonging to a group. The greater the identification with the groups to which we belong, 

consequently, there is a tendency to normalize and adopt their behaviors, unconsciously 

conforming to what we think of “student” or “woman” is, for example. Finally, the social 
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comparison stems from the comparison of the ingroup, the one to which we belong, with the 

outgroup(s). At this stage, one enters directly or indirectly into dispute, since each individual 

tends to compete for the ingroup, in order to maintain or increase their status and power. This 

stems from intergroup comparisons, where, from an evaluative perspective, one group positions 

itself in relation to another (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Taking into account the Theory’s 

assumptions, one can describe the middle-age age group as having a higher group status 

compared to the younger and older ones (Garstka et al., 2004), which is due to the respect and 

influence they have in the social environment (Youmans, 1971), prestige (Feinman & Coon, 

1983) and wealth (Cameron, 1970). For this reason, this age group struggles to maintain its high 

status, while the rest of the age groups struggle to improve it (Garstka et al., 2005). 

Since middle-aged individuals are aware of their privilege in relation to younger and 

older individuals, and vice versa, and, as such, have less activation of ageist meta-stereotypes, 

they are less likely to claim that they are experiencing age discrimination, since they do not 

relate actions, microaggressions, behaviors, verbal expressions, etc. of others to the fact that 

they are the age they are (Glover & Branine, 1997). However, as this age group is in a favorable 

position in relation to the others, their reaction to the behavior of others towards themselves 

will depend on whether they interpret it as support or an affront to their status (Tajfel & Turner, 

1986), and the age discrimination reported by this age group may depended on this same factor. 

This reaction can be potentiated by intrapersonal factors, such as identification with 

chronological age. Thus, when interpreted as a threat, this group reacts defensively, justifying 

its group status attributing the advantages to personal skills (Branscombe & Miron, 2004). This 

type of reaction can be explained by the fundamental attribution error that explains the biased 

tendency to explain positive or negative outcomes by placing the locus of control internally or 

externally in a positive or negative way (Tetlock, 1985). In this case, the middle-aged workers 

may place a positive effect of their personal characteristics (internal locus of control) to justify 

their status. 

As there is currently an aversion to aging (Butler, 1969), middle-age individuals may 

try to deny advancing age (Nelson, 2000; Neugarten, 1974), in this way there may be an 

increased resistance to associating a particular experience as discriminatory because of age, as 

they may not identify psychologically with their chronological age. However, the exact 

opposite can happen, and the fear of aging can activate ageist meta-stereotypes, which leads to 

the fact that, in these cases, middle-age adults may report feeling ageist discrimination (Logan 

et al., 2016). 
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The social pressure to prevent aging is happening at an earlier age, as can be seen, for 

example, in the advertisements for anti-aging creams that are currently targeted for the 

Millennials and Generation Z age group (Levy & Macdonald, 2016). Thus, middle-age adults 

who visually appear to be older, middle-age adults transitioning to an older age (Sabik, 2015), 

or even very subjective issues such as one's self-esteem - greatly affected in women of this age 

group age, who suffer, compared to men, very strong aesthetic pressures associated with beauty 

standards (Antonucci et al., 2010; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997) - can have an impact on the 

activation of age meta-stereotypes, and consequently on the experience of middle-age 

individuals in terms of ageism. It is concluded that, more than in other age groups, in this age 

group the spectrum of reactions to ageism is vast and very dependent on intrapersonal issues. 

Studies (Glover & Banine, 1997) reinforce that the content of ageism is usually in the 

form of social pressure to reach certain standards associated with the idea of age throughout 

life (De Lange et al., 2006), and that, when not reached, constitute a "flaw" in the individual's 

life history. According to Finkelstein and collaborators (2013), middle-aged adults were more 

strongly categorized as “experienced” and “family-oriented”, and these stereotypes already 

demonstrate the association of the idea that being a middle-age adult means constituting family. 

Experts continue to reinforce the need for more studies on ageism covering all age 

groups (Gee et al., 2007; Giles & Reid, 2005), not least because conceptions of age are 

constantly changing. A major disruption is looming in terms of the restructuring of nursing 

homes and day centers that will have to exist to accompany the changes in the generational 

transition, such as, for example, the transition from an illiterate older adult population to a more 

academically educated one or the transition from a population with no technological skills at 

all to one already quite literate in this area, among others (União das Misericórdias Portuguesas, 

2021) .  

 

2.8. Ageism Against and In Favor of Older Workers 

Primarily, the study of ageism was concerned with its (negative) tendency towards older 

individuals (Butler, 1969). More essentially, the existing studies focus on the ageist attitudes 

and behaviors of the youngest towards the older adults (Minichiello et al., 2000).  

Since the 1990s, the need to keep workers in the labor market has increased due to the 

ageing population, have begun to be implemented policies to extend working lives (Phillipson, 

2013) and, consequently, to promote active ageing (Mann, 2007).  This leads to the fact that, 

today, this is the most studied type of ageism and where there are more prevention and 

intervention policies in various contexts.  
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In general, older workers tend to be pushed aside in the workplace as the workforce is 

renewed (Maule et al., 1996). The premises for such logic struggle with their replacement in 

the workplace as they come to feel like a burden, perceived by the employer as too costly, 

inflexible, difficult to change and learn (Imel, 1996). Ageism against older people has become 

more pronounced over the decades due to technological changes (Cutler, 2005). This type of 

ageism, especially towards older adults close to retirement age, as they get older becomes 

increasingly benevolent, and therefore more socially acceptable because it is more subtle. This 

happens, due to the belief that they become almost imputable, unable to make their own 

decisions triggering paternalistic feelings (Finkelstein et al., 2015). In some studies, 

interviewees reported feeling "(...) being seen as less human" (Minichiello et al., 2000).  

Ageing anxiety is present in all age groups, even in younger people (Bousfield & 

Hutchison, 2010), because all individuals are aware of the stereotypes associated with ageing 

(Kenyon, 1992; Koch & Webb, 1996), and, as such, as they get older, these stereotypes become 

more accessible to awareness (meta-stereotypes awareness).  Consequently, the internalization 

of prejudice may occur, i.e., the awareness of these stereotypes (meta-stereotypes) may lead to 

conform behaviors in line with the meta-stereotypes, leading to the confirmation of one's own 

and others' ageist beliefs (Finkelstein et al., 2015). Similarly, to younger people, older people 

can experience ageist discrimination in the hiring and firing process (Roscigno, 2010), as well 

as within the workplace by peers and superiors directly or indirectly through bullying, 

humiliation, threats, verbal abuse (Workplace Bullying Institute, 2007 cit in by Powell, 2010), 

or subtly in the form of jokes (Minichiello et al., 2000).   

Although stereotypes may be based on reality, they stem from causal attributions that 

generalize about one or another specific situation (Rupp et al., 2006). Most of the stereotypes 

regarding older workers, when confronted with facts, fall apart. Namely, it is believed that they 

suffer a decrease in productivity by becoming slower and less energetic. In fact, there are no 

differences that can differentiate whatever the age group is in terms of productivity and 

performance (Reio & Sanders-Reio, 1999). Even jobs requiring legally justified age limits do 

not show an age-related decrease in performance (Wilkening, 2002). Furthermore, there is a 

belief that as one ages, we become cognitively more rigid and unable to change and learn, as 

such, older people are given fewer opportunities for vocational training (Salthouse & Maurer, 

1996), however, such stereotype is totally refuted by brain plasticity theory (Pauwels et al., 

2018). 

In their study, Finkelstein and colleagues (2013) found out that 60% of the stereotypes 

indicated by young people towards old adults were positive. Interestingly, the older adults 
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thought that the stereotypes of young people (old adults’ meta-stereotypes) were mostly 

negative, mentioning characteristics such as "boring", "stubborn", "grumpy", not mentioned by 

young people. However, we cannot claim a positive stereotype, it is really positive, as often 

benevolent ageism is implied among apparently positive comments, beliefs, behaviors 

(Finkelstein et al., 2013; Minichiello et al., 2000). 

 

2.8. Reactions to Negative Meta-stereotype Activation: Threat and 

Challenge 

Reactions to the activation of the negative meta-stereotype can be distinguished into threat or 

challenge (Voyles, 2017). 

 From a point of view already much more addressed by the literature, and also based on 

the theory of Tajfel and Turner (1986) already mentioned, negative meta-stereotypes are 

assumed as a threat to the status of a group, and therefore may threaten the positive image its 

members wish to maintain. 

This reaction, described by the literature as the stereotype threat, is then, the feeling of 

anxiety and distress caused by the fear of prescribing negative meta-stereotypes, resulting in 

the individual's repression (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Individuals who react by stereotype 

threat are more likely to interpret events as discriminatory (Vauclair et al., 2016). As such, this 

type of reaction causes very strong emotional distress, as individuals are often in fear and 

cognitive-behavioral withdrawal (Folkman & Lazarus, 1984). This type of reaction produces 

negative effects both at the intrapersonal and interpersonal levels, as well as for the work 

context, being completely counterproductive since it decreases the cognitive, innovative and 

concentration capacity by triggering anxiety (Finkelstein et al., 2015). This type of reaction can 

lead to two types of behavioral adaptations: either the individual unconsciously falls back on 

the meta-stereotype and confirms it, thus making a self-fulfilling prophecy come true. This 

process, described in the literature, explains that by being aware of the expectations of others 

(meta-stereotypes) or of oneself, the individual may behave in a manner consistent with these 

expectations, confirming them (Jussim & Eccles, 1994). Or, on the other hand, the threat may 

serve as an "incentive" due to the fear of confirming the meta-stereotypes the subjects may even 

work harder, but such reaction will end up compromising their performance (Steele & Aronson, 

1995), if this does not happen it may compromise other aspects of their personal life (e.g., 

family relations, emotions, appetite etc.) (Beilock et al., 2007; Inzlicht & Kang, 2010), having 

in the end always a negative impact (Swift et al., 2013). The stereotype threat reaction may 
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derive from the activation of negative meta-stereotypes, but also positive ones, since the 

individual may feel pressured to maintain such expectation (Voyles, 2017). 

The activation of a negative meta-stereotype does not necessarily have to give rise to a 

threat reaction. It can also trigger a challenge reaction. This is characterized by dissonant 

feelings, partly negative (e.g., indignation towards the source on which the meta-stereotype is 

based) and partly positive (e.g., pride in the group to which they belong), thus enhancing an 

increase in motivation and self-efficacy towards the refutation of such meta-stereotypes 

(Voyles, 2017). 

The Age Meta-Stereotypes Model (Finkelstein et al., 2015) demonstrates the possible 

responses to activation of positive and negative meta-stereotypes and their possible behavioral 

actions in the work context, as well as the antecedents that inflate or deflate them. 

 

 

Note. Adapted from Finkelstein et al. (2015) 

Figure 2.3 – Age Meta-stereotype Activation Model 

 

 We could think the activation of a negative meta-stereotype would condition to a 

negative reaction, and a positive meta-stereotype to a positive reaction. The truth is that a 

negative or positive meta-stereotype can lead to a positive, negative, or neutral reaction. In 

Figure 2.3, it can be seen that, experiencing the activation of negative meta-stereotypes, the 

person may have a threatening, challenging or neutral response (Finkelstein et al., 2015). And 
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indeed, each reaction is not mutually exclusive: an individual may experience mixed reactions 

to varying degrees. Some explanations that help determine prevalence of one reaction in favor 

of another are for example, the assessment of resources and demands, if resources outweigh 

demands, the challenge reaction is more likely, as the individual anticipates to have the 

resources to successfully circumvent the negative meta-stereotype. It also has much to do with 

intrapersonal variables such as self-efficacy, self-esteem, internal locus of control, emotional 

stability, among others (Blascovich & Mendes, 2000). 

 The model shown in Figure 2.3 perspectives for each affective reaction possible 

behavioral reactions in the workplace. Namely, threat reactions translate into behavioral 

reactions of avoiding contact with colleagues of other age groups in order to avoid 

confrontations. For the challenge reaction, workers are more likely to engage in 

intergenerational conflicts (Finkelstein et al., 2015). 

 Stemming from negative meta-stereotypes, all behavioral reactions are mostly work 

compromising in various ways, such as the work environment and performance itself (Kleine 

et al., 2019; Spreitzer et al., 2005; Voyles, 2017). There is only a very low probability that a 

challenge reaction can strengthen organizational commitment, as can be seen in Figure 2.3 

where a very faint arrow is depicted (Finkelstein et al., 2015). Although both reactions are 

harmful for the individual, the difference between both is that the stereotype threat presents 

immediate negative effects for the individual as well as for the work and family sphere. On the 

other hand, the challenge response may take longer to present its harmful effects, since the 

individual driven by the willpower to show they do not corroborate the stereotypes, will initially 

present a compensatory behavior (e.g., staying extra hours at work etc.) that after some time 

ends up being exhausting because it focuses the cognitive resources and efforts on the need to 

counteract the meta-stereotype (Finkelstein et al., 2020; Voyles et al., 2014).   

In a period where intergenerational differences are more evident than ever (Simões & 

Gouveia, 2009), it is believed such discrepancies may result in conflicts, even more so if inflated 

by a work environment characterized by ageist beliefs (Finkelstein et al., 2015). In this sense, 

it is important to understand the impact of the perception of ageism (Meta-stereotypes) on 

workers in their professional (Thriving at Work) and personal (Spillover) contexts. 
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2.9. Possible Consequences  

 

2.9.1 Thriving at Work 

A paradigm shift is taking place regarding the meaning of work. Work is no longer just a way 

to earn a living, but a source of self-fulfillment that should be challenging and promote learning 

and evolution (Valenduc, 2014). 

 Spreitzer and colleagues (2005) stated that the feeling of success at work goes beyond 

a good salary, although this finding is more or less true depending on the centrality of work in 

the individual's life and, obviously, contextual variables (e.g., cost of living, number of 

dependents, etc.), there are indeed individuals who leave higher-paying jobs for others where 

they will feel more professionally fulfilled. These authors then define success at work as a 

"psychological state characterized by a shared sense of vitality and learning" (Spreitzer et al., 

2005, p. 538). Employees are thriving at work if they experience personal growth by feeling 

energized and alive (vitality) and by the sense of continuously acquiring and applying 

knowledge (learning). The feeling of thriving at work leverages intrinsic motivation in workers 

(Kleine et al., 2019). The sense of prosperity at work, based on the need to continuously evolve 

at work, brings benefits to the individual by fulfilling and enhancing their intrinsic motivation 

needs, but also to organizations, since this translates into greater productivity, innovative 

capacity, and better performance (Prem et al., 2017). 

Learning is associated with overcoming difficulties and, essentially, with the mentality 

of seeing them as opportunities to learn instead of obstacles. In this sense, some authors 

(Spreitzer et al., 2005) consider that success at work can exist even in the face of adversities 

and stressful factors. Prem and colleagues (2017) further specify that stressful factors associated 

with a challenge response in the face of meta-stereotypic activation is positively related to 

learning at work. Contrarily, Kleine and collaborators (2019) argue that success at work is 

negatively associated with the presence of stressors in a work environment. To support this 

finding, Kulik (2014) demonstrated that a threat response to meta-stereotypic activation 

negatively impacts thriving at work. 

Based on the activation of negative meta-stereotypes, the challenge reaction appears to 

be more advantageous (for the individual and for the organization) than the threat reaction, 

since it promotes prosperity at work. In the long term, however, this may also cause emotional 

distress on the individual because they constantly feel the need to overcome the negative image 

in the light of his/her meta-stereotype. The ideal would be to create a work environment that is 
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as inclusive as possible, because the probability of having a challenge reaction depends on both 

intrapersonal (e.g., self-esteem, personality traits, resilience etc.) and contextual (i.e., 

weakening events in one's personal life) variables (Inzlicht et al., 2006; Major et al., 2002).  

And, because the challenge reaction is more likely to trigger conflict rather than commitment 

behavioral responses (Finkelstein et al., 2015). 

Also, job prosperity is impacted by numerous antecedent variables as shown in the 

Thriving at Work Model (Spreitzer et al., 2005) visible in Figure 2.4 below. Individual 

antecedent variables such as proactive personality, and relational variables such as peer support 

and perceived organizational support positively impact on decreasing burnout and turnover 

intention, as well as job satisfaction, commitment, and performance. Nowadays, burnout 

syndrome is one of the main concerns of European organizations and health institutions, as it is 

increasing considerably, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. It is characterized by a 

depressive state originated by the physical and mental exhaustion of stress caused by work 

(Areosa & Queirós, 2020). In the reverse direction to what’s proposed by the model, the burnout 

syndrome leads to a decrease in personal and professional fulfilment and thriving at work 

(Maslach & Leiter, 2008). 

 

 

Note. Adapted from Kleine et al. (2019) 

Figure 2.4 – Thriving at Work Model (Antecedents and Outcomes) 

 

 It is also important to understand that thriving at work depends on the stage of personal 

and professional life in which the worker is (OCDE, 2020). Despite what was previously 
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thought, namely that thriving at work decreases with age, recent studies have shown the 

opposite (Porath et al., 2012; Taneva et al., 2016).  

Through this literature review, two hypotheses were conceived considering the possible 

short-term effects, captured by longitudinal data collection of seven working days of both 

reactions on thriving at work. It is expected that, in the short term, threat reaction will have 

immediate negative impacts on thriving at work (Kulik, 2014). On the contrary, challenge 

reaction is expected to have a positive impact on Thriving at Work, since it will motivate 

workers to overcome the negative meta-stereotype (Alter et al., 2010). Thus, the following 

hypotheses were formulated: 

Hypothesis 1: The threat response is negatively related to thriving at work; 

Hypothesis 2: The challenge response is positively related to thriving at work. 

 

2.9.2 Spillover Effect 

The spillover effect is characterised by the spillover of emotions, attitudes, skills and behaviours 

from one context to another, which can have a positive or negative effect (Lambert, 1990).   In 

this case, its negative effect may arise from ageist discrimination in the workplace, or only 

through the activation of ageist meta-stereotypes (Oliveira & Cabral-Cardoso, 2018). This 

negative effect, directly or indirectly impacts the individual and, consequently, can negatively 

impact on their work or personal life (Carlson et al., 2012; Duffy et al., 2002). 

 Often, individuals are unable to confront, clarify or, in the most serious cases, report the 

situation at the workplace, since it is a space of hierarchical inequality and where the individual 

feels uncomfortable, especially if they feel it coming from a hierarchical superior. Following 

on from this, the individual is more likely to ease the feeling by "unloading" on a safer target 

or environment, such as a family member (Bakker et al., 2009; Hoobler & Brass, 2006). This 

displaced aggression (Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000) constitutes a process of self-regulation 

(Muraven et al., 1998). The activation of a negative ageist meta-stereotype causes the individual 

to feel worn out as they will consciously or unconsciously try not to prove the meta-stereotype, 

leaving them with less motivation and cognitive ability to adopt adjusted self-regulatory 

behaviors at home. This means, an activation of negative meta-stereotypes, regardless of 

whether the individual responds as threat or challenge, can always cause a negative impact, if 

it does not impact negatively on the workplace, it will impact negatively on the family 
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environment and vice versa, as the spillover effect is based on the work-home interface 

proposed by the balance between the two (Barber et al., 2017).   

The non-implication with neither of the two can be explained by the use of adjusted self-

regulation mechanisms (e.g., physical exercise) although it may be proven ineffective in the 

long term. That adjustment will depend on the abilities and self-regulatory strategies of each 

individual (Barber et al., 2017). Some approaches suggest that although in a first instance 

individuals may be able to perform adjusted behaviors preventing spillover, eventually fatigue 

will emerge which will culminate in less willingness and motivation to do so. That is, in an 

initial phase individuals may act with compensatory strategies, but these strategies are costly 

since they lead the individual to direct their cognitive and motivational efforts towards trying 

to demonstrate that they do not corroborate the meta-stereotypes, divesting in priority tasks 

requiring more effort and focus. Such exhaustion may translate in the long term into a 

disinvestment in work or family life activities, or even both (Inzlicht & Schmeichel, 2012; 

Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). 

The spillover effect can demonstrate its negative impacts directed to targets of the 

individual's personal life, for example through family (Lim & Lee, 2011) or marital conflicts 

(Lim et al., 2018), more specifically in the adoption of uncompensated behaviors expressed 

through criticism, anger, arguments, sarcastic jokes, among others. It can also manifest itself in 

the individual, indirectly impacting their home environment, for example affecting their quality 

of sleep (Barber et al., 2017; Fritz et al., 2019), fatigue, distraction or less investment in 

activities at home (Grzywzcz & Marks, 1999). Even if the affected individual tries to avoid 

harming others around them, the experienced stress ends up being indirectly transmitted to those 

who live in the same environment as if it were a kind of energy (Bakker & Demerouti, 2013) 

the so-called crossover effect (Bolger et al., 1989). In the same way, the fact that family 

environment and work are interrelated systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), stress and discomfort 

will be relayed to work, being reflected in it. The spillover effect assumes a bidirectional 

direction, from personal life to work and from work to personal life (Grzywacz & Marks, 1999), 

however, always connected in an equilibrium interface, feeding back positively or negatively, 

like a snowball effect (Baker & Demerouti, 2013; Bronfenbrenner, 1977). 

However, demonstrations of the spillover effect (e.g., yelling at a family member for no 

apparent reason) can be difficult to capture because its effects may take some time to manifest 

(Matthews & Ritter, 2019) as symptoms may be being alleviated by self-regulatory strategies 

and are dependent on an emotional distress process, this being dependent on the intensity, 

continuity and centrality/importance of the event or meta-stereotypic activation in the 
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individual (Cortina et al., 2001). Perhaps it is for this reason that the spillover effect directed to 

personal life is the least explored in the literature (Marchiondo et al., 2020). To measure this 

type of variables, the daily diary or experience sampling methodologies have proven to be more 

effective (Marchiondo et al., 2020), as previous studies have shown that daily diary 

methodologies capture the consequences of spillover in the short, medium, and long term. From 

a short-term perspective, Nicholson and Griffin (Nicholson & Griffin, 2015) showed that 

workers experienced malaise after leaving work. In the long term, negative spillover can 

activate burnout and turnover intention in workers (Barber et al., 2017). 

It is also important to consider that spillover effects may be different depending on the 

age of the worker. Young people may show higher levels of spillover since they usually have 

less capacity to control impulses and more affective expression and, as such, they more easily 

spillover between environments (Diehl et al., 1996; Gross et al., 1997). For this purpose, 

Marchiondo and collaborators (2020) advise comparative studies between age groups. 

Finally, regarding impacts of threat and challenge reactions on spillover, another two 

hypotheses were formulated, also having in mind its potential effect on the short-term (seven 

working days of data collection). Through literature we can expected that threat response will 

cause a negative impact at work and challenge response a positive one, that same effects shall 

spillover into workers personal life (Grzywacz & Marks, 1999; Lambert, 1990) as threat is more 

nefarious than challenge in its harmful impact (Alter et al., 2010). Threat response will harm 

right away, as for challenge may or may not have a negative impact (Finkelstein et al., 2015). 

In this line of thought two hypotheses were conceptualized: 

Hypothesis 3: The threat response is positively related to negative spillover; 

Hypothesis 4: The challenge response is negatively related to negative spillover. 

 

The present work intends to make a contribution in the field by identifying important 

(meta)stereotypes related to different age groups at work (younger, middle-aged, and older 

workers) and provide some preliminary evidence regarding the hypotheses formulated. More 

details regarding this two-fold research proposal are given in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For social science research, there are multiple methodologies, each of them with both 

advantages and limitations. The scientific researcher should take an active role in choosing 

which of them is more appropriate for the purpose of their study and research questions 

(Creswell, 2014).  

 This Master’s Thesis is in the scope of a project run by the co-supervisor Eduardo 

Oliveira from School of Economics and Management of the University of Porto. Some of the 

procedures done included additional steps, some of which were not central for the development 

of this research, but complementary and interesting to help contextualize the results and 

discussion. Thus, in this follow-up, two independent studies were carried out, aiming for future 

developments that can be complementary, and integrated into one, more comprehensive study. 

The preliminary study (Study 1), as a first step, aimed to identify the stereotypes associated 

with each age group. The main study (Study 2) intended to check response-effect that ageism 

perception activation has. However, due to analysis complexity, meta-stereotype activation was 

not included in the full model, leaving us to focus on the downstream part (response>effect).   

 

3.1 Additional Analysis  

 

3.1.1 Preliminary study (Study 1) 

The literature on meta-stereotypes is vague regarding the middle age group (Posthuma & 

Champion, 2009), also some age ranges have more positive or negative meta-stereotypes 

associated than others (Finkelstein et al., 2013) making it difficult to associate egalitarian 

dimension meta-stereotypes for each age group. Moreover, to our knowledge, such studies only 

“Science begins with questions. Everybody can 

have questions, and even answers to them. What 

makes science special is its method of answering 

questions.” 

                                        (Toomela, 2010) 
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exist for the USA (Finkelstein et al., 2015) and Canadian reality (Vorauer et al., 1998). For 

those reasons, it was advisable to conduct a preliminary study focused on stereotypes applicable 

to each relevant age at work (younger, middle-aged, and older workers). 

 This study consisted of a questionnaire done using Qualtrics (Provo, UT). The sample 

was recruited through non probabilistic methods, namely convenience sampling, by 

researcher’s own contact network (Vehovar et al., 2016) and had a total of 123 participants. 

Their ages varied between 18 and 92, with a mean of 30.48 years old (SD= 14.53). According 

to Finkelstein and colleagues (2013) definition of age groups, the sample counted with 88 young 

people (aged 30 or lower), 19 middle-age (31-50 years old) and 18 older adults (aged 51 or 

higher). Although there were two participants not fitting the label of workers due to their 

(advanced) age (71 and 92 years old), their responses were still considered because they can 

inform about current age-based stereotypes in general and results did not change if their data 

were excluded. Most of the sample was composed of females (88, 72%). 

A total of 14 meta-stereotypes were adapted to Portuguese from Finkelstein and 

collaborators’ (2013) article. The criterion was taking the negative and positive meta-

stereotypes most frequently associated with each age group according to the authors. An even 

balance was not possible, since some age groups had more positive or negative meta-stereotypes 

associated, and some other stereotypes were assigned to more than one age group. In sum, the 

meta-stereotypes chosen to possibly apply to younger workers were: “impulsive”, “energetic”, 

“curious”, “inexperienced”, “innovative”, “irresponsible”, “overly-stressed”, “technologically-

savvy”, and “unavailable”. To middle-aged workers were: “autonomous”, “energetic”, “overly-

stressed”, “family-oriented”, “unavailable” and “reliable”. Finally, to older workers, they were 

“experienced”, “conservative”, “family-oriented”.  

In the questionnaire, the participants should answer how much did they think each of these 

stereotypes applied to each age group on the professional context, on a 5-point Likert scale from 

1 (Does not apply at all) to 5 (Applies perfectly).   

The data were analyzed through IBM SPSS Statistics Software (version 28) by way of 

simple mean comparisons between attribution of a given stereotype to the age groups. 

Comparisons were made having as baseline comparison the age group(s) of reference for that 

given stereotype based on Finkelstein and collaborators’ (2013) article. These comparisons are 

summarized in Table 3.1. 

Overall, participants found younger workers as more “technologically savvy”, “innovate”, 

“energetic” and “overly stressed” than middle-aged workers.  
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Also, participants found middle-aged workers are more “autonomous” and “family-

oriented” than younger workers, but also more “reliable” than young and older workers. Also, 

middle-aged were considered to be more “overly-stressed” than older adults. Finally, with 

regards to older workers, these were considered more “conservative” and “family-oriented” 

than middle-aged workers, as well as more “experienced” than middle aged workers, and 

younger workers.  

With this preliminary study we can conclude that, for Portuguese reality, contrarily to what 

was expected, younger workers were associated with more positive stereotypes, except for 

being overly stressed (negative valence). As for middle-ager workers with positive and neutral 

stereotypes (“family-oriented”). Finally older workers were assigned with positive 

(“experienced”), neutral and negative-valence (“conservative”) stereotypes (Finkelstein et al., 

2013). Perhaps being overly stressed is antagonistic to being experienced, once younger and 

middle-aged workers were associated with this stereotype, but older workers were not. For 

middle-age workers, overly stressed might be connected to family duties, since this age group 

is probably invested in growing kids, as for older workers are invested in family but perhaps 

with already older children and possible grandchildren, generally not so time consuming. In 

this line of thinking, younger workers might be seen as overly stressed for their association with 

“inexperienced” stereotype mentioned by Finkelstein and colleagues (2013).     

Interestingly, no differences between applicability of stereotypes to younger and to older 

workers was found in some stereotypes, such as being energetic, curious, inexperienced, 

innovative, and conservative. It was rather the distinctiveness compared to middle-aged that 

characterized the applicability of these stereotypes. It is possible to speculate that responses to 

these questions could have been, on their own, some kind of reactance to attributing these 

stereotypes to younger/older workers. 
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Table 3.1 - Characteristics most associated with each age group by comparison of means 

Applicability 

Stereotype 
Younger workers 

(Y) 

Middle-aged 

workers (M) 

Older workers 

(O) 
 

 M SD M SD M SD Mean differences 

Impulsive 4.02 0.83 3.23 0.75 2.71 1.14 
Y vs O: p=.154 (n.s.) 

Y vs M: p=.918 (n.s.) 

Energetic 4.30 0.77 3.58 0.64 2.66 0.85 

Y vs O: p=.191 (n.s.) 

Y vs M: F(4,116)=8.13, p<.001, η2=.22 

M vs Y: F(4,116)=8.28, p<.001, η2=.22 

M vs O: F(4,116)=6.47, p<.001, η2=.18 

Curious 4.18 0.81 3.68 0.80 3.36 1.06 
Y vs O: p=.481 (n.s.) 

Y vs M: F(4,115)=9.22, p<.001, η2=.24 

Inexperienced 3.83 0.92 2.59 0.72 1.98 0.84 
Y vs O: p=.674 (n.s.) 

Y vs M: F(4,116)=6.49, p<.001, η2=.18 

Innovative 4.29 0.70 3.61 0.74 2.72 0.94 
Y vs O: p=.070 (n.s.) 

Y vs M: F(4,116)=10.92, p<.001, η2=.27 

Irresponsible 3.62 0.87 2.67 0.78 2.31 0.95 
Y vs O: p=.817 (n.s.) 

Y vs M: F(4,115)=5.24, p<.001, η2=.15 

Overly stressed 4.07 0.97 3.89 0.80 3.07 1.04 Y vs O: p=.896 (n.s.) 
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Y vs M: F(4,116)=5.25, p<.001, η2=.15 

M vs Y: F(4,116)=4.30, p=.003, η2=.13 

M vs O: F(4,116)=3.87, p=.005, η2=.12 

Technologically-

savvy 
4.74 0.59 3.86 0.60 2.59 0.88 

Y vs O: p=.217 (n.s.) 

Y vs M: F(4,116)=9.35, p<.001, η2=.24 

Unavailable 3.19 0.99 3.36 0.86 2.70 0.98 
Y vs O: p=.119 (n.s.) 

Y vs M: p=.071 (n.s.) 

Autonomous 3.39 0.99 4.22 0.65 3.68 0.91 
M vs Y: F(4,116)=2.47, p=.049, η2=.08 

M vs O: p=.436 (n.s.) 

Family-oriented 3 0.89 3.86 0.68 4.20 0.84 

O vs Y: p=.233 (n.s.) 

O vs M: F(4,116)=13.95, p<.001, η2=.33 

M vs Y: F(4,116)=4.24, p=.003, η2=.13 

M vs O: F(4,116)=15.56, p<.001, η2=.35 

Conservative 2.42 0.95 3.37 0.77 4.26 0.81 
O vs Y: p=.571 (n.s) 

O vs M: F(4,115)=11.98, p<.001, η2=.30 

Experienced 3.11 1.14 3.59 1.18 3.90 1.34 
O vs Y: F(4,115)=19.60, p= .004, η2=.41 

O vs M: F(4,115)=28.22, p<.001, η2=.50 

Reliable 3.52 0.88 3.96 0.71 4.11 0.77 
M vs Y: F(4,116)=16.92, p<.001, η2=.37 

M vs O: F(4,116)=35.50, p<.001, η2=.55 
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3.2  Main Study (Study 2) 

 

3.2.1 Quantitative Methodology  

Quantitative methods are used to test objective theories or assumptions by analyzing the 

association between variables; in a way, these methods are more of a top-down approach. Also, 

the basic distinction between quantitative and qualitative methodologies are, normally, the use 

of numbered instruments to collect data, since numerical analysis is done (Creswell, 2014).   

 In this continuum, there can be different reasons that lead the scientific researcher more 

toward one methodology than the other. In this specific case, considering the vast existing 

literature, it was possible to tend some relationships between variables and so, formulate 

hypotheses (Creswell, 2014). So, for the operationalization of this study, a quantitative 

approach was taken, since a top-down approach to the problem was conducted, as well as the 

use of numbered instruments for measurement (i.e., surveys coded with number scales), and 

statistical procedures for data analysis.  

Within quantitative methodology, there are experimental designs or nonexperimental 

designs, such as surveys (Creswell, 2014).  

 

3.2.2 Surveys 

Surveys are a numeric representation of tendencies, attitudes, or opinions of a sample of 

determinate population (Creswell, 2014) they usually intent to generalize to a global population 

(Fowler & Cosenza, 2009). Normally it is done using self-administered questionaries or 

mediated by an interviewer who asks and registers the answers. Once again, surveys may also 

be divided into cross-sectional or longitudinal studies, which means a unique measure at a 

specific time or multiple measures across a period of time, respectively (Creswell, 2014). For 

this research, three distinct on-line questionnaires were used: the baseline questionnaire 

measured only once, since it contained sociodemographic questions or variables tending to be 

static across time, and two other were measured longitudinally across seven working days. The 

variables to be analyzed were measured longitudinally.  
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3.2.3 Experience Sampling Method (ESM) or Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA) 

Daily Diary Studies 

ESM or EMA classifies as an active method of ambulatory assessment, ESA/EMA work as a 

daily diary study (Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2014) allowing to “capture life as it is lived” (Bolger 

et al., 2003, p. 580). It is closer to reality because data is being collected in natural settings, in 

real-time (or close), and on multiple occasions (Conner et al., 2009). Both ESA and EMA are 

used interchangeably, and their differences lye mostly on the tradition from which they arose 

(focus on representativeness of behaviors in natural environments or health self-monitoring, 

respectively) (Trull & Ebner-Priemer, 2014, 2009).  

This type of methodology is best suited to measure micro-internal processes such as 

experiences or sensations, whether a regular survey where the participant answers only once 

might be about recalling a memory or about stable/fixed beliefs (Kalokerinos, 2020). In this 

research, the outcome variables (thriving at work and spillover) are dynamic and within-person 

processes, very subjective and unstable because they can be triggered by various situations in 

daily life (Kalokerinos, 2020).  

Besides, has numerous other advantages such as 1) Reducing recall bias, since the 

participants do not have to retrieve memories (at least not far distant ones) the experiences and 

sensations do not lose their intensity and are more accurate (Scollon et al., 2003); 2) Increasing 

ecological validity, since the data collection is done in natural settings the results can be easily 

transferred to the population; 3) Looking into differences over time (longitudinal approach), 

apart from measuring dynamic and within-person processes,  as well as separating between and 

within-person effects (Kalokerinos, 2020); and 4) Assessing over multiple contexts 

(Kalokerinos, 2020), in this case, participants could answer while at work or home, or in another 

context more convenient for them (e.g., in public transportation right after leaving work).  

There are three different types of ESM/EMA designs, which are: interval-contingent; 

signal-contingent and event-contingent. In this study it was chosen to use the interval-

contingent (or fixed) design, where the surveys are sent (by notifications) at fixed times per day 

(Kalokerinos, 2020). All designs have strengths and limitations, but interval-contingency was 

best suitable for this study because the goal was to see at what degree threat or challenge 

responses related to thriving at work impacts and spillover effect in that workday and in 

previous days, being the observations evenly spaced would facilitate that day after day 

prediction. Also, to diminish recall bias, the participants were asked to always answer the 

Questionnaire 2 (Q2) up to one hour after leaving work and Questionnaire 3 (Q3) minimum 

one hour after arriving home. Furthermore, the variables being measured were not affected by 
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preparation or prediction, meaning that, even the participants knowing at what time would 

receive the notification, it would not compromise their answers, so it was the best option, also 

because it was easier for the participants to create a routine and remember answering 

(Kalokerinos, 2020). 

 

3.2.4 SEMA3 

The tool used to collect data was SEMA3 (Smartphone Ecological Momentary Assessment), a 

smartphone application designed to deliver questionaries on smartphones in real time. It was 

designed by Melbourne University researchers, together with Australian Catholic University 

and Orygen – The National Centre of Excellence in Youth Mental Health, being developed and 

kept by Melbourne eReserch Group (Koval et al., 2019).  

 There are a few options available to apply ESM/EMA methodology, however SEMA3 

presented some advantages, such as: 1)  being an app which participants could download to 

their own personal phones overriding dependence of external resources (e.g., research 

laboratories), also avoiding adjustment time to a new mobile device; 2) being a free application 

for academic use (although a formal request has to be done on SEMA3 website); 3) the 

participant does not require internet to answer the questionnaire; 4) it is a better option in 

granting timely notifications;  and 5)  it also measures reaction times (Kalokerinos, 2020). The 

biggest downside is the inoperability in some Android systems (e.g., Huawei) (Koval et al., 

2019).  

 

 

3.2.5 Participants 

This research gathered a total of 44 participants, of which 26 (59%) were female and 18 (41%) 

were male.  Their ages varied between 20 and 57 years old, with a mean of 35.95 (SD = 12.46). 

In terms of education level, 23 (52%) had higher education (i.e., bachelor, master’s degree etc.), 

18 (41%) graduated high school and 3 (7%) had until ninth grade.  

 Regarding other demographic characteristics, 15 (34%) were married, 13 (30%) were 

in a relationship, 13 (29%) were single, and 3 (7%) were separated/divorced. In relation to 

having children, 23 (52%) did not have any and 21 (48%) had between one to three children. 

When asked about the percentage of time participants spent per week with their families and 

friends, 18 (41%) answered between 25% to 50%, 10 (23%) less than 25%, 8 (18%) between 

51% to 75% and another 8 (18%) more than 75% of their time.  
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Concerning their careers, the participants had diverse professional backgrounds, from Arts 

and Culture to National Defense; however, most of the sample (9 participants, 21%) were from 

the educational background (e.g., kindergarten teachers). To see all variety of job functions, see 

annex A. Regarding having a headship job position, 37 (84%) reported they did not, only 7 

(16%) participants of the sample reported having leadership duties.  

As to professional experience in years it varied between not even a year to 40 years of 

experience, with a mean of 13.06 (SD = 12.67). In respect of antiquity in the role, it showed a 

range between not even a year to 24 years having a mean of 6.96 (SD = 7.7). Also, in regards 

of antiquity in the organization, a range from not even a year to 29 years, with a mean of 9.46 

(SD = 10.86).  

Most of the sample had a full-time job (35 participants, corresponding of 80%) with 32 

(11%) having a fixed working schedule. With the majority of 25 participants (57%) having an 

open-ended employment contract. 

Finally, when asked about how much time per week participants spent teleworking, 38 

(86%) responded less than 25% with only 3 (6%) working remotely more than 75% of the time. 

 

3.2.6 Procedure 

For the main study (Study 2), the sample was gathered through non probabilistic methods of 

which a convenience sampling through researcher’s own networks (Vehovar et al., 2016). To 

participate in this study the participant should have, at least, 18 years old and be currently 

employed. The researchers previously presented to potential participants the technical scope of 

the study, including that the download of a smartphone app would be necessary, and the data 

collection would occur over seven working days. If the person showed interest, an e-mail was 

requested for a posterior formal contact.   

 Since personal data was mandatory (e-mail) not only for a formal invitation over e-mail 

but also to receive a Participant ID to access questionnaires at SEMA3, a submission to Iscte’s 

Ethic Commission was required. Once fully accepted by Ethics Committee, the data collection 

itself could officially start.   

Due to the complexity of the study, the participants did not start and finish the data 

collection at the same time. The role of the researcher had to be very active, thus, to facilitate, 

the participants were divided into smaller groups, to make it easier to manage and coordinate 

their activities, answer any doubts, troubleshoot informatics’ issues and keep the engagement. 

Hence, the data collection occurred between the 23rd of May until 9th of July. 
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The participants were contacted via e-mail (Annex B) where they were thanked for their 

availability and commitment and provided with a link to an instructions video. For that, a video 

PowerPoint presentation with the instructions was made (Annex C), projected, and recorded 

through Microsoft Teams with oral explanations all along. That video (Annex D) included 

explanations to follow all course of the study, such as the times to answer each questionnaire, 

to SEMA3 download guide.   

The research was done through a total of three questionnaires carried out over seven 

working days. The first questionnaire (Q1) should be answered only once at any time of the 

first day of the study since it contained sociodemographic questions and other variables that 

would not change over time. Also, at the first day the participant should answer the second 

questionnaire (Q2) up to an hour after leaving their work and the third questionnaire (Q3) at 

least one hour after arriving home. For example, if a participant left work at 5 P.M. they should 

answer Q2 until 6 P.M., also if the participant arrived home at 7 P.M. they should answer from 

8 P.M. For the following six working days, the time schedule answering logic was kept the 

same. 

Regarding the informed consent, it was assured on the Q1 right at the beginning (Annex E). 

The participants should read the information about the study provided at the introduction, 

confirm they were at least 18 years old and consent their participation by signaling “yes” or 

“no”.  

 

3.2.7 Instruments/Measures 

As for the measurement of the variables included on the conceptual model, the following 

instruments were used:  

 

Age-Based Stereotype Threat (Oliveira & Cabral-Cardoso, 2018, adapted from Shapiro, 

2011). This instrument already used in the Portuguese population by Oliveira and Cabral-

Cardoso (2018) is composed of three items formulated in the positive direction. The 

measurement is done through a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (Never) to 5 (Always). The items 

were originally formulated for the older age group, so a replacement for age-neutral language 

was done, since the study covers all age groups. As an exemple, the item “Hoje fiquei 

preocupado(a) ao pensar que as minhas ações possam representar pobremente os trabalhadores 

mais velhos” transformed into “Hoje fiquei preocupado(a) ao pensar que as minhas ações 

possam representar pobremente os trabalhadores da minha idade” [Today I was worried that 

my actions might represent poorly the workers of my age].      
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Age-based challenge response (Finkelstein et al., 2020). This instrument is composed of three 

items formulated in the positive and the measurement is also done through a 5-point Likert scale 

from 1 (Never) to 5 (Always). As an example, “Hoje trabalhei ainda com mais empenho para 

superar as expectativas que os meus colegas de trabalho têm em mim por causa da minha idade” 

[Today I worked even harder to exceed the expectations that my co-workers have of me because 

of my age].  

 

Thriving at Work: Vitality and Learning (Porath et al., 2012). This is an instrument 

composed by ten items, five items concerning vitality and the other five learning. However, 

only the eight positive formulated items were considered for this study, four of each dimension. 

This active choice was due was due to the fact that the coexistence of negative and positive 

items leads to error loading in separate factors (Dalal & Carter, 2015). As long as the validity 

of the retained items is measured to ensure that the items still measure the construct of the scale, 

this is a another way of proceeding (Fisher & To, 2012). Also, this showed benefits by 

shortening the questionnaire response time, reducing probability of attrition (Kalokerinos, 

2020).  

The participants answered on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (Totally Disagree) to 5 

(Totally Agree). As an example, for the vitality dimension, “Tenho energia e ânimo no 

trabalho” [I have energy and drive at work], as for learning dimension, “Frequentemente sinto 

que estou a aprender no trabalho” [I often feel I am learning on the job].   

 

Negative Work to Family Spillover (Adapted from Grzywacz & Marks, 2000). The original 

instrument comprised four measures: Negative Work-to-Family Spillover; Positive Work-to-

Family Spillover; Negative Family-to-Work Spillover and Positive Family-to-Work Spillover. 

Not all of them were used since for the purpose of this study it only interested the Negative 

Work-to-Family Spillover. This dimension is composed by four items. Since this measure have 

never been adapted for the Portuguese population, a translation and back-translation of the three 

items was conducted by a bilingual person. For instance, “O stress no trabalho faz com que 

fique irritado em casa” [Stress at work makes me angry at home].  

 

 In addition to these constructs, other variables were measured in the scope of the co-

supervisor project, even though they were not used for the model tested, they were considered 

important by the researchers for the context of the project. Variables such as Age Meta-
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Stereotype Consciousness; Negative Age-based Meta-Stereotype; IT Support; Manager 

Support for Telework; Manager Trust in Teleworker; Professional Isolation; Perceived 

Remaining Time and Perceived Remaining Opportunities; Social Support and Perceived 

Organizational Support.
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CHAPTER 4 

Results 

 

Intensive longitudinal research offers significant differences from cross-sectional research, 

being one of them the possibility of having a smaller sample with a greater number of answers 

(Kalokerinos, 2020). For this research, despite the sample being composed of only 44 

participants, a total of 301 observations were collected. 

Given the fact that some of the measured variables are dynamic (e.g., spillover), that is, 

closer to a state (i.e., volatile, unstable, dependent) rather than a trait (i.e., fixed, stable, 

independent) (Bakker & Demerouti, 2013), intensive longitudinal studies are optimal to capture 

those variances throughout passage of time (Kalokerinos, 2020). Furthermore, we are primarily 

interested in the variation within subject rather than between subjects, because besides spillover 

being an intrapersonal effect (Bakker & Demerouti, 2013), the several responses of a person 

are not independent, and are probably more related with one another than with the responses of 

other participants, especially since one observation can influence the response of the following 

day (Kleiman, 2017).  

Multilevel Models, as the name implies, require different levels. In this case, the several 

observations throughout time (level 1) are nested within people (level 2). So, our data has a 

multilevel structure with Two-Levels, as the figure 4.1 exemplifies. 

 

 

 Note. Adapted from Kleiman (2017). 

Figure 4.1 – Example of a Multilevel Model with Two-Levels 

 

All statistical analyses were done through RStudio software in version 4.2.1. RStudio is 

a free software environment for statistical computing and graphics based on the R programming 

language (RStudio Team, 2020).  
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Firstly, to perform a Multilevel Linear Regression, a Multilevel Confirmatory Factor 

Analysis (MCFA) was conducted. Since no variance was observed within subjects, we proceed 

on doing a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), in order to test the hypotheses using Standard 

Linear Regressions.   

 

4.1 Reliability 

The Omega (ω) family of coefficients (McDonald, 2013) is a form of measurement based on a 

correlation between different items on the same instrument (or between the same subscales on 

a longer instrument). Currently, some authors have been defending the transition of Cronbach 

Alpha - the most used in the psychology field (Hayes & Coutts, 2020) - to Omega since the first 

one tends to over or underestimate the population reliability (Flora, 2020; Hayes & Coutts, 

2020). Especially for multidimensional scales, the omega coefficient is highly recommended 

since allows item scales and factor loadings to differ (Green & Yang, 2009) contrarily 

Cronbach’s Alpha considers that every item has the same association with the latent variable 

(Furr  & Bacharach, 2014). 

 

Table 4.1 – Between Reliability 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The interpretation of omega’s coefficients is similar to Cronbach Alpha’s, so .70 is 

acceptable for research purposes (Baguley, 2008; Kline, 2018; Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). 

That being said, all scales present a good between-group reliability with values above .70.    

Scales ωbetween 

ST .99 

CHALL .95 

TW .96 

TWV .94 

TWL .98 

SPILL .97 

Note. ST= Stereotype Threat; CHALL= Challenge Response; TW= Thriving at Work; TWV= Thriving at Work (Vitality); 

TWL= Thriving at Work (Learning); SPILL= Spillover Effect. 
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4.2 Multilevel Confirmatory Factor Analysis (MCFA) 

Wu and collaborators (Wu et al., 2017, p. 1) argue that a “Multilevel Confirmatory Factor 

Analysis (MCFA) extends the power of Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to accommodate 

the complex survey data with the estimation of the level-specific variance components and the 

respective measurement models”. 

 Right after running the created factors, the software displays warnings messages saying 

the following “Level-1 variable “X” has no variance within some clusters”. Right in this step, 

we had the indication that there would possibly be no variance in the responses of individuals 

over time.  

To verify if a multilevel model would be suitable, Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) was 

measured.  This measure is a ratio between the variation within each cluster and the total 

variance and explains what proportion of the total variance is explained by the cluster. 

 

Table 4.2 – Intraclass Correlation Coefficient 

 

ICC 

ST -.10 

CHALL -.16 

TW   -.14   

TWV -.11 

TWL   -.14   

SPILL -.18 

Note. ST= Stereotype Threat; CHALL= Challenge Response; TW= Thriving at Work; TWL= Thriving at Work (Learning); 

TWV= Thriving at Work (Vitality); SPILL= Spillover Effect. 

 

 ICC interpretation remains hard since there is not agreement upon the cut-off values. 

However, some authors (Kleiman, 2017) state that values closer to 1 can indicate multilevel 

modelling is not doable, indicating the variation is due to level 2. Other authors (Liljequist et 

al., 2019) admit negative ICC’s as poor estimates, stating that a possible motive can be due to 

a small sample. That being said, all results show a lack of significant variance over time within-

person, making it impossible to proceed with the multilevel analysis. 
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4.3 Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) is an approach that makes it possible to verify whether 

the variables are associated with their respective presupposed factors, so the first step in the 

interpretation of the collected data was the modelling of the structural equations. We emphasize 

the fact that exploratory factor analysis of the data was not necessary since the variables 

(factors) investigated are in line with previous studies mentioned in the literature review (Ford 

et al., 1986). Also a CFA was thought to be best aligned with study purposes rather than 

construct indexes with the averages of the items, first because Thriving at Work has two 

dimensions which cannot be ignored and trespassed, but also because the relative weight of 

each item for the variable may not be equal (DiStefano et al., 2009). 

 The analyses have shown that the Two-Factor Models fitted the data better than the 

One-Factor Models. As table 4.3 shows, none of the adjustment index fitted the proposed 

model, on the contrary, the Two-Factor Model (Table 4.4) proved to be more adjusted than the 

single model, although with some indices at the threshold. 

To be acceptable χ2/df should not exceed 5, RMSEA > .10 is considered unacceptable 

and from ].05; .10] is acceptable but poor. TLI and CFI from ].9; .95] are considered good 

adjustment and from [.95; 1[ very good adjustment (Xia & Yang, 2019).  

  All conceptual model associations were tested. First, Stereotype Threat in relation with 

Thriving at Work has shown (χ2= 152.34, χ2/df= 42, RMSEA= .10, TLI= .95, CFI= .97) better 

adjustment than the mix of the two (χ2= 2321.10, χ2/df= 44, RMSEA= .43, TLI= .06, CFI= 

.25). Regarding Challenge Response with the same dependent variable (Thriving at Work) the 

results have also shown (χ2= 180.46, χ2/df= 42, RMSEA= .11, TLI= .93, CFI= .95) a better 

adjustment than the results obtained in the One-Factor Model (χ2= 910.19, χ2/df= 44, RMSEA= 

.26, TLI= .59, CFI= .67).  

 Regarding the association of Stereotype Threat with the other dependent variable 

Spillover in a Two-Factor Model, results have shown (χ2= 29.25, χ2/df= 8, RMSEA= .10, TLI= 

.97, CFI= .98) a good adjustment to the proposed model in comparison with the ones obtained 

in a One-Factor Model (χ2= 452.89, χ2/df= 9, RMSEA= .44, TLI= .42, CFI= .65). Finally, 

between Challenge Response and Spillover the results demonstrated (χ2= 20.63, χ2/df= 8, 

RMSEA= .08, TLI= .97, CFI= .99) also a better fit than the One-Factor Model (χ2= 239.03, 

χ2/df= 9, RMSEA= .32, TLI= .57, CFI= .74). 
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Table 4.3 – One-Factor CFA 

 

One Factor 

Models 
χ2 χ2/df RMSEA TLI CFI 

ST+TW 2321.10 44 .43 .06 .25 

CHALL+TW 910.19 44 .26 .59 .67 

ST+SPILL 452.89 9 .44 .42 .65 

CHALL+SPILL 239.03 9 .32 .57 .74 

Note. df =degrees of freedom; RMSEA= root-mean square error of approximation; TLI= Tucker-Lewis index; CFI= 

comparative fit index. ST= Stereotype Threat, CHALL= Challenge Response, TW= Thriving at Work, SPILL= Spillover 

Effect. 

 

Table 4.4 – Two-Factor CFA 

 

Two-Factor 

Models 
χ2 χ2/df RMSEA TLI CFI 

ST and TW 152.34 42 .10 .95 .97 

CHALL and TW 180.46 42 .11 .93 .95 

ST and SPILL 29.25 8 .10 .97 .98 

CHALL and 

SPILL 
20.63 8 .08 .97 .99 

Note. df =degrees of freedom; RMSEA= root-mean square error of approximation; TLI= Tucker-Lewis index; CFI= 

comparative fit index. ST= Stereotype Threat, CHALL= Challenge Response, TW= Thriving at Work, SPILL= Spillover 

Effect. 

 

In addition, a Three-Factor Model was tested to analyze if considering the two 

dimensions of Thriving at Work (Learning and Vitality) separately the data would show an even 

better adjustment. So, the results with the Stereotype Threat (χ2= 121.88, χ2/df= 42, RMSEA= 

.08, TLI= .87, CFI= .95) have also shown acceptable fit to the model regarding all fit indices 

except for the chi-square and TLI.  Regarding the connection of Challenge Response with 

Learning and Vitality, the results were in the same direction (χ2= 131.12, χ2/df= 42, RMSEA= 

.09, TLI= .83, CFI= .94). 
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In conclusion, the model exhibited an acceptable fit regarding most fit indices except 

for the chi-square and TLI. Taking this into consideration, the models have presented a 

moderate adjustment to the proposed model and representation of the latent variable. Overall, 

the Two-Factor Model presents a better fit over the One-Factor Model, but the Three-Factor 

Model has also shown relatively well-adjusted indexes.  

 

4.4 Linear Statistical Models (Regressions) 

Since the Multilevel Analysis could not be done, once there was no significant variance within-

person that could justified it, we conducted analyses not taking the longitudinal aspect into 

consideration. However, the software still considered all observations, thus resulting in a biased 

account of degrees of freedom. To overcome this limitation, we also did the analyses in SPSS 

using the first observation of each participant without missing data and using composite scores 

of the measures. Although using composite scores by averaging the items has the limitation of 

having items not contributing in the same way for latent factors, it was still preferred for the 

sake of simplicity, as the purpose was just to double check the results.  

As discussed in the literature review, it was intended to evaluate through Hypothesis 1: 

Threat negatively predicted thriving, β = -.20, t(280) = -2.16, p = .01. Threat also explained a 

significant proportion of variance in thriving, R2 marginal = .02, R2 conditional = .25, F(1, 280) 

= 6.32, p = .01. (note: marginal R2 considers only the variance of the fixed effects, and 

conditional R2  takes both fixed and random effects). Conducting the simplified analysis with 

just one observation per participant, results were similar, but the effect is marginal: β = -.37, 

t(41) = -1.93, p = .06. Threat also explained a marginally significant proportion of variance in 

thriving, R2 = .08, F(1, 41) = 3.73, p = .06. Thus, some support for hypothesis 1 was provided. 

 Regarding Hypothesis 2: The challenge response was positively related to thriving at 

work. The results have shown some support (β= .27, t(279) = 3.09, p= .002) assuming a positive 

relationship among the variables. Challenge also explained a significant proportion of variance 

in thriving, R2 marginal = .03, R2 conditional = .23, F(1, 279) = 9.54, p = .002. (note: marginal 

R2 considers only the variance of the fixed effects, and conditional R2  takes both fixed and 

random effects). However, when considering just one observation per participant, the 

association was still positive, but not significant β = .10, t(41) = 0.63, p = .53. Thus, support 

for hypothesis 2 is inconclusive. 

Relatively to Hypothesis 3: The threat response is positively related to negative 

spillover. The results provide some support (β= .24, t(250) = 6.28, p<.01) for the hypothesis, 
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by assuming a positive relationship between stereotype threat and spillover effect. Threat also 

explained a significant proportion of variance in spillover, R2 marginal = .25, R2 conditional = 

.52, F(1, 249) = 6.13, p = .02. (note: marginal R2 considers only the variance of the fixed effects, 

and conditional R2  takes both fixed and random effects). Conducting the simplified analysis 

with just one observation per participant, results were similar: β = .48, t(41) = 3.53, p < .001. 

Threat also explained a marginally significant proportion of variance in spillover, R2 = .23, F(1, 

41) = 12.49, p < .001. Thus, some support for hypothesis 3 was provided. 

 Finally, regarding Hypothesis 4: The challenge response is negatively related to 

negative spillover effect. The data analysis did not support the proposed hypothesis (β= .15, 

t(250) = 6.30, p= .020) since results have demonstrated a positive relation between the predictor 

and outcome variable instead. Challenge also did not explained a significant proportion of 

variance in spillover, R2 marginal = .12, R2 conditional = .46, F(1, 250) = 9.71, p = .051. (note: 

marginal R2 considers only the variance of the fixed effects, and conditional R2  takes both fixed 

and random effects). Conducting the simplified analysis with just one observation per 

participant, results were similar but not significant: β = .25, t(41)= 1.64, p=.11. Thus, no support 

for hypothesis 4 was provided. 

Due to incongruences in the literature regarding the Thriving at Work construct with the 

probable independence of its two dimensions (Learning and Vitality) (Abid & Contreras, 2022; 

Kleine et al., 2019; Oliveira, 2021a) and since the Three-Factor Model in the Confirmatory 

Factor Analysis showed a good adjustment, additional analysis were tested considering the two 

dimensions separately.  

The relation between Stereotype Threat and Thriving at Work (Learning) (Additional 

Analysis 1) was not found to be significant (β= -.14, t(281)= -1.43, p=.154). Threat also did not 

explained a significant proportion of variance in thriving (learning), R2 marginal = .08, R2 

conditional = .27, F(1, 281) = 2.05, p=.137. (note: marginal R2 considers only the variance of 

the fixed effects, and conditional R2  takes both fixed and random effects). Conducting the 

simplified analysis with just one observation per participant, results were similar: β =- .14, 

t(41)= -0.88, p=.39. 

However, the relation between Stereotype Threat and Thriving at Work (Vitality) 

(Additional Analysis 2) has been supported (β= -.36, t(267) = -3.42, p<.001). Threat explained 

a significant proportion of variance in thriving (vitality), R2 marginal = .05, R2 conditional = 

.19, F(1, 267) = 11.68, p<001. (note: marginal R2 considers only the variance of the fixed 

effects, and conditional R2  takes both fixed and random effects). Conducting the simplified 
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analysis with just one observation per participant, results were similar: β =-.38, t(41)= - 2.64, 

p=.01.  

As for the relation between Challenge Response and Thriving at Work (Learning) 

(Additional Analysis 3) was found to be significant and with a positive relation (β= .26, t(281) 

= 2.64 ,p= .009). Challenge explained a significant proportion of thriving (learning), R2 

marginal = .02, R2 conditional = .25, F(1, 281) = 6.95, p=.008. (note: marginal R2 considers 

only the variance of the fixed effects, and conditional R2  takes both fixed and random effects). 

However, conducting the simplified analysis with just one observation per participant, results 

were in the same direction, but not significant: β = .11, t(41)= 0.68, p=.50. 

Also, Challenge Response in relation with Thriving at Work (Vitality) (Additional 

Analysis 4) is proved to be significant and with a positive relation (β= .27, t(272)= 2.39, p= 

.018). Challenge explained a significant proportion of thriving (vitality), R2 marginal = .02, R2 

conditional = .16, F(1, 272) = 5.70, p=.015. (note: marginal R2 considers only the variance of 

the fixed effects, and conditional R2  takes both fixed and random effects). However, conducting 

the simplified analysis with just one observation per participant, results were in the same 

direction, but not significant: β = .07, t(41)= 0.647, p=.64. 

In spite of these preliminary findings, results need to be taken with caution because 

although statistical power was not an issue for the longitudinal design, it is underpowered 

considering one measurement per person (being the number of participants a total of only 44, 

and two of them did not answer the dependent measures). 
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CHAPTER 5 

Discussion 

 

The purpose of this research was to examine reactions to negative age-based meta-stereotypes 

and its relation with thriving at work and spillover. Indeed, the way people think others perceive 

them is not necessarily an accurate reflection of what others actually think of them (Finkelstein 

et al., 2012), but as the results of this research suggest, negative age-based meta-stereotypes 

may impact both work experience and personal life. Negative meta-stereotypes might be 

considered a stressor on the job, and these have the power to negatively impact workers 

(Oliveira, 2021). Negative meta-stereotypes are likely to produce both negative reactions (e.g., 

threat) and behavioral responses (e.g., avoidance and conflict), than they are likely a positive 

impact (e.g. boost engagement) (Finkelstein et al., 2015). Actually, even positive meta-

stereotype has a probability of inducing negative responses, so this really motivates to better 

understand meta-stereotypes consequences. As Finkelstein and colleagues (2015) (Figure 2.3) 

demonstrate, even the challenge reaction is much more likely to lead to a conflict behavioral 

response than to engagement. That being said, all non-neutral reactions arising from negative 

meta-stereotypes have a probability of, sooner or later, have a negative impact. The major 

difference between the Threat and the Challenge Response is that the Threat clearly triggers 

negative outcomes, whereas Challenge may or may not trigger negative outcomes depending 

on antecedents and/or intrapersonal variables (e.g., self-core evaluations) (Finkelstein et al., 

2015).  The hypotheses were formulated with this assumption in mind, i.e., possibly in a seven-

day intensive longitudinal study, harmful effects of Threat would be observed on the dependent 

variables, whereas for Challenge, the durability of the study would only capture the "positive" 

motivational phase of the participants, before individuals would or would not – depending on 

several intrapersonal characteristics – enter "negative" decay phase, once Challenge takes 

longer to cause emotional attrition (Finkelstein et al., 2015; Finkelstein et al., 2020).  

 A daily diary study (ESM/EMA methodology) was conducted to capture within-person 

variance in the dependent variables. Data was collected through questionnaires displayed on 

participants own smartphone via SEMA3 software. During seven working days, participants 

had two answer a mean of two surveys a day (a total of 15 observations per participant). In the 

first day participants sould answer the baseline questionnaire (Q1), another questionnaire up to 

one hour after leaving work (Q2) and a final one at least one hour after arriving home (Q3). In 
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the following six days, only had to answer Q2 and Q3, always in the same time range (interval-

contingent design). However, data analyses showed no support for any of the hypotheses at the 

longitudinal multilevel level because there was no within-person variation over time. 

Limitations and justifications for why this might have happened will be further discussed in this 

chapter. Thus, all conclusions drawn refer only to variations between individuals and should be 

interpreted with caution, because although the number of observations is adequate for a 

multilevel longitudinal study, the number of participants alone is low for the analyses 

performed, thus threatening the statistical power of the results. Nevertheless, it was possible to 

draw some conclusions about the formulated hypotheses, which we will now describe. 

 Regarding the negative effect of Age-Based Threat on Thriving at Work postulated by 

Hypothesis 1, which was found to be marginally significant, which is in line with what is 

proposed in the theory. Employees who experience thriving at work supposedly create new 

resources, learn more easily, and have stronger social relationships, which consequently 

contributes to better performance while improving employee health (Porath et al., 2012; Prem 

et al., 2017). Kulik's (2014) research indicated that stereotype threat can make employees work 

harder but not necessarily better. For example, in addition to the drop in productivity, 

Kalokerinos and collaborators (2014) address the fact that stereotype threat is often related to 

low levels of job satisfaction and commitment, including, increasing the turnover rate. 

On the other hand, reaction to a specific demand under stress may vary from individual 

to individual according to their cognitive evaluation. What some see as a threat, others perceive 

as a challenge or an opportunity (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Quick et al., 1997). Regarding 

Challenge Response (Hypothesis 2), results have not showed a significant result failing to 

corroborate what is in line with the literature. Thriving at work has benefits, not only for 

employees, but also for the organizations in which they work. Prem and colleagues (2017), 

based on the literature on stress and challenge, found information supporting the premise that 

challenge positively affects learning at work. Some authors (Alter et al., 2010) even defend that 

challenge is a more adjusted response to negative meta-stereotypes than stereotype threat, 

stating that reframing stereotype threat as challenge may decrease its negative consequences. 

However, this does not seem to be true to all age groups. For example, a negative association 

between challenge reaction and thriving at work (learning) has been demonstrated for older 

workers (LePine et al., 2004; Lepine et al., 2005). Contrarily, as for young workers, challenge 

response has a positive effect on both dimensions of thriving at work (LePine et al., 2005; 

LePine et al., 2004; Prem et al., 2017).  
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 As for Hypothesis 3, was based on what is called in the literature by stereotype threat 

spillover, refering to the prediction that dealing with negative stereotypes and meta-stereotypes 

has negative effects, namely on decreasing capacity to cope with one’s every aspect of life 

(Inzlicht & Kang, 2010). For a long time, the magnitude of stereotype threat has been 

underestimated (Inzlicht et al., 2011; Inzlicht & Kang, 2010), however, as the results of 

Hypothesis 3 state, the negative effects go beyond the threatening environment (work context). 

The corroboration of this hypothesis can contribute to establish the power of stereotype threat 

negatives effects, which interferes with personal sphere, in terms of work-family bidirectional 

relationship (Kang & Inzlicht, 2014). Having a stereotype threat response triggers a 

physiological stress response and, thus, all tasks requiring self-control are compromised since 

cognitive resources are diverted. Furthermore, emotional responses become maladjusted and 

deregulated. People who experience stereotype threat in the work context may be able to 

maintain their performance, but “at what cost?” (Kang & Inzlicht, 2014, p. 454).  

 Regarding Challenge Response on Negative Spillover Effect (Hypothesis 4), the results 

have not shown significancy. As challenge response is considered to be more adaptive than 

stereotype threat (Alter et al., 2010), it was expected that this positive effect would also 

positively transfer to the personal sphere. Based on work-family conflict theory (Zedeck & 

Mosier, 1990) who argue these (work life vs private life) are two incompatible environments, 

since they demand different roles and have opposite norms (i.e., affective/emotional role at 

home vs dissociation with oneself to be a professional facet more structured and rational). The 

difficulty of managing different facets of oneself (e.g., worker, parent, partner etc.) is due to 

limited time and cognitive resources, especially if there is a challenge (e.g., negative age-based 

meta-stereotypes) in the workplace. This result could have contradicted what was initially 

thought to happen within the short-term longitudinal study, which would be a “snapshot” 

capture of the positive effect for work and life domains, since, when experiencing a challenge 

response, the individual would feel energized, motivated, proud (Finkelstein et al., 2015) and, 

as such, would overflow these negative feelings to the family context. This non-significant 

results regarding challenge effects on thriving at work and spillover, leave us wondering if 

challenge is really a better response than the stereotype threat response? This response is still 

understudied when compared to stereotype threat, and most of its studies were conducted only 

for the within-work context (Finkelstein et al., 2020; Finkelstein et al., 2015) overlooking other 

possible effects (e.g., negative spillover to home).  

 Finally, regarding the additional analyses, these were done to help disentangle an 

inconsistency in the literature regarding the two dimensions of thriving at work. More 
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specifically, besides thriving at work being a relative new construct, authors (Porath et al., 2012) 

had difficulties since its measurement conceptualization. More precisely, the vitality dimension 

had items in the literature remitting to a state or a feeling, but the already existing scales to 

measure the learning dimension framed it as a personality (fixed) trait (Kleine et al., 2019). To 

overcome this problem the authors created new measurement items in order to capture a 

“subjective experience of momentary learning at work” (p. 975).  

 As it was first conceptualized by Spreitzer and colleagues (2005), to experience 

thriving, high levels of both learning and vitality should be present. However, studies have been 

demonstrating dissonant results on both dimensions (Oliveira, 2021). These inconsistencies 

were shown in analyses where the same independent variable was tested with each thriving at 

work dimension separately and had different outcomes (Prem et al., 2017). For example, 

Oliveira (2021) showed negative age-based meta-stereotypes do not impact thriving in terms of 

vitality but seem to negatively impact skills’ learning among older workers. Given these 

inconsistencies, researchers are seeing added value in conducting more studies that treat the 

construct as a whole, but also taking into account the two dimensions separately (Kleine et al., 

2019; Oliveira, 2021b). Moreover, there are studies advocating learning and vitality have an 

intrinsically distinct nature (Harari et al., 2016; Viswesvaran et al., 2002). Kleine and 

collaborators (2019) suggested more longitudinal studies in their meta-analysis, namely using 

a daily diary typology, to identify whether “thriving reflects a work-related psychological state 

or should be captured as a trait, meaning some people are inherently more or less predisposed 

to thrive at work” (p. 992). In this sense, although our longitudinal approach was not fully 

possible, the Additional Analyses conducted have shown interesting results to enlightening this 

current discussion about the thriving concept.   

 Although Additional Analysis 1, 3 and 4 have not shown significant results when 

considering one observation per participant, Additional Analysis 2, testing the relation with 

threat reaction and thriving at work (vitality), demonstrated a negative significant relation 

which is in consonancy with Hypothesis 1. We suggest further studies to also do analysis with 

thriving at work’s dimensions separately, perhaps threat and challenge will behave differently 

with each dimension, an effect that is already being demonstrating in some studies.     
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5.1 Practical Implications  

There are several practical implications of this research, first, the vast majority of studies on 

meta-stereotypes at work are conducted in artificial contexts (e.g., laboratories) or outside the 

context studied, with few studies actually conducted in the organizational context (Kalokerinos 

et al., 2014). Furthermore, the fact there are variables that could vary from day to day or the 

fact there are variables there is simply not much point in the central focus being a between-

person comparison, it’s not being taken into account in the choice of methodologies for most 

studies (Scheibe & Moghimi, 2021). Aware of this gap, this master's dissertation used the daily 

diary studies’ methodology in order to capture within-person variations which although failed, 

allowed for data collection in natural settings, through the SEMA3 smartphone app. Although 

the within-person variation was not significant enough to proceed with multilevel analysis, 

which may be due to some limitations of the study that will be addressed below, the truth is the 

data collection methodology has advantages that can be useful not only for academia but also 

for industry, such as measuring dynamic processes and assessing over multiple contexts, for 

example (Kalokerinos, 2020).  

 In addition to the methodology, other contribution of this master’s dissertation was the 

additional conduct of a preliminary test which contributed to understanding the Portuguese 

reality with regard to the stereotypes associated with each age group. Interestingly there wasn’t 

significant difference between stereotypes associated with young and older adults, being the 

middle-agers the “mediators” of this significancy. This might be due to the fact that participants 

are aware of the youngest and oldest being the most discriminated leaving them reluctant to 

attribute them stereotypes. Additionally, the fact that the sample of the preliminary study was 

composed by a majority of young participants (88 people) may indicate their awareness of any 

kinds of discrimination, and therefore unintentionally protected the oldest generation, seen as 

the most discriminated. 

 Moreover, this master’s dissertation brings placements to the discussion about the 

thriving at work construct that deserves all the attention of researchers. Although all analysis 

with challenge response failed to present significance, this might be due study limitations, 

discussed right below.  
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5.2 Limitations and suggestions for future studies  

Science is an on-going process. Though it uses a scientific method is not free of limitations. 

Limitations should never be seen as failures, but instead, as added value to understand how to 

do better in the future and strengthen the scientific method. With that being said, in this section 

the limitations of this study will be enumerated as well as suggestions to overcome them. 

 The first limitation has to do with the lack of variance that made multilevel analysis 

impossible. We theorize that, the reason for not having within-person variation might be due 

the fact that, in the course of seven working days, no age-based meta-stereotype has been 

activated. Although it was measured, due to complexity of the analysis and time constraints this 

variable could not be included in the model, however, a superficial composite mean analysis 

indicated a low meta-stereotype activation (M=2.67, SD=.69) which can be a potentially 

justification for no variance over time. Experts suggest seven days is the minimum to capture 

within-person variations with longer duration decreasing compliance. So far, only up to one 

month was tested (Kalokerinos, 2020). Maybe seven days was not enough to capture threat and 

challenge reactions since it is a reaction could need more days to reveal itself. In this matter, 

we advise future researchers to replicate this study for a few more days, for at least two weeks, 

and include age-based meta-stereotype activation in the model, or maybe use a more sensible 

variables such as emotions. Another limitation is related to the fact that some of the participants 

who took part in the study had previously answered the preliminary study, which could have 

influenced the results since participants already imagined it could be related to age stereotypes. 

In the perfect scenario these should have been two independent samples. Additionally, as 

initially thought, stereotypes arising from the preliminary study (Study 1) were to be included 

on the main study (Study 2) questionnaire, however SEMA3 also presented limitations 

regarding questions ramifications (e.g., if the participant is young, then specific stereotypes 

appear). However, in the meantime, other ESM/EMA tools have already been discovered, for 

instance as Project Mycap or Ethica.     

Regarding the challenges faced across data collection, besides the fact this type of 

methodology is time-consuming and resource-intensive for both the participant and the 

researcher (Kalokerinos, 2020), the major challenge experienced was the briefing. The sample 

being from different organizations made it difficult to reach all and attended to their specific 

necessities. The video for the briefing was made along with several e-mails with explanations, 

besides personal contacts (e-mail and phone number) were supplied in order to resolve day-to-

day issues. Also, the participants had difficulties with SEMA3 app it was a demanding process 
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to reach out for everyone. Besides, the version utilized also had some limitations, for example, 

the problem on registering participants with certain types of electronic mail or some mishap 

with the notifications that were very were related to the model/brand of smartphone used by the 

participant. Another obstacle faced was to make people understand the type of research without 

giving too many details that could bias the study. Many participants did not understand the need 

to answer the same questions so many times a day and for so long and kept asking if they could 

answer for a shorter period of time, perhaps that might have influenced dropout rate (20%).  

 The sample itself had some limitation, for instance, a sample of 44 participants was 

appropriate for idiographic approaches but small for nomothetic approach (Kalokerinos, 2020). 

Also, the sample did not come from the same organization may be a limitation, since in across 

different professional contexts age perception changes for example, a 35 year old worker is not 

the same in the sports or academic context.  

 Finally, “if I had all the money and time in the world…”, there would a lot of other 

variables and questions I would have joyed to address and will leave in discussion for further 

studies. For instance, future studies could encompass comparative analyses between age groups 

which was not possible for this master’s thesis since, considering Finkelstein and collaborators 

(2013) classification of age ranges classifies 18 to 30 years old as young worker, 31 to 50 as 

middle-age worker and from 51 up as older worker, we did not have a sample with age 

homogeneity. Nevertheless, it would be interest to understand if in some age group there is 

more threat response than in others, or more challenge, for instance according to Tajfel and 

Turner (1986) middle-agers in a favorable position in relation to the others, their reaction to the 

behavior of others towards themselves will depend on whether they interpret it as support or an 

affront to their status, which could influence their response to negative meta-stereotype 

activation. Thus, when interpreted as a threat, this group can reacts defensively, justifying its 

group status attributing the advantages to personal skills (Branscombe & Miron, 2004). Some 

existing studies have already done these comparative analyses, some demonstrating challenge 

response is more common in younger workers (Oliveira, 2021b). Others (Finkelstein et al., 

2020) state age is not a determining factor in this prediction, but self-core evaluations are. In 

this case, variables such as self-efficacy, self-esteem, internal locus of control, emotional 

stability, resilience, etc. (Blascovich & Mendes, 2000; Finkelstein et al., 2020) could be 

considered as determinants of a certain response or even associated with age groups.  

Additionally, it would be interesting not only to compare between age groups but gather 

participants perception of age to understand how they perceive themselves regardless of their 
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biological age, and to comparative studies with this also with this variable, since how a person 

perceives themselves will influence their age meta-stereotypes.  

Lastly, it would be interesting to study age differences also in the dependent variables. 

For instance, young people have less resources to deal with stressors in general, ending up being 

more likely to spillover (Diehl et al., 1997; Gross et al., 1997).  Also, thriving (vitality) 

associated with task performance has age as a moderator, increasing along with aging (Kleine 

et al., 2019).   

Another variable it would be interesting to control is sex, since recent studies have been 

demonstrating ageism affect men and women differently, with women being more likely to 

experience stereotype threat than men (Lamont et al., 2015). For instance, middle-age women 

reportedly suffer more ageistic discrimination in regards with beauty standards which can shake 

their self-esteem (Antonucci et al., 2010; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).  

 The topic of this research is very broad and there are many other factors that could also 

have been measured and evaluated, but would have made the research much more complex, 

extensive, and unfocused. For example, the feeling of need for social support increases in the 

presence of stressors, in this case, the existence of age stereotypes in the workplace increases 

the need for social support (Menkin et al., 2016). Also, the sense of thriving at work is strongly 

associated with social support, as workers who report thriving at work more easily possess and 

create resources to overcome difficulties, namely stronger social relationships (Prem et al., 

2017; Porath et al., 2012). Although a workplace characterized by a high level of social support 

is associated with a low rate of age discrimination (Chou & Choi, 2011), even when it exists, 

perceived social support ameliorates its negative effects (Redman & Snape, 2006). 

Additionally, a high level of perceived organizational support positively impacts social support 

attitudes toward coworkers (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002) which is the strongest predictor of 

thriving at work (Kleine et al., 2019). The literature reports perceived organizational support 

may be the aggravating factor of perceived ageism, or the softening factor of it, thus having a 

moderating effect on its impact (Bytheway, 2005; Snape & Redman, 2003).  Low perceived 

organizational support can easily activate ageist meta-stereotypes, leading employees to think 

they are valued less or treated differently because of their age (Rabl, 2010). Even pointing to 

more macro differences, that is, for instance, a cross-cultural comparison between cultural 

differences demarcating modern societies – cultural individualism (vs. collectivism). Generally, 

cultural individualism is governed by the respect and tolerance of all individuals, regardless of 

the differences between them, whereas in collectivist cultures, the form of treatment will depend 

on the social group to which the other belongs (Finuras, 2017). In general, ageism is more 
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widespread in Western societies (Palmore, 1982), but it is also in Western and industrialized 

countries where anti-age policies exist the most and, simultaneously, the levels of 

discrimination against young people are the highest (Bratt et al., 2018). In this case, both 

policies and people's individual actions follow a policy of selective equality. They generally 

follow the trend of prioritizing equality for groups seen as more dependent, than for groups that 

may unsettle the prevailing culture or normativity (Abrams et al., 2015). This is in line with 

what is proposed by the Stereotype Content Model (Fiske et al., 2002), with regard to older 

people who are perceived as having high levels of sociability and low levels of competence, 

triggering paternalistic feelings, such as pity, desire to help and protect (social policies also go 

in this direction), also fostering respect for the wisdom of older adults. Therefore, it is concluded 

that there might be a greater discrimination against young people the more industrialized the 

country, as they are more perceived as a threat compared to the older ones (Bratt et al., 2018). 

It should be noted that, compared to other age groups, young people have age meta-stereotypes 

more accessible in the work context, since it is in this context they report feeling more ageist 

discrimination.  

 Finally, studies focusing on the financial impacts that age-related biases may bring to 

organizations (e.g., early retirement costs, recruitment and selection expenses, costs of poorly 

performed training or handover) would be interesting and may provide some answers on how 

organizations can reduce costs of illness and absenteeism. 

  

5.3 Conclusions  

As the age landscape of our workplaces continues to become more diverse, only by improving 

our understanding of the social processes underlying age diversity experiences can we begin to 

facilitate positive and productive interactions and positive interactions between individuals of 

different age groups in the workplace (Finkelstein et al., 2012). Ageism is about what we 

believe (stereotypes), how we behave (discrimination), and what we feel (prejudice) based on 

age, either in relation to ourselves or to others (WHO, 2021) and, in the in the workplace, the 

theme reaches all age groups. 

 In order to contribute to the literature on age in the work context, this master’s 

dissertation research stipulated the main objective of understanding how stereotype threat and 

challenge reactions arising from negative age-based meta-stereotypes would impact on 

professional and personal aspects of workers life, namely sense of thriving at work and negative 
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spillover effect to home respectively by using a research methodology and software of data 

analysis that is gaining relevance in academia. 

This master’s dissertation research tried to identify how people react to negative age-

based meta-stereotypes, assuming that both reactions can have negative impacts, however this 

negative impact is much more likely of the reaction stereotype threat than with challenge 

response. It is important that leaders and managers understand that negative age-based meta-

stereotype can negatively impact interpersonal behaviors in the workplace, by creating conflicts 

or avoidance behaviors with little less probability to create engagement (Finkelstein et al., 

2015). The prime goal of this master’s dissertation is to raise awareness to organizations leaders 

or team managers regarding the importance of ageism topic, to keep them conscious of these 

behaviors (threat and challenge reactions) in the workplace in order to find ways to dissolve 

possible resulting issues. By bringing attention to the power of negative age-based meta-

stereotypes, it is important that organizations understand the inevitable dissociation of human’s 

life systems (i.e., work-home). The results obtained demonstrated that stereotype threat had 

negative effects on thriving at work and spillover effect, however challenge response lack 

significance. Hopefully, organizations are becoming more and more concern with employers 

well-being  and work-life balance practices (Danna & Griffin, 1999; Fiksenbaum, 2014), maybe 

because they understand its importance for workers performance (Beauregard & Henry, 2009) 

resulting in the organization saving costs (Khallash & Kruse, 2012). 

One indication that the research brings to managers is to look for ways to mitigate 

conflict, for example putting into practice Contact Hypothesis conditions (Allport, 1954) in 

their work environments to reinforce a sense of collectivity (King et al., 2019). Also, ageism 

should be discussed openly with employers; anti-ageist policies should exist and be explicitly 

transmitted to the collaborators and mostly diversity advantages should be enhanced such its 

benefits in terms of knowledge, innovation and development (Østergaard et al., 2011). 

Age diversity in the workplace is no longer just a question of ethics, but also a market 

obligation. The aging population presents a number of challenges for governments (Vauclair et 

al., 2016) and therefore for organizations. Organizations need to be more aware of the potential 

detrimental effects of negative age meta-stereotypes in the workplace (Oliveira & Cabral-

Cardoso, 2018). Therefore, it is critical that managers understand the conditions that facilitate 

positive and productive interactions between individuals of different age groups in the 

workplace (Finkelstein et al., 2013), as age diversity will be a prevalent feature in work groups 

in the future (Ellwart et al., 2013). 
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Annex A 

 

Table A.1 – Sample Job Functions 
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Annex B 

 

 
Figure B.1 – Briefing (E-mail) 
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Figure C.1 – Instructions (PowerPoint) 
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Annex D 

 

 

Figure D.1 – Instructions (Video) 
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Annex E 

 

 

Figure E.1 – Informed Consent at Q1 (SEMA3) 


