Understanding Age-Diverse Knowledge Exchange through Social Comparison

Laura Rinker, Ulrike Fasbender, and Fabiola H. Gerpott

Please cite as:
Rinker, L., Fasbender, U., & Gerpott, F. H. (2025, in press). Understanding Age-Diverse
Knowledge Exchange through Social Comparison. In E. F. Fideler (Ed.), The Oxford

Handbook of Intergenerational Connections. Oxford University Press.

Author Note

We have no known conflict of interest to disclose. This research was funded by the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation: FA 1593/4-1).
Correspondence concerning this chapter should be addressed to Laura Rinker, Business and
Organizational Psychology, University of Hohenheim, Stuttgart, Wollgrasweg 49, 35394.

Email: Lrinker@uni-hohenheim.de



Abstract

This chapter outlines social comparison dynamics and age-diverse knowledge
exchange within the workplace. It provides an overview of three relevant theories (i.e., social
comparison theory, social identity theory, and intergroup contact theory) that serve as
theoretical frameworks for the chapter, and it identifies three key areas for future research in
the context of age-diverse knowledge exchange from a social comparison lens: 1) employee
use of social comparisons to identify suitable knowledge exchange partners and role
distribution within knowledge exchange relationships by employees of different ages,
especially in the context of evolving expertise dynamics; 2) the dilemma associated with age-
diverse knowledge exchange including the potential competence-related gains and costs
younger and older employees must consider when engaging in knowledge exchange; and 3)
how social comparisons may improve intergroup contact quality by fostering perspective
taking and, building on this, by capitalizing on the social comparison tendencies of particular

age groups.
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Understanding Age-Diverse Knowledge Exchange through Social Comparison

Introduction

The exchange of knowledge between age groups has emerged as a vital asset for
organizations striving to remain competitive in the face of developments such as retirement
brain drain and the downsizing of the workforce due to lower birthrates.! Considering the
ongoing societal aging of industrialized countries and the associated postponement of
retirement,> workplaces are rapidly transforming into melting pots for workers of different
ages. While in theory, this development creates excellent conditions for age-diverse
knowledge exchange (referring to the transfer of unique knowledge between younger and
older employees®), employees of different ages face various challenges.

One such challenge involves managing the social dynamics between different age
groups, in particular social comparison (i.e., assessing oneself through comparison with
others),* which may both hinder and foster age-diverse knowledge exchange. It is important
to foster age-diverse knowledge exchange due to its immense potential for increasing
innovation,’ enhancing employee development,® and ensuring the preservation of
organizational memory.” With each age group providing unique perspectives and expertise,®
age-diverse knowledge exchange contributes not only to knowledge retention but also to the
creation of new knowledge.

Within the knowledge exchange literature, social comparisons have recently garnered
attention as a crucial lens through which to understand the social dynamics of age-diverse
knowledge exchange.’ It provides a nuanced perspective for comprehending how employees
of different ages perceive their relative standing within the social organizational hierarchy
and how this perception influences their engagement in knowledge exchange. In this regard,

Fasbender and Gerpott suggest that anticipated current and future status differences may



shape knowledge exchange between different age groups. ' This is because older employees
may rank higher than their younger counterparts at a given time but may be out-competed by
their younger colleagues in the future. As a result, tensions and competition between age
groups can emerge,'! which may impede knowledge exchange.

Alternatively, a more positive scenario is also plausible, in which status or knowledge
differences between age-diverse colleagues encourage them to share their respective
expertise, experiences, and insights. In this case, older, often more experienced employees,
may be motivated by the desire to cement their perceived status and legacy within an
organization by imparting wisdom to younger colleagues.!? Likewise, a younger employee
may aspire to climb the organizational ladder, learn from more experienced colleagues, and
demonstrate up-to-date knowledge.'® Therefore, it is fitting and valuable to provide an
overview of relevant theories and the current empirical evidence to showcase how social
comparison shapes age-diverse knowledge exchange and how future research can contribute
to further understanding of this phenomenon.

By shedding light on the interplay between age-diverse knowledge exchange and
social comparison dynamics at work, the chapter will make three contributions: 1) a
comprehensive overview of pertinent theories that help explain the multifaceted relationship
between social comparison and knowledge exchange in an age-diverse context (i.e., social
comparison theory, social identity theory, and intergroup contact theory); 2) examples of how
social comparisons may play a role in age-diverse knowledge exchange based on these
theoretical frameworks and the existing tentative and adjacent empirical insights; and 3)
promising areas for future research in the domain of social comparisons and age-diverse
knowledge exchange. Figure 1.1 provides an overview of the existing research within three

theoretical perspectives and suggested future research areas emerging from their integration.



<place fig. 1.1. here Past and Future Age-diverse Knowledge Exchange Research
from the (Joint) Perspectives of Social Comparison Theory, Social Identity Theory, and
Intergroup Contact Theory >

Theoretical Frameworks and Empirical Findings: Linking Social Comparison and
Knowledge Exchange in an Age-Diverse Context

To unravel the interplay of social comparisons among younger and older employees in
age-diverse knowledge exchange, it is helpful to review Festinger’s theory of social
comparisons ' and Zell and Alicke’s temporal social comparison theorizing,!® as well as the
underlying principles and empirical findings of social identity theory'¢ and intergroup contact
theory!”—two perspectives that scholars have used to examine the social dynamics of age-
diverse knowledge exchange.'®
Social Comparison Theory

Social comparison theory was introduced by Festinger in 1954, positing that
individuals have an inherent tendency to evaluate themselves by comparing their attributes,
skills, and achievements with those of others. Rooted in the desire for accurate self-
assessment and identity formation, ' social comparison shapes individuals’ perceptions of
their place in the social hierarchy and informs affective, cognitive, and behavioral
responses.2 Social comparisons can be characterized by their directionality: They can be
upward (i.e., with others who are better than oneself), lateral (i.e., with others who are equal
to oneself), or downward (i.e., with others who are worse than oneself). To differentiate
further, scholars also discern whether one feels more similar or less similar to the other
person in response to social comparison.?!

While researchers have tended to view social comparisons as static or singular events,
Zell and Alicke encourage a more dynamic view of social comparisons over time?? by

examining how relative differences in various domains (e.g., status, experience, or salary)



evolve. This temporal perspective provides an opportunity to consider relative gains and
losses compared to comparison targets. Fasbender and Gerpott note that this perspective is
particularly applicable to age-diverse colleagues—older employees often have higher current
status due to longer work history, and younger counterparts have more space to rise in the
ranks owing to their relatively lower status.?® This circumstance could have both positive and
negative effects on knowledge exchange, as it has a motivating potential but may also trigger
fears among age-diverse colleagues.

Social Identity Theory

Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory explains how people form and maintain
social identities,?* stating that individuals classify themselves and others into groups based on
shared characteristics (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, or religion). Then, individuals evaluate
these groups in terms of social status and their own identity, which influences their self-
concept and behavior. As a result, social identities are those parts of the self-concept that stem
from membership in social groups. Social identity formation and social comparison processes
intersect through their mutual influence on how individuals perceive themselves as well as
the social groups to which they assign themselves.? The theory explains the formation of
social identities based on group membership, while comparisons contribute to maintaining
those identities and the dynamics between different social groups.® In this context, social
comparisons are a cognitive process through which individuals ascertain distinct and shared
social identities.?’

Empirical findings support social identity theory in the context of age-diverse
knowledge exchange. For instance, age plays a pivotal role in shaping social groupings
among employees,?® when it affects the willingness to share knowledge with colleagues of
other age groups.?’ Age, compared to other demographic characteristics, is a particularly

salient characteristic for subgroup formation.*® Specifically, drawing on social identity theory,



Gerpott and colleagues argued that age diversity fosters the formation of subgroups through
social categorizations and increases the risk that shared knowledge is seen as outdated or
inadequate, which can threaten one’s identity. In light of this, they empirically showed that
perceptions of age diversity in training groups obstruct learning through decreased
knowledge sharing among group members.>! In addition, older employees are apt to share
less knowledge with younger colleagues if they perceive a threat to their social identity (i.e.,
perceived age discrimination).

Intergroup Contact Theory

The concept of intergroup contact theory stems from Allport’s contact hypothesis,**
proposing that interactions between members of diverse groups can mitigate biases and
encourage constructive relationships between these groups.** Group interaction can lead to
greater understanding and awareness, along with diminishing feelings of apprehension. To
achieve this, the interactions are ideally based on equal standing, shared objectives, and
collaborative efforts. Yet, the intersection of intergroup contact and social comparisons has
been rarely studied in the context of age diversity, despite initial conceptual considerations>
and promising tentative findings®® showing that social comparisons between age groups as
part of age-diverse knowledge exchange can improve contact and understanding between
groups by fostering perspective taking and a sense of shared identity.

Empirical findings support the theoretical notions of intergroup contact theory within
the context of age-diverse knowledge exchange: intergroup contact as part of knowledge
exchange fosters positive age-diverse interactions, enhances the quality of connections
between different age groups, and positively shapes attitudes and behaviors toward older
employees.” For example, younger workers empathize more with older colleagues when
they engage in knowledge exchange.?® For older employees, knowledge exchange is

associated with positive perceptions of an organization’s intergenerational climate.> In sum,



the quality and quantity of contact between age groups promotes positive views of older
workers and reduces ageism through knowledge exchange.*’
Social Comparison in Age-Diverse Knowledge Exchange: Areas for Future Research

Whereas research on social comparisons at work*! and research on age-diverse
knowledge sharing from the perspectives of social identity and intergroup contact theory*?
has received considerable scholarly attention in the past,*’ research advocating the integration
of these theoretical perspectives is still in its infancy.** For this reason, the following section
draws on existing theoretical considerations and empirical findings from both fields to offer
ideas for future research. Specifically, it suggests three possible research areas to shed light
on social comparisons in age-diverse knowledge exchange processes.

The first considers how social comparisons may be used by employees of different
ages to identify and select suitable knowledge exchange partners. The second advocates for
research contrasting the potential gains and costs that employees of different age groups have
to weigh during knowledge exchange. The third elaborates on how social comparisons can
help to build bridges between age groups in light of age-diverse knowledge exchange.
Identification and Selection of Suitable Knowledge Exchange Partners

Before employees can engage in knowledge exchange, they must identify suitable
partners for the process. Age, as a distinguishing demographic factor between employees, can
significantly influence how individuals perceive and choose their exchange counterparts. The
interplay between age and expertise offers room for social identities and social comparison
dynamics to shape the formation of knowledge-exchange partnerships.

Traditionally, age has been associated with accumulated expertise and experience as
older employees often possess deep-rooted organizational knowledge, garnered through years
of immersion in company practices and industry developments.*’ This accumulation of

knowledge makes older employees indispensable actors in organizational knowledge



exchange, especially when considering the preservation of organizational memory as an
important goal. Younger employees, by contrast, are traditionally assigned to the receiving
party in the source-recipient model of knowledge transfer.*® Nevertheless, research has found
that they may contribute fresh insights and up-to-date knowledge from their education to
invigorate established practices*’ along the lines of a mutual exchange model.*® In particular,
the advent of the digital age has introduced a critical shift in the traditional expert-novice
relationship between older and younger employees. In combination, the attributes of both age
groups foster an environment in which they can complement each other through
collaboration.

Employees use social comparisons to evaluate their strengths and shortcomings in
light of what colleagues belonging to other age groups bring to the table. For instance, older
employees can contribute company-specific knowledge or strategies for dealing with social
situations, whereas younger employees can offer systematic learning strategies or methods to
obtain information.*’ Thus, while age can serve as an initial marker of accumulated
experience, the shifting dynamics of expertise in the digital age may reshape traditional
perceptions of who sends knowledge and who receives knowledge.>® Such changes in role
distribution may also affect older and younger employees’ social identity as knowledge
senders and knowledge receivers.

Therefore, researchers are encouraged to explore the role of social comparisons in the
context of age- versus experience-based identities for identifying knowledge exchange
partners for employees of different ages. For instance, scholars could explore interactions
between age and expertise in partner selection by investigating whether older individuals
place a higher value on certain types of expertise due to their experience, and whether
younger individuals prioritize different domains of expertise due to their digital literacy and

familiarity with emerging technologies. Research could also inquire into how these priorities
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differ in employees when selecting knowledge recipients versus knowledge sources.
Furthermore, scholars could examine whether the traditional age-based identities (i.e., “older

29 ¢¢

workers,” “younger workers™) are giving way to more expertise-based identities (e.g., “digital
natives,” “digital pioneers”) as a consequence of redefining one’s identity through social
comparisons. Lastly, research could also investigate whether such shifts in the relevance of
age-based and expertise-based identities create new opportunities for collaboration and
understanding between younger and older employees by shaping knowledge exchange
partner identification and selection.

Knowledge Exchange as an Age-Diverse Dilemma: Potential Gains and Costs

Cabrera and Cabrera compare knowledge sharing among colleagues to a public goods
dilemma,’' a situation in which individuals must decide whether to contribute to a shared
resource that benefits everyone or withhold their contribution for personal gain. Such a
dilemma manifests in the workplace when individuals must decide whether to share their
knowledge (and potentially risk the loss of personal recognition, power, or unique expertise)
or withhold it.

The potential gains and costs feeding into this dilemma for workplace colleagues of
different ages are at least partly rooted in social comparisons. Social comparisons in age-
diverse knowledge exchange can either fulfill or compromise employees’ fundamental human
need for competence.>? This need (i.e., psychological desire to feel effective, capable, and
successful in one's activities and endeavors)>? persists across the lifespan but may vary
depending on one’s life stage.>*

Age-diverse knowledge exchange can fulfill employees’ need for competence in two
ways. First, it allows employees to identify and strategically seek out unique knowledge from
colleagues in other age groups to enhance their own knowledge repertoire.> Second, it can

foster employees’ sense of competence by providing younger and older employees alike with
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a platform to share their unique knowledge. In turn, sharing knowledge may promote
employees’ experience as competent professionals,>® which is important for younger
employees seeking to establish themselves professionally as well as for older employees
striving to consolidate their professional standing.

On the flip side, social comparisons with colleagues of other age groups can also be
detrimental to employees’ competence need fulfillment. Younger employees may feel
inadequate when they compare their knowledge and skills to those of older, more experienced
colleagues, especially if they perceive a substantial discrepancy with their older colleagues
that they cannot resolve in the future. Older employees engaging in age-diverse knowledge
exchange may encounter perceptions of competence erosion, a concern that their knowledge
is outdated. If older employees feel sidelined, their sense of competence is jeopardized and
this may discourage knowledge exchange altogether.>” Future research examining these
potential gains and costs associated with social comparisons for younger and older employees
can lay a foundation for solving the knowledge exchange dilemma in the context of age-
diverse knowledge transfer.

Bridging Age-Related Divides Through Social Comparisons

While social comparisons can create a barrier to age-diverse knowledge exchange if
they involve costs, they also can provide an opportunity to build bridges between different
age groups in line with intergroup contact theory.*® Specifically, social comparison can
facilitate intergroup contact by serving as a psychological mechanism that drives individuals
from different age groups to interact, engage, and find common ground during and after
knowledge exchange.

For instance, social comparison encourages individuals to consider the viewpoints and
experiences of others.>® As employees of different ages compare their strengths and

weaknesses during knowledge exchange, they gain insights into each other’s unique
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circumstances. This perspective taking can lay the foundation for positive intergroup contact
as it fosters positive interactions and cultivates social connections.*’

Suls and Mullen argue that middle-aged individuals (i.e., between 40 and 65 years) show an
increased preference for social comparisons with dissimilar others, especially in a work
context.®! Thus, middle-aged employees could act as ideal intermediaries between younger
and older age groups in the workplace. As an additional benefit of social comparisons in the
context of intergroup contact, Sharp, et al. reported that the tendency to engage in social
comparison moderated the impact of extended contact with outgroups.® Specifically, they
observed that White, heterosexual individuals with a greater tendency to engage in social
comparison experienced more pronounced positive effects (i.e., more favorable attitudes) of
extended contact, both with Asian and gay groups. In sum, this reasoning suggests that social
comparison and subsequent cognitive processes such as perspective taking may enhance
contact between age groups following age-diverse knowledge exchange.

Future research should explore the potential synergies of social comparisons and
knowledge exchange processes in bridging age-related divides. For instance, leveraging
social comparison as a psychological mechanism, intervention studies could explore how
social comparisons drive individuals from different age groups to interact, engage, and find
common ground during and after knowledge exchange. To illustrate, interventions might
encourage employees of varying ages to engage in structured knowledge exchange activities
that explicitly involve social comparison processes. These activities could be designed to
foster perspective taking and empathy by encouraging participants to reflect on their strengths
and weaknesses in comparison to their colleagues of different age groups.®> Moreover,
scholars could ascertain whether middle-aged employees’ social comparison preferences
enable them to act as facilitators of high-quality intergroup contact in age-diverse knowledge

exchange. In this way, middle-aged employees could act as mediators between younger and
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older colleagues, bridging the two ends of the age spectrum. Specifically, this triadic model
of age-diverse knowledge exchange should be compared with the prevailing dyadic
approach. %

Conclusion

This chapter explored knowledge exchange between employees of different age
groups by integrating a social comparison perspective with two theoretical frameworks
commonly used in age-diverse knowledge exchange research (social identity theory and
intergroup contact theory) and outlining extant empirical findings. It presented three future
research areas to better connect social comparison and age-diverse knowledge exchange
perspectives. First, the chapter suggested that social comparisons may influence the
identification of suitable knowledge exchange partners and the distribution of roles within
knowledge exchange relationships, especially in the context of evolving expertise dynamics.
Second, it discussed the dilemma associated with age-diverse knowledge exchange, drawing
attention to the potential competence-related gains and costs employees must weigh. Last, the
chapter outlined how social comparisons may improve intergroup contact quality by
encouraging perspective taking and, building on this, by capitalizing on the social comparison
tendencies of particular age groups.

As organizations become increasingly age-diverse, understanding how social
comparisons influence the exchange of knowledge among employees of different ages is
crucial for leveraging the unique advantages that age diversity can bring to an organization.
Continued research on the intersection of social comparisons and age-diverse knowledge
exchange holds the promise of providing valuable insights and practical strategies for
organizations seeking to navigate the challenges and opportunities presented by an

increasingly age-diverse workforce.
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Figure 1.1. Past and Future Age-diverse Knowledge Exchange Research from the (Joint) Perspectives of Social comparison theory, social

Identity Theory, and Intergroup Contact Theory.
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