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Abstract 

As a result of changing demographic trends in today’s workforce, employees 

of all ages can now be found in all career stages. Consequently, the pairing of a 

younger supervisor with a relatively older employee is becoming increasingly 

more common. Research in the United States has shown that such 

demographically ―non-normative‖ pairings have negative implications for 

employee attitudes and behaviors, and thus for employee performance 

management. However, little is known about the effects of such pairings in other 

nations and cultures, despite the fact that these demographic shifts are occurring 

on a global level.  

As such, this study examined the effects of these pairings on employee 

reactions to formal performance feedback episodes in a large organization in 

China, due to the nation’s similarly shifting demographic trends and its economic 

power in today’s global economy. A series of path analyses showed that being 

paired with a relatively younger supervisor did predict reduced employee 

feedback satisfaction and perceptions of feedback utility; but, contrary to the 

proposed model, these effects did not occur because of reduced interactional 

justice perceptions or reduced perceptions of leader-member exchange (LMX). 

Further, LMX did not moderate the study outcomes, demonstrating that having a 



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA ii   

 

better relationship with one’s supervisor did not alleviate the effects of supervisor 

relative age on employee feedback reactions.  

The conceptual and practical implications of these results are discussed in 

light of a rapidly changing workforce, and of cultural differences, in China.  
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CHAPTER I. 

Introduction 

As the average workforce age increases and the relative number of younger 

workers decreases, the entry level labor pool is no longer made up exclusively of 

young (18 to 24 year old) adults (Greller & Nee, 1989; Liebold & Voelpel, 2006; 

Mor Barak, 2011). As a result, more organizations are hiring older workers into 

positions that were originally conceptualized as entry level. Consequently the 

pairing of an older employee with a relatively younger supervisor is becoming 

more and more common (Hirsch, 1990; Liebold & Voelpel, 2006). Research has 

suggested that these dyadic patterns can lead to potential problems between 

supervisors and their subordinates due to the implied violation of age norms and 

the reversal of traditional age-related career development within organizations 

(Lawrence, 1984; 1988; Perry, Kulik, & Zhou, 1999; Shore, Cleveland, & 

Goldberg, 2003). As such, pairing a younger supervisor with an older subordinate 

may present difficulties in employee performance management.  

Historically, one way that organizational entities have attempted to manage 

employee performance is through the provision of formal performance feedback. 

Performance feedback is typically delivered by immediate supervisors (Larson, 

1989; Leung, Su, & Morris, 2001) with the aim of building upon employees’ 

strengths and reducing their weaknesses. The goal of formal performance 
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feedback is to improve the overall performance of individuals, and thus of the 

entire organization (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). However, research and practice 

have shown that this does not always occur; 40% of performance feedback events 

are met with subsequent declines in performance rather than improvements 

(Kluger & DeNisi, 1996).  

As a result of such inconsistencies, feedback researchers have begun to focus 

on characteristics of feedback interactions and how these characteristics influence 

employee reactions and behavior over and above the impact of the performance 

rating itself. One such avenue of research has been focused on demographic 

attributes of supervisors and subordinates and how these impact attitudes and 

behaviors, both generally and in the context of performance feedback events. 

Empirical evidence indicates that supervisor-subordinate differences in gender, 

race, and age not only impact supervisor liking of a subordinate, generally leading 

to lower performance ratings, but also attitudes of the subordinate towards the 

supervisor and the feedback itself (Geddes & Konrad, 2003; Liden, Stilwell, & 

Ferris, 1996; Pelled & Xin, 2000; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989; Varma & Stroh, 2001; 

Vecchio, 1993).  

Research on dyadic age differences in particular has indicated that while 

general age differences between oneself and one’s supervisor tend to garner 

poorer employee attitudes (e.g., Riordan & Shore, 1997; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989), 
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age differences that also violate social norms are particularly influential in this 

respect. Put another way, having a younger supervisor—which violates ―normal‖ 

career progression—has been shown to negatively impact: employee performance 

(Perry et al., 1999; Tsui, Porter, & Egan, 2002); supervisor ratings and supervisor 

willingness to provide training and development opportunities (Shore et al., 

2003); and employee work-related and supervisor-related attitudes (Collins, Hair, 

& Rocco, 2009; Lawrence, 1984; Shore et al., 2003). Given the increasing 

incidence of non-normative dyadic relationships in the workforces of both 

developed and developing nations (Mor Barak, 2011), it is important for 

researchers to better understand these relationships in order to identify factors—

especially those that organizations can potentially influence—that minimize these 

negative effects.  

Leader-member exchange (LMX), or the quality of the relationship between a 

supervisor and his or her subordinate, is a relational construct that research has 

consistently shown to be impacted by the demographic attributes listed above. 

Research has shown that supervisor-subordinate dyads that are similar in age, 

gender, and values tend to have higher-quality LMX (Epitropaki & Martin, 1999; 

Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Pelled & Xin, 2000). This idea is particularly important 

in the context of performance appraisals, given that LMX tends to result in higher 

ratings coming from the supervisor (Elicker, Levy, & Hall, 2006; Wayne, Shore, 
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Bommer, & Tetrick, 2002) and better feedback reactions coming from the 

subordinates (Elicker et al., 2006; Levy & Williams, 2004). Because LMX is 

important in determining employee attitudes regarding their supervisors and their 

work, organizational researchers and practitioners need to become more aware of 

how the changing nature of dyadic relationships impacts its development and 

progression.  

Further, because LMX has been shown to buffer the negative individual and 

organizational effects of workplace politics (Harris & Kacmar, 2005) and 

perceived organizational injustice (Tekleab, Takeuchi, & Taylor, 2005), it is 

possible that the development of a high-quality relationship with one’s supervisor 

can alleviate the negative impact of supervisor-subordinate age differences on 

employee attitudes and behaviors. As such, LMX may be one area for researchers 

to examine as they seek ways to minimize the harmful effects of demographically 

non-normative supervisor-subordinate pairings.  

Another conceptual framework that has been used in the context of 

performance feedback characteristics research is organizational justice (Colquitt, 

2001; Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001; Greenberg, 1990). Research 

has shown that justice during a feedback event, as experienced by the employee, 

will impact the employee’s thoughts and feelings regarding the feedback event 

(e.g., Erdogan, 2002). In the case of supervisor-led feedback, employee 
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interactional justice perceptions, or perceptions of how included and respected 

they feel within a performance appraisal event, become particularly important in 

impacting their subsequent attitudes regarding the feedback as well as their 

supervisor. Indeed, research has shown that perceived interactional justice in 

particular tends to predict a wealth of supervisor-directed attitudes and behaviors, 

as well as job performance (Cropanzano, Prehar, & Chen, 2002; Erdogan, 2002). 

Further, research has shown these effects specifically in the context of 

performance appraisals (Erdogan, 2002; Leung et al., 2001).  

Based on the preceding information, in the current study I examined how 

supervisor-subordinate directional age differences (i.e., whether the supervisor or 

subordinate was relatively younger) impacted employee reactions to a supervisor-

led performance appraisal event. Specifically, the aim of the study was to utilize 

an organizational justice framework in examining how relative age within a 

supervisor-subordinate dyad impacted employee feedback satisfaction, 

perceptions of feedback usefulness, and work motivation following the feedback 

event through the mediating mechanisms of employee interactional justice 

perceptions. Further, the role of LMX was examined as a mediator and moderator 

of these relationships, with the aim of enhancing researcher and practitioner 

understanding of how directional age differences impact LMX, and how various 
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levels of LMX impact the relationships between these age differences and the 

various types of employee feedback perceptions and reactions.   

The current study builds upon existing research in the topic area in several 

ways. First, this study was among the first of its kind to consider employee 

perceptions of and reactions to performance feedback in the context of unusual 

demographic dyad characteristics. While such ―non-normative‖ situations have 

been tied to supervisor ratings of performance in the literature (e.g., Liden et al., 

1996), virtually no research has examined the impact of having a younger 

supervisor on employee perceptions of the feedback. Given the growing 

importance of employee perceptions and reactions in understanding how and why 

performance feedback is at times ineffective, this conceptual link is important to 

examine.  

Second, the current study simultaneously utilized an interactional justice 

approach and an LMX approach to study employee perceptions of and reactions 

to performance appraisal. Generally research has examined one or the other of 

these (e.g., Erdogan, 2002; Greenberg, 1986). However, given the increasingly 

recognized need for more broadly encompassing theories of leadership and 

employee performance (Barling, Christie, & Hoption, 2011; Kelloway & Barling, 

2010; Leow & Kuong, 2009), the current research aimed to examine these 

processes together, as they tend to naturally occur in the workplace. Further, in 
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the current study I examined how supervisor-subordinate demographic patterns 

play a role in these processes, which is a necessary avenue of study given the 

rapidly changing composition of the global workforce. 

The current study also employed a time-lagged component, which few 

employee feedback reactions studies have done in the past. I argue that 

performance feedback is administered with the aim of impacting employee 

attitudes and performance over time, rather than immediately. As such, the current 

research examined how dyadic age differences, employee justice perceptions, and 

LMX work together to influence employee reactions over time. 

Finally, the current study explored these relationships in the context of a 

nation that is experiencing profound changes in the demographic patterns of its 

workforce, similar to those seen in the United States. Organizational researchers 

have frequently called for an increase of research in other nations and cultures 

besides the United States and other Western regions (e.g., Schaffer & Riordan, 

2003; Tsui, Nifadkar, & Ou, 2007). Much of the existing feedback reactions 

literature in particular has been conducted in the United States or other Western 

cultures, with minimal inclusion of other nations. China, an Eastern culture, has 

been identified by economists as an economic super power, with strong ties 

between United States and Chinese businesses already occurring and projected to 
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increase in the near future (Dessler & Tan, 2006; Nolan, 2002; Yan & Gray, 

1994).  

Despite the similarities in changing demographic trends, these two nations 

differ greatly in terms of cultural and organizational values, with China being 

more collectivistic, relationship-focused, accepting of power distance, and 

traditional in terms of respect for hierarchy and age (Child & Markoczy, 1993; 

Dessler & Tan, 2006; Farh, Tsui, Xin, & Cheng, 1998; Fisher & Yuan, 1998; 

Hofstede, 1980; 2001; Streib, 1987; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989). Increasing 

modernization and decreasing traditionalism in some regions have resulted in 

organizational functions and norms that are becoming more similar to those in the 

United States (Ayree & Chen, 2006; Hui, Lee, & Rousseau, 2004), but in many 

areas of China vast cultural differences still exist (Bailey, Chen, & Dou, 1997; 

Dessler & Tan, 2006; Hofstede, 2001; Tata, Fu, & Woo, 2003).  

Given the increasingly important role of globalization and cross-cultural 

collaboration in modern-day organizations, it is important that we better 

understand the processes and procedures inherent in Chinese business practices. 

As such, the current study adds to the current industrial/organizational literature in 

a conceptual sense, by examining the validity of relationships and theories 

previously established in a Western context in a different culture, and in a 

practical sense, by examining factors impacting employee attitudes and behaviors 
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in a culture representing an important partner for United States economic 

functioning in a rapidly changing world of work.  

In the following chapters I present the theoretical and empirical under-

pinnings of the current study, exploring how past research examining supervisor-

subordinate age differences, LMX, interactional justice, and employee 

performance feedback reactions merges together to suggest the effects of 

supervisor-subordinate directional age differences on each of the study variables. 

Throughout these sections, I describe the values and norms inherent in Chinese 

business practice, and how these traditions impact the study variables and the 

hypothesized relationships. Study hypotheses are presented, as well as the current 

methods, the analyses and research findings, and a discussion of the results and 

their conceptual and practical implications for modern-day issues impacting the 

field of industrial/organizational psychology.   
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CHAPTER II. 

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences 

Researchers have generally studied age differences within the supervisor-

subordinate dyad using two frameworks. The first of these stems from the 

relational demography literature, while the second (discussed later) stems from 

implicit beliefs about demographic norms.  

Relational demography is based on the attraction-similarity paradigm, which 

suggests that the more similar people are, the higher the degree of attraction 

between them (Riordan, 2000). In the context of the workplace, this theory 

suggests that people who are more similar to their coworkers in terms of 

demographic attributes such as age, gender, race, and job tenure should have 

better attitudes toward those coworkers. Additional research has indicated that 

such attitudinal outcomes can affect other things such as individual or team 

performance (e.g., Judge, Thoresen, Bono, & Patton, 2001; Mowday, Porter, & 

Dubin, 1974; Ostroff, 1992).  

The idea of relational demography has received extensive theoretical and 

empirical support. Social Identity Theory (SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) suggests 

that people implicitly place themselves and others into social ―groups‖ based on a 

variety of attributes including demographic elements such as gender, age, and 

race. Not surprisingly, researchers have found that people tend to exhibit an in-
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group favorability bias, by which they prefer members of their in-group to those 

of their out-group (e.g., Brewer, 1979; Brewer & Kramer, 1985). As will be 

discussed below, this socio-cognitive theory has been applied in a number of 

research topic areas, including the study of workplace relationships and relational 

demography.  

Tsui, Egan, and O’Reilly (1992), for instance, examined the impact of work 

group demography on employee attachment to the organization. As expected, 

increasing work group diversity in terms of age, tenure, education, sex, and race 

was associated with lower levels of attachment among group members. Similarly, 

Pelled (1996) found that among blue-collar workers, gender and tenure 

dissimilarity in work groups resulted in increased perceptions of emotional 

conflicts and decreased perceptions of group productivity, suggesting 

demographic dissimilarity might negatively impact employees’ confidence in 

their work groups. Riordan and Shore (1997) examined work groups in a large life 

insurance organization and found that perceived dissimilarity from coworkers in 

terms of race and ethnicity was associated with poorer attitudes about those 

coworkers. 

While most of the relational-demographic and SIT research has been done in 

Western societies and organizations, some has involved workers and 

organizations from non-western countries.  For instance, Li and Hsu (1995) 
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conducted a lab study in which they found that ideas about in-group and out-

group membership persist in Chinese samples as well as those in the United 

States. Moreover, Early (1993) found that Chinese participants who believed they 

were working on a task with members of their out-group as opposed to their in-

group performed more poorly, due to poorer perceptions of individual and group 

efficacy. One study containing a minority sub-sample comprised of Chinese and 

Japanese participants found that these participants experienced reduced work-

group fit and increased intent to turnover when they were demographically 

dissimilar to their work group (Kirchmeyer, 1995). These findings, as well as the 

research findings listed above, indicate that workers in various cultures prefer to 

be demographically similar to other members of their work group in order for 

them to feel positive about the group’s functioning and confident in the group’s 

abilities.  

Similar evidence has been found for relational demography that is specific to 

the supervisor-subordinate dyad. For instance, Wessolowski and Mossholder 

(1997) found that being similar in race to one’s supervisor tends to result in 

greater employee job satisfaction and greater perceptions of organizational justice. 

Tsui and O’Reilly (1989) found that dyadic differences in age, gender, race, 

education, and company and job tenure had multivariate negative effects on 

supervisor-administered employee performance ratings and supervisor liking of 
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employees, while these differences had positive effects on employee role 

ambiguity. Likewise, Perry and colleagues (1999) found that greater demographic 

dissimilarity within the supervisor-subordinate dyad positively impacted 

employee absenteeism and negatively impacted employee citizenship behaviors. 

Exploring this effect in an Eastern culture, Farh and colleagues (1998) found that 

dyadic relational demography, as conceptualized by similarities in age, gender, 

and education, impacted employee trust in the supervisor in a Chinese sample.  

Research has also shown that while actual demographic differences tend to 

impact important outcomes such as employee performance and supervisor ratings, 

perceived differences do as well (Turban & Jones, 1988). As such, it appears that 

employees tend to have better attitudes towards their supervisor, and thus more 

positive organizational behaviors, when paired with a manager who is believed to 

be demographically similar. 

Although relational demography has received support in the literature, other 

studies have revealed inconsistent effects of demographic dissimilarities in work 

groups and dyads. For instance, although Riordan and Shore (1997) found that 

work group differences in race and ethnicity impacted group-related attitudes, 

they found no effect for differences in gender or tenure. Further, some research 

evidence indicates that the issue of work-group demographic composition may be 

more complex than originally thought. Pearsall, Ellis, and Evans (2009) found 
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that creative performance among gender-diverse teams of management students 

only suffered when gender-specific issues were explicitly made salient in the 

study task. Harrison, Price, and Bell (1998) suggested that demographic diversity 

negatively impacts work group integration, but only initially, and this effect 

disappears as the group has more time to engage in meaningful interactions. 

While Tsui and colleagues (1992) found that increased demographic diversity 

predicted lower levels of attachment among group members, this effect was much 

stronger for members of the majority (i.e., Caucasian males) and almost 

nonexistent for females and non-White group members.  

Relational demography has also yielded inconsistent results in supervisor-

subordinate dyads. For instance, Wessolowski and Mossholder (1997) found that 

racial differences in such dyads predicted reduced employee job satisfaction and 

perceived organizational justice, but no such effects were found for dyad age and 

gender differences. Similarly, and directly tied to performance appraisal, Geddes 

and Konrad (2003) examined dyadic demographic differences in a sample 

representing 120 nationalities and found that employees actually reacted more 

negatively to performance feedback that came from a supervisor of the same race. 

Further, while men reacted more negatively to feedback coming from female 

superiors, no such effect was found for female subordinates with male superiors, 
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suggesting that social norms and roles may also play a part in employee 

perceptions of work relationships.  

Supervisor-Subordinate Directional Age Differences 

From the above studies, it becomes clear that while demographic 

characteristics help to explain some variance in employee attitudes and behaviors, 

the relationship is more complex than simple similarities and differences. One line 

of research stemming from these inconsistencies that is especially influential in 

understanding the effects of supervisor-subordinate age differences (and as such is 

the second major framework researchers use to study this phenomenon) adds 

perceptions of normative career progression.  

Lawrence (1984) suggested that people form implicit ―timetables‖ of normal 

career progression and tend to judge careers as being on or off schedule according 

to these perceptions. While these perceptions are not always accurate, they have 

been shown to influence employee work attitudes. For instance, perceptions of the 

adequacy of one’s career stage have been linked to career and work motivation 

(Noe, Noe, & Bachhuber, 1990) and job satisfaction (Lawrence, 1984). Lawrence 

(1984) found that managers who perceived themselves as being ―behind‖ in terms 

of their career progression experienced more negative work attitudes and were 

less oriented toward work, regardless of the accuracy of those perceptions. Not 

surprisingly, the most common marker by which people determine normal career 
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progression is chronological age (Lawrence, 1984; Sofer, 1970).  As such, 

researchers have begun focusing more directly on directional age differences 

within supervisor-subordinate dyads. Where the study of general age differences 

calls for an examination of the degree of difference or similarity in supervisor and 

subordinate ages (operationalized, for instance, as the absolute value of the 

difference between the two ages, e.g., Perry et al., 1999; Turban & Jones, 1988),  

studies examining directional age differences have operationalized these by 

explicitly asking employees to indicate whether they perceive their supervisor as 

being younger or older or by subtracting supervisor chronological age from 

employee age and exploring patterns occurring on the positive and negative side 

of the difference  (e.g., Perry et al., 1999; Shore et al., 2003; Vecchio, 1993). The 

idea in this line of research is that if people use age as a marker for determining 

their place on their implicit career timetable, having a younger supervisor in 

particular should represent a violation of this and thus should result in poorer 

employee outcomes. 

Empirical evidence has largely supported this notion. Shore et al. (2003) 

found that employees who were older than their managers received more negative 

performance evaluations and fewer opportunities for training and development. 

Employees with younger managers were also found to have less favorable work 

attitudes (Shore et al., 2003), despite the generally positive relationship between 
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employee age and job attitudes (Ng & Feldman, 2010). Perry and colleagues 

(1999) found that while age similarity within the dyad accounted for some 

variance in employee absenteeism and citizenship behaviors, directional age 

differences in the dyad (i.e., having a younger supervisor in particular, noted here 

as ―status incongruence‖) accounted for far more of the variance in these 

behaviors. Collins and colleagues (2009) found that older workers tend to have 

lower expectations of their younger supervisors, and in turn tend to rate younger 

supervisors’ leadership behaviors lower. Although one study suggested that older 

employees reported better working relationships with younger supervisors and 

evaluated those supervisors more favorably (Vecchio, 1993), this study was 

conducted using a sample entirely comprised of high school faculty members, an 

occupational group in which career progression is not necessarily demarked by 

age (i.e., having the training and education necessary to become a teacher is not 

the same as what is necessary to become a principal or superintendent, so career 

progression does not occur linearly here). By and large, the research supports the 

idea that employees possess implicit age-driven expectations about career 

progression (Lawrence, 1984), and having a younger supervisor generally violates 

these expectations.  

Implicit Leadership Theories (ILT) is one string of theories that may help to 

explain this phenomenon. According to ILT, people possess implicit ideas of what 
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a leader should be, and these cognitions are likely to shape their attitudes and 

perceptions regarding leaders they come across (Lord, DeVader, & Alliger, 1986; 

Lord, Foti, & DeVader, 1984; Offermann, Kennedy, & Wirtz, 1994). While this 

encompasses characteristics such as leader behavior and personality (Lord et al., 

1986; Offermann et al., 1994), it also encompasses demographic features 

(Epitropaki & Martin, 2005). Implicit career timetables research indicates that 

chronological age is one such feature (Lawrence, 1984), such that a ―normal‖ or 

―ideal‖ supervisor is relatively older.  

ILT have received support in research specific to Chinese organizations. Such 

research has shown that the type of leader that garners the most positive employee 

reactions in China is typically interpersonally competent, authoritarian, moral, 

versatile, and wise (Cheng, Chau, & Wu, 2004; Ling, Chia, & Fang, 2000), which 

are characteristics expected of older Chinese citizens (Hofstede, 1980; 2001). 

Further, given the emphasis placed on power distance in China and many Chinese 

organizations (Brockner, Ackerman, Greenberg, & Gelfand, 2001; Hofstede, 

2001; Tata et al., 2003), it stands to reason that the ideal Chinese leader is 

relatively older, wiser, and more experienced.  

Despite these perceived norms, the incidence of demographic norm 

―violations‖ is increasing globally, in American and Chinese organizations alike 

(Hirsch, 1990; Lawrence, 1998; Liebold & Voelpel, 2006). However, relatively 
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little research has examined the effects of these violations on employee attitudes 

in China. Given the increasing importance of Chinese businesses in the globalized 

economy, there is a need for organizational researchers to address the impacts of 

these perceived violations in China, and identify ways in which their negative 

effects may be mitigated.  
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CHAPTER III. 

The Quality of the Supervisor-Subordinate Relationship 

Perhaps the most comprehensively studied construct in the context of the 

supervisor-subordinate dyad is leader-member exchange (LMX). LMX is a 

leadership theory that takes into account not just the leader’s behaviors and 

performance, but also attitudes of the follower (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). As 

such, LMX is a relationship-based approach to leadership and refers broadly to 

the quality of the relationship in the supervisor-subordinate dyad (Bauer & Green, 

1996; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Schreisheim, Castro, & Cogliser, 1999). 

Stemming originally from the theory of Vertical Linkage Dyad (VLD; Dansereau, 

Graen, & Haga, 1975; Graen & Cashman, 1975), LMX theory takes into account 

multiple dimensions where supervisor-subordinate relationship functioning takes 

place.  

While historically LMX was assessed in research with one or two items 

asking subordinates to indicate how they felt about the relationship between 

themselves and their supervisors, more recent LMX measurement accounts for 

those multiple dimensions (Schreisheim et al., 1999). For instance, the LMX-

MDM, or multi-dimensional, survey contains multiple items that encompass 

subordinate and supervisor contribution (the perception of the amount, direction, 

and quality of work-oriented activity each member of the dyad puts forth toward 
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mutual goals), and loyalty, or the extent to which both members of the dyad 

support each other publicly. The scale also includes affect items, assessing the 

mutual attraction each member of the dyad perceives based on interpersonal 

attraction rather than work or professional values (Liden & Maslyn, 1998). 

Another example is the LMX-7 form developed by Scandura and Graen (1984). 

This survey requires participants to indicate their perceptions of the supervisor-

subordinate relationship using seven items that encompass the working 

relationship, supervisor understanding and support of the subordinate outside the 

working relationship, and supervisor recognition of the subordinate. Further sub-

dimensions that have been suggested as being part of the LMX construct are 

opportunities for subordinate influence and control, trust, quality of interpersonal 

exchange, and assistance and support (Scandura, Graen, & Novak, 1986; 

Schreisheim et al., 1999). 

LMX theory suggests that when employees perceive the dimensions above as 

occurring in their relationships with their supervisors, they perceive high-quality 

LMX. While LMX has generally been assessed by obtaining scores of employee 

perceptions of the quality of the dyadic relationship, more recent research has also 

moved toward assessing the perceptions of both members of the dyad in order to 

get a more complete picture of LMX (e.g., Schreisheim et al., 1999).  
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In their comprehensive review of LMX research, Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995) 

suggested that this topic area has progressed through four major stages. The first 

stage, largely exploratory, examined the then-revolutionary idea that while overall 

leadership style is important, it is also important to consider that leaders employ a 

slightly different style with each subordinate. Put another way, supervisors tend to 

have different relationships with each of their employees instead of utilizing one 

main style with all of them, which at the time this idea was put forth had not yet 

been considered (Dansereau et al., 1975).  

The second major phase involved the building up of the nomological net 

surrounding LMX. In this phase the antecedents, outcomes, and correlates of 

LMX were established, and this is where most of the major research has taken 

place. Such research has revealed that relationship tenure (the longer the dyad has 

been working together) positively predicts LMX (Schyns, Paul, Mohr, & Blank, 

2005), along with trust that goes beyond the formal employment contract 

(Dienesch & Liden, 1986). Similarly, it has been suggested that demographic 

similarities in terms of gender and personality can also contribute directly to the 

formation of LMX, as well as indirectly through the formation of trust and the 

delegation of important tasks from the supervisor to the subordinate (Bauer & 

Green, 1996; Dienesch & Liden, 1986).  
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Building on this, relational demography research shows that a greater degree 

of similarity in general tends to predict more positive employee attitudes (e.g., 

Perry et al., 1999; Tsui et al., 1992; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989), and LMX may well 

be one of these attitudes (Pelled & Xin, 2000). Moreover, relational demography 

research suggests that these long-lasting relationships are likely to stem from 

initial similarity and attraction since we tend to be attracted to and stay with 

people who are similar to us, provided that voluntary turnover is an option 

(Milliken & Martins, 1996; Schyns et al., 2005). Social Identity Theory (SIT; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1986) may again provide some insight into why this may be the 

case; people who are more similar to us tend to be perceived as members of our 

in-group and thus tend to be better liked (Brewer, 1979; Brewer & Kramer, 1985; 

Kirchmeyer, 1995). Dissimilar people, on the other hand, yield less interpersonal 

attraction, so a high-quality relationship will likely be more difficult to develop. 

Indeed, supervisors that are more demographically similar to their employees tend 

to get higher LMX ratings from those employees (Epitropaki & Martin, 1999; 

Pelled & Xin, 2000). While relational demography and LMX have not been 

explicitly studied in China, research has shown that demographic similarity is 

important in predicting employee trust in the supervisor (Farh et al., 1998). 

Further, in highly collectivistic organizations like many of those found in China, 
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demographic similarity to the supervisor has some bearing on predicting 

employee promotions (Schaubroeck & Lam, 2002).  

This framework can also be applied to understanding attitudes and 

relationships that form among supervisor-subordinate dyads that are 

demographically unusual. For one thing, there is some research to indicate that the 

idea of implicit career timetables relates to LMX. Specifically, as previously 

mentioned, research shows that directional age differences in a dyad (i.e., having 

a supervisor that is younger than oneself) yield poorer employee reactions 

regarding that individual and regarding their work in general (Lawrence, 1984; 

Perry et al., 1999). Also previously mentioned, ILT suggest that a younger 

supervisor could be considered as being outside of an employee’s perceived social 

norms for self- and other-identity (Lawrence, 1984; Lord et al., 1986; Offermann 

et al., 1994).  

Research examining directional demographic differences and their impact on 

LMX among Chinese employees specifically has not been undertaken to date. 

This research gap unfortunately leaves organizational psychologists uninformed 

as they seek to understand supervisor-subordinate relationships in Eastern 

cultures. However, there is some reason to believe that directional age differences 

impact the formation of LMX in Chinese dyads. Age-related cultural norms 

emphasizing age as a marker of expertise, experience, and wisdom suggest that 
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Chinese employees will be more satisfied with an older superior (Farh et al.,1998; 

Hofstede, 1980; 2001). As such, the current research aimed to delve more 

concretely into the impact of directional age differences on the formation of a 

positive supervisor-subordinate relationship.  

LMX is important to include in such research from an organizational 

standpoint, as it has been found to correlate significantly with a number of 

important outcomes such as increased supervisor trust in the subordinate’s 

abilities, subordinate attitudes toward the supervisor and work in general, 

subordinate affective commitment, and subordinate self-efficacy at work (Schyns 

et al., 2005). Further, LMX has been shown to negatively predict subordinate 

turnover (Graen, Liden, & Hoel, 1982), and to positively predict subordinate 

satisfaction (Graen, Novak, & Sommerkamp, 1982), subordinate promotions 

(Wakabayashi, Graen, Graen, & Graen, 1988), and subordinate extra-role 

performance (Wayne & Green, 1993).  

While very little research has specifically examined dyad demographics and 

LMX simultaneously in China, much Chinese organizational research has 

demonstrated the importance of LMX in the workplace in general. Research has 

suggested that employee perceptions of the supervisor having cooperative rather 

than competitive goals predict LMX, which in turn predicts organizational 

citizenship behaviors such as altruism and courtesy (Hui, Law, Chen, & Tjosvold, 
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2008). Other antecedents to LMX in China include the leader’s power and a 

supportive work climate, with the resulting LMX being shown to predict intrinsic 

task motivation, employee job satisfaction, and employee task performance 

(Ayree & Chen, 2006). Another LMX study conducted in China found that multi-

dimensional LMX comprised of affect, loyalty, contribution, and professional 

respect was a strong predictor of both task and contextual employee performance 

(Hui, Xiongying, & Law, 2004). China-focused research has even found that 

LMX, as well as team-member interaction, is an important predictor of effective 

new-hire onboarding and socialization initiatives (Lam, 2003).  

Perhaps greatest practical contribution of LMX in the workplace is that its 

presence can help to buffer otherwise potentially negative work characteristics. 

Research has shown that the negative impact of unfavorable work environments 

can be tempered by the resource of having a good relationship with one’s 

supervisor (e.g., Bakker, Demerouti, & Euwama, 2005). For instance, Harris and 

Kacmar (2005) found that the negative straining impact of workplace politics in 

an organization was buffered by LMX and better communication with 

supervisors. Further, Masterson, Lewis, Goldman, and Taylor (2000) found that 

while procedural justice perceptions impact employee perceptions of the 

organization, employee perceptions of interactional justice tend to impact their 

attitudes about their supervisors, and thus lead to positive organizational 
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outcomes such as task and extra-role performance even in the face of poor 

procedural justice coming from the organization (for a more complete description 

of organizational justice, please see the section below).  

Numerous empirical studies have demonstrated the positive outcomes 

stemming from LMX (e.g., Graen et al., 1982; Schyns et al., 2005; Wayne & 

Green, 1993), and outcomes such as employee job satisfaction, performance, and 

extra-role behavior have been found specifically in Chinese organizational 

research (e.g., Ayree & Chen, 2006; Hui et al., 2004; 2008). As such, it is possible 

that if a high-quality LMX relationship can form in a dyad in which implicit 

career timetables are violated, this can help to alleviate the negative impact that 

research suggests such a relationship may have on employee attitudes and 

behaviors (Lawrence, 1984). Pertinent to the current study, one particular context 

in which these negative attitudes may affect the quality and effectiveness of a 

supervisor-subordinate interaction is in the case of supervisor-led formal 

performance appraisal (Duarte, Goodson, & Klich, 1994). 

The above correlates formed and continue to form the nomological net around 

LMX. Building on these, the third major phase of LMX examination (Graen & 

Uhl-Bien, 1995) involved studying ways in which leaders can become better able 

to promote high-quality LMX relationships. Research in this vein has shown that 

organizations and leaders can seek to develop an internal locus of control among 
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employees (Martin, Thomas, Charles, Epitropaki, & McNamara, 2005), promote 

high-quality relationships among supervisors and upper management 

(Venkataramani, Green, & Schleicher, 2010), and promote perceived 

organizational support (Wayne, Shore, & Liden, 1997) when seeking to build 

LMX within their supervisor-subordinate dyads.  

The fourth and most recent research phase of LMX involves studying these 

dyadic relationships in the context of the larger organizational and societal system 

(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), which LMX research in China has begun to do by 

incorporating cultural and societal values and norms (Hui et al., 2004; 2008). The 

current study incorporated elements of both cultural and organizational contexts 

in forming and affecting LMX, as dyadic relationship quality was examined in a 

Chinese sample whose members had recently been administered annual 

performance appraisals.  
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Chapter IV. 

Performance Feedback and Organizational Justice 

Performance feedback is a widely-used method of managing employee 

performance in organizations (Cascio & Aguinis, 2005). Informally, new and 

tenured employees may seek information regarding the quality of their work 

performance, or supervisors may offer colloquial feedback to subordinates in the 

context of certain projects or tasks (Farr, 1993). Formally, performance feedback 

is administered in the form of an appraisal or rating and occurs at regular time 

intervals (Cascio & Aguinis, 2005). Although many organizations are moving 

toward a 360-degree system in which employees receive feedback from their 

supervisors, coworkers, customers, and selves (e.g., Brett & Atwater, 2001), 

generally it is still the supervisor who is charged with the task of administering 

the ultimate appraisal to an employee (Larson, 1989; Leung et al., 2001). 

Research regarding interactions between supervisors and subordinates during 

performance feedback is, therefore, helpful in determining how to craft effective 

feedback. 

The need to improve our understanding of effective and ineffective feedback 

has been brought to light by a number of researchers (Balcazar, Hopkins, & 

Suarez, 1986; Brett & Atwater, 2001; Ilgen & Davis, 2000; Kluger & DeNisi, 

1996) and efforts to do so have spanned a large number of studies and research 
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areas. Historically, feedback was conceptualized as a means of rewards and 

punishments. Specifically, it was thought that positive feedback would act as a 

reward and thus would result in an increase of desired work behaviors. 

Conversely, as per Thorndike’s Law of Effect (1929), negative feedback would 

act as a punishment and thus would result in the cessation of undesired work 

behaviors. Researchers have found this notion to be largely inconsistent with 

empirical and real-world findings. As previously mentioned, employees often 

respond to feedback with a lack of subsequent performance change (Brett & 

Atwater, 2001), or even worse, employee performance sometimes declines 

following feedback (Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). As a result of such findings, 

researchers began to look to other elements of feedback events besides simply 

their negativity or positivity. One element that has become a performance-

appraisal research focus is organizational justice.  

Organizational justice, in general, refers to employee perceptions of how they 

are treated by the organization they work for (Colquitt et al., 2001). Justice is a 

multi-dimensional construct that encompasses both perceptions of fairness of 

outcomes compared to inputs (distributive justice) and perceptions of fairness of 

the processes and procedures used to select those outcomes (procedural justice). 

More recently, the dimension of procedural justice has been subdivided to include 

interactional justice, which refers more concretely to interpersonal fairness that 
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employees experience at work. Specifically, it is suggested that employees 

receiving high-quality and accurate information regarding outcomes and 

procedures at work (informational justice, a sub-component of interactional 

justice) and fair and respectful treatment from organizational entities such as 

supervisors (interpersonal justice, another sub-component) will perceive higher 

interactional justice and thus have better individual and work outcomes. Indeed, 

research has shown an influence of each of the justice dimensions, with higher 

levels of perceived justice on one or more dimensions being linked to job 

satisfaction, organizational commitment, performance, health, and citizenship 

behaviors (Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001; Greenberg, 1990). 

Organizational justice has also been shown to influence employee attitudes 

specific to performance appraisals. For instance, Greenberg (1986) found that 

both procedural and distributive elements predicted how fair people found 

performance feedback events to be. Specifically, employees tended to rate 

feedback as being fairer when it involved some sort of two-way communication 

during the review, when they had the ability to challenge the appraisal, and when 

there was a consistent application of standards. Similarly, Erdogan (2002) found 

that the impression-management behaviors of appraisers (an interactional 

construct) predicted how fair respondents reported performance appraisals to be.  
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Interactional justice has been proposed as an especially important justice 

dimension in perceptions of the supervisor-subordinate relationship, as this type 

of justice influences perceived supervisor honesty, trustworthiness, and respect 

(e.g., Cropanzano et al., 2002).  Distributive and procedural justice, on the other 

hand, tend to be more related to perceptions of organizations as entities (Colquitt 

et al., 2001). There is some evidence that perceived interactional justice tends to 

predict employee attitudes toward dyad performance-related interactions 

specifically, possibly through the mechanism of social exchange norms 

(Cropanzano et al., 2002). Specifically, social exchange theory suggests that 

people often act based on their perceptions of reciprocal obligations created by the 

behavioral and attitudinal inputs that others direct toward them (Cropanzano et 

al., 2002; Emerson, 1976). In the context of a supervisor-subordinate dyad, 

employees perceive the degree to which their supervisor likes or cares for them 

and, as a result, adjust their behaviors toward that supervisor accordingly (Wayne 

et al., 1997). If employees perceive that their supervisor has shown them a high 

degree of interactional justice within a supervisor-led performance appraisal 

event, this should lead to positive, reciprocal exchange, including increased 

motivation to perform well.  

While the bulk of organizational justice research has been done in the United 

States and other Western cultures, there is some evidence that it may be an 
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important construct in the feedback reactions of Chinese employees as well (e.g., 

Dessler & Tan, 2006). The limited available research has shown that both 

distributive justice elements, such as fair pay, and procedural justice elements, 

such as fair processes used to determine promotions, predict job satisfaction 

among Chinese employees (Leung, Smith, Wang, & Sun, 1996). Interactional 

justice elements have also been specifically studied relative to performance 

appraisal reactions among Chinese workers. Such studies have found that, 

apparently because of the Chinese cultural value emphasizing relationship 

building and mutual respect (Child & Markoczky, 1993; Dessler & Tan, 2006; 

Fisher & Yuan, 1998; Hofstede, 1980; 2001), Chinese employees respond more 

positively to performance feedback when the supervisor is open, honest, and 

direct (Chow, 1995). Further, research has indicated that the principle of ―social 

sensitivity‖ may be particularly important in forming Chinese employee reactions 

to performance appraisal events (Tata et al., 2003).  

As with organizational justice, researchers have suggested that leader-member 

exchange (LMX) operates through social exchange, such that employees 

perceiving a better relationship with their supervisor will ―repay‖ them with more 

positive attitudes and behaviors. Research has shown, for instance, that employees 

who perceive themselves as having relatively good LMX also tend to exhibit 

better performance, less turnover, and fewer withdrawal behaviors, along with 
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experiencing increased job satisfaction and well-being (Epitropaki & Martin, 

2005; Ferris, 1985; Graen et al., 1982; Wayne et al., 2002). 

Overall, interactional justice and LMX are highly correlated; researchers have 

produced evidence that some components of interactional justice, such as leader 

honesty and consistency, are vitally important in the formation and maintenance 

of LMX (Scandura, 1999).  Research has also indicated that higher-quality LMX 

within a dyad is associated with more positive employee attitudes regarding 

performance ratings (Levy & Williams, 2004).  Thus, it stands to reason that 

employees perceiving high-quality LMX with their supervisors should also have 

positive perceptions of the interactional justice shown to them by that supervisor 

within a performance feedback event. Indeed, research has supported this; 

employees who perceive better LMX tend to rate their supervisors as exhibiting 

more fairness in performance feedback (Erdogan, 2002; Scandura, 1999). While 

the relationship between LMX and employee feedback justice perceptions has not 

been explicitly studied in China, Chinese cultural emphases on relationship 

building and mutual respect indicate that more just, respectful supervisory 

behaviors should correlate positively with LMX in a similar manner.  

Pertinent to the current study, some research evidence has also indicated that 

demographics within the supervisor-subordinate dyad can impact supervisor 

justice behaviors and employee justice perceptions. Research has shown that after 
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controlling for objectively-assessed performance, both male and female 

supervisors tend to exhibit a positive bias toward subordinates of the same gender 

(Varma & Stroh, 2001), supporting the notion that in-group/out-group 

demographic patterns play a significant role in outcomes of the supervisor-

subordinate dyad. A study conducted by Geddes and Konrad (2003) found that all 

employees, on the other hand, preferred performance feedback coming from a 

normatively majority-status supervisor (e.g., an older, white male in the United 

States).  

Again, the types of findings outlined above not been studied among Chinese 

workers. However, research in China has indicated that greater demographic 

similarity in the supervisor-subordinate dyad promotes employee trust in the 

supervisor (Farh et al., 1998).  That supports the possibility of dyadic 

demographic patterns influencing LMX and employee justice perceptions in 

China.  

Together, these studies and the ones presented above indicate that dyadic 

demographic make-up and supervisor-subordinate relationship quality do impact 

employee attitudes regarding feedback. However, while there has been 

speculation about the role of relationships and relational demography in employee 

attitudes in general (e.g., Riordan, 2000), an empirical link has not been 
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documented among directional demographic similarities or differences, LMX 

patterns, and employee feedback reactions, in the United States or otherwise.  

As with LMX, some recent research indicates that justice perceptions can be a 

mechanism through which dyadic demography impacts employee feedback 

reactions. For instance, research has suggested that relational demography 

impacts employee justice perceptions, with racial dissimilarity within a 

supervisor-subordinate dyad resulting in reduced employee perceptions of 

procedural justice at work (Wesolowski & Mossholder, 1997). Further, Naumann 

and Bennett (2000) found that demographic similarity within work groups 

positively predicted perceptions of procedural justice climate within those groups. 

Also, and as previously noted, violations of normative career timetables resulting 

from having a younger supervisor tend to yield poorer supervisor-focused 

attitudes (Collins et al., 2009; Lawrence, 1984; Perry et al., 1999), which may 

likely include employee impressions of how fair their supervisors are during 

dyadic interactions. In Chinese organizations, this effect might be especially 

strong (though this has not been directly researched to date) due to Chinese 

cultural values espousing chronological age as a marker of wisdom and expertise 

(Child & Markoczy, 1993; Dessler & Tan, 2006; Hofstede, 1980; 2001; Ling et 

al., 2000). In the next section I discuss in greater detail employee reactions to 
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performance feedback, and how justice perceptions play a part in how such 

reactions are formed.   
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CHAPTER V. 

Employee Feedback Reactions 

Researchers examining employee reactions to performance feedback propose 

that certain elements of feedback events —particularly valence, or the degree to 

which the feedback is overall positive or negative, and perceptions of justice—

impact employee attitudes and cognitions, which then determine how effective or 

ineffective feedback will be in improving performance (Baron, 1993; Brett & 

Atwater, 2001; Ilgen, Fisher, & Taylor, 1979; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Pearce & 

Porter, 1986).  

The feedback-reactions literature has generally focused upon three types of 

employee reactions: affective, cognitive, and motivational. Affective reactions 

refer broadly to how a feedback event makes an employee feel. Such reactions 

have been measured by assessing the degree to which employees were 

retroactively satisfied with the feedback they received (e.g., Dobbins, Cardy, & 

Platz-Vieno, 1990). Cognitive reactions refer broadly to what an employee thinks 

about the feedback he or she has received. Such reactions have been measured by 

assessing employee perceptions of how useful the information contained in the 

feedback event was, as well as their perceived ability to transfer what they learned 

in the feedback back to their jobs (Baron, 1993; Brett & Atwater, 2001; Podsakoff 

& Farh, 1989). Cognitive feedback reactions have also been measured by 
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assessing the degree to which employees perceived the feedback as being accurate 

in describing their work performance (e.g., Brett & Atwater, 2001). Finally, 

motivational reactions refer to how motivated (or energized) employees feel in 

their jobs as a result of the performance feedback event (i.e., how their motivation 

level is affected by the feedback). Not surprisingly, these three types of employee 

reactions are generally highly correlated, with people perceiving more accurate, 

useful feedback as being more satisfying and motivating (Brett & Atwater, 2001; 

Burlacu, Wang, James, Truxillo, & Yao, 2012). Research suggests that feedback 

givers should attempt to achieve positive levels of each of these types of 

employee reactions, as greater employee feedback satisfaction, perceptions of 

usefulness, and work motivation are proposed to enhance performance appraisal 

effectiveness in the form of improved employee performance (e.g., Bianchi & 

Ames, 2008; Brett & Atwater, 2001; Pearce & Porter, 1986). 

Performance feedback valence (whether the feedback is overall positive or 

negative) tends to have a large main effect on all three employee reactions. This 

supports self-enhancement theory (Shrauger, 1975), and empirical research 

derived from it, that indicates that people’s evaluations of their own performance 

tend to be relatively high. As such, employees receiving correspondingly high 

ratings that match with these positive self-evaluations are fulfilling their need for 

self-enhancement (Mabe & West, 1982). In line with that claim, more positive 
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feedback predicts feelings of pleasantness and pride, as well as satisfaction with 

the appraisal and the appraisal process (Brett & Atwater, 2001; Kluger & DeNisi, 

1996; Mabe & West, 1982; Shrauger, 1975). Positive feedback is also generally 

perceived as being more useful (Baron, 1993; Podsakoff & Farh, 1989) and 

credible (Brett & Atwater, 2001). Negative feedback, in contrast, has been 

associated with negative arousal, cognitive dissonance, and mistrust (Brett & 

Atwater, 2001; Festinger, 1954; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Leung et al., 2001; 

Taylor, Fisher, & Ilgen, 1984), and has been shown to be potentially motivating 

only when the feedback is perceived as being credible (Podsakoff & Farh, 1989). 

Taken together, these studies indicate that people generally have better reactions 

when receiving positive feedback regarding their work performance.  

Above and beyond the effects of valence, there is some evidence that 

employee perceptions of justice as experienced during the feedback event also 

influence their satisfaction, perceptions of feedback usefulness, and post-feedback 

work motivation. Employees treated justly perform better and have more positive 

job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and attitudes toward their 

supervisors in general (Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001; Masterson et al., 

2000). Specific to performance feedback, an appraisal system perceived to be 

more fair has been shown to predict more favorable reactions toward the feedback 
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process and toward managers, as well as higher intentions to remain with the 

organization (Taylor, Tracy, Renard, Harrison, & Carroll, 1995).  

Fairness Heuristic Theory (FHT; Van den Bos, Lind, & Wilke, 2001) may 

provide some insight into how justice perceptions impact performance feedback 

reactions. FHT suggests that information that is fairer is not only more likely to be 

noticed and to be given more weight in judgment and decision-making processes, 

but also more likely to positively impact attitudes and motivation (Van den Bos, 

Wilke, & Lind, 1998; Van den Bos et al., 2001). As such, employees perceiving 

fairness during a performance feedback event are likely to have better affective, 

cognitive, and motivational reactions to the feedback.  

Again, research has largely supported this idea, particularly in the domain of 

interactional (informational and interpersonal) justice. Recent researchers have 

examined feedback content and delivery—two constructs very similar to 

informational and interpersonal justice—and their impact on employee feedback 

reactions. Content, which refers to the quality of relevant information presented 

during a feedback event, was been found to predict employee satisfaction, 

perceptions of feedback usefulness and credibility, and performance motivation 

(Bianchi & Ames, 2008). Similarly, delivery—which refers to the extent to which 

the feedback giver is polite, honest, encouraging, and prepared—was also found 

to predict all of those types of reactions (Bianchi & Ames, 2008; Burlacu et al., 
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2012). Research has also shown directly that higher perceived informational 

justice predicts employee motivation (Roberson & Stewart, 2006), while higher 

perceived interpersonal justice yields more positive reactions to feedback and 

managers even when feedback is negative (Leung et al., 2001). Thus, employee 

justice perceptions, as well as valence, appear to be important mechanisms 

guiding their reactions to performance feedback.  

Research conducted specifically in Chinese organizations also indicates that 

justice perceptions impact work-related attitudes. For instance, in Fisher and Yuan 

(1998), distributive justice elements such as good wages and good working 

conditions were found to predict work motivation among Chinese employees. 

Fisher and Yuan (1998) found similar results from procedural justice elements 

such as loyalty from the boss and the organization, and interactional justice 

elements such as perceptions of a good general supervisor-subordinate 

relationship. In another study, distributive and procedural justice elements such as 

perceptions of fair pay and fair promotional procedures were found to predict 

employee job satisfaction in a hotel chain in China (Leung et al., 1996).  

Some research has also shown the importance of justice specifically in the 

context of performance feedback reactions. For instance, Chow (1995) found that 

open, direct communication from one’s supervisor during feedback administration 

was preferred in organizations in the People’s Republic of China, but that 
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interpersonal and informational justice had differing effects on employees’ overall 

reactions to performance feedback. While both of these justice elements had some 

bearing on how employees perceived a feedback event (Chow, 1995), 

interpersonal justice appeared to better match Chinese norms of having a good 

relationship with one’s supervisor and being treated with respect (Brockner et al., 

2001; Tata et al., 2003). Regardless, particularly in Chinese regions that are 

becoming increasingly less traditional and more modernized (e.g., Ayree & Chen, 

2006), both interactional justice elements have been found to carry weight in 

predicting employee feedback reactions and work-related attitudes in general 

(e.g., Brockner et al., 2001; Chow, 1995; Fisher & Yuan, 1998).  

The role of feedback valence in predicting perceptions of and reactions to 

performance appraisal among Chinese employees is less clear. On the one hand, 

important values in China include ―preservation of face‖ and performing well for 

the organization (Child & Markoczy, 1993), indicating that performance ratings, 

or feedback valence, should be important to Chinese employees. On the other 

hand, performance feedback coming from one person (the supervisor) is generally 

individually-focused (Hempel, 2008). Chinese values emphasizing a collectivistic, 

group orientation may result in these individualized performance ratings being 

less important, as they do not necessarily reflect an employee’s contribution to the 

larger group (Child & Markoczy, 1993).   
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Further, the degree to which these ratings are taken seriously may differ 

depending on employee perceptions of the quality of the supervisor-subordinate 

relationship. One study found that when Chinese employees perceived poor LMX 

with their supervisors, negative feedback was perceived as a message about the 

relationship rather than a message about their own poor performance (Hempel, 

2008). Thus, in this case, negative feedback may not have been taken seriously by 

employees as a reflection of their true job performance. These findings suggest 

that if, as argued earlier, Chinese employees have more negative attitudes toward 

their relatively younger supervisors, feedback valence may have little bearing on 

their affective, cognitive, or motivational reactions to performance feedback.  
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CHAPTER VI. 

Hypothesis Development 

The preceding theoretical and empirical arguments suggest that having a 

relatively younger supervisor—representing a demographically ―non-normal‖ 

pairing according to the tenets of implicit career timetables and Implicit 

Leadership Theories (e.g., Lawrence, 1984; Lord et al., 1984; 1986)—should have 

a negative impact on employee attitudes, particularly in the case of supervisor-

driven feedback events where supervisor-related attitudes are present and salient 

(e.g., Levy & Williams, 2004). The current study aimed to examine this, and to 

explore a variety of potential mediating and moderating mechanisms that may 

contribute to that particular relational-demographic effect. Further, the current 

study attempted to disentangle these relationships in the context of a Chinese 

organization.  China is a nation experiencing rapid demographic shifts (e.g., an 

aging population) that are similar to those occurring in the United States, but 

whose cultural values and norms differ from those in the U. S.  As indicated in my 

literature review, Chinese values may cause a non-normative younger-

supervisor/older-subordinate pairing to produce even more extreme effects on 

performance appraisal reactions than would occur elsewhere. 

While the potential relational-demographic relationship just outlined was an 

explicit hypothesis of the study (see hypotheses below), the current study also 
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targeted a more open-ended research question. That is, given the unclear role of 

feedback valence in predicting employee attitudes and behaviors following a 

feedback event in Chinese organizations, the study included an exploratory 

examination of how valence might also impact reactions to performance feedback 

in China. While the ILT and implicit career timetables literatures (Lawrence, 

1984; Lord et al., 1984; 1986) suggest that the negative impact of non-normative 

demographic pairings should be pervasive, regardless of whether feedback is 

positive or negative, research findings and theoretical tenets from the ―West‖ 

point to the possibility of valence as moderating feedback reactions (e.g., Brett & 

Atwater, 2001; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Mabe & West, 1982; Shrauger, 1975). As 

such, exploratory analyses in the current study attempted to shed some light on 

the previously unstudied effects of feedback valence on the performance feedback 

event reactions of Chinese employees paired with supervisors corresponding to 

(relatively older) and violating (relatively younger) cultural norms.  

Study Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1. Supervisor-subordinate directional age differences will 

negatively predict employee feedback reactions, such that having a younger 

supervisor will significantly and negatively predict (a) employee feedback 

satisfaction, (b) employee perceptions of feedback utility, and (c) employee 
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motivation following the feedback event. Please see Figure 1 for a visual 

representation of this hypothesis.  

Hypothesis 2. Employee interactional justice perceptions will mediate the 

relationship between supervisor-subordinate directional age differences and 

employee feedback reactions, such that (a) having a younger supervisor will 

predict lower ratings of informational justice, and informational justice scores 

will at least partially mediate the directional age differences effects to (b) 

employee feedback satisfaction, (c) employee perceptions of feedback utility, and 

(d) employee motivation following the feedback event. Moreover, (e) having a 

younger supervisor will predict lower ratings of interpersonal justice, which will 

at least partially mediate effects on (f) employee feedback satisfaction, (g) 

employee perceptions of feedback utility, and (h) employee motivation following 

the feedback event. Please see Figure 2 for a visual representation of this 

hypothesis.  

Hypothesis 3. LMX will mediate the relationship between supervisor-

subordinate directional age differences and employee feedback perceptions and 

reactions, such that (a) having a younger supervisor will predict lower LMX 

scores, which will subsequently predict (b) lower ratings of informational justice, 

(c) lower ratings of interpersonal justice, and, at least partially through those two 

types of justice, (d) lower employee feedback satisfaction, (e) lower employee 
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perceptions of feedback utility, and (f) lower employee motivation following the 

feedback event. Please see Figure 3 for a visual representation of this hypothesis.  

Hypothesis 4. LMX will moderate the relationships between supervisor-

subordinate directional age differences and employee feedback perceptions and 

reactions, such that higher-quality LMX will mitigate the negative effects of 

having a younger supervisor on (a) informational justice perceptions, (b) 

interpersonal justice perceptions, (c) employee feedback satisfaction, (d) 

employee perceptions of feedback utility, and (e) employee motivation following 

the feedback event. Please see Figure 4 for a visual representation of this 

hypothesis.  
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CHAPTER VII. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

Data from a larger study relating employee feedback reactions and age were 

analyzed in order to examine the hypothesized relationships. These data were 

collected from 371 Chinese employees of a British subsidiary of an automotive 

company located in Shenzhen, China. The organization was established in 2002 

and employs approximately 500 workers, most of whom are engineers or 

technicians. Every February, annual performance evaluations are conducted for 

each employee. Performance feedback is then provided by each employee’s direct 

supervisor in a face-to-face meeting with the employee. The age of participants in 

the sample ranged from 20 to 58; the average age of the sample was 34.98 (SD = 

7.24) years. In the current sample, 65.5% of participants were under the age of 40, 

and the remaining 34.5% were at or over the age of 40. Of the sample, 83% were 

male. Participants in the sample had an average of 13.4 total years of education, 

indicating that on average, participants in the sample had some college education. 

This is consistent with trends in the sampled organization, which employs 

workers at the high school graduate level as well as the associate’s degree level. 

This is also somewhat consistent with education trends in Shenzhen in general. 

Shenzhen organizations employ a large number of migrant workers, indicating 
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that many of the city’s employees do not currently live in, or are not originally 

from, Shenzhen. Workers who tend to migrate toward Shenzhen have historically 

had limited education beyond their high school years (e.g., Mok, 2002).  

Study participants were administered surveys at two points in time in order to 

control for response bias (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003) and to 

allow for the examination of the effects of the study variables on the formation of 

employee feedback reactions over time. Time-1 surveys were administered 3 

weeks after the annual performance feedback event, while Time-2 surveys were 

administered an additional 5 weeks later. For both waves of surveys, participants 

were allowed to complete the surveys privately in a conference room at the 

worksite during work hours. These surveys were originally constructed in 

English, then translated into Chinese and back-translated into English to check 

translation accuracy. Surveys in both languages were offered to participants. 

When participant responses were in Chinese, a research associate in China 

translated these responses back into English. Participants were assured that their 

managers and other organizational representatives would not see their individual 

responses. The study announcement, along with a letter assuring confidentiality 

and the voluntary nature of participation, was distributed by the Human Resource 

Department to all employees except those working in the Human Resource 

Department itself. Excluding the HR Department employees reduced the N of 
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potential respondents to 489.  Three hundred and eighty-two (78.12%) employees 

responded to the Time-1 survey. Of the Time-1 participants, 371 (97.12%) also 

responded to the Time-2 survey. These high response rates were likely achieved 

as a result of corporate sponsorship and provision of paid work time to complete 

the surveys. Only respondents who completed both waves of surveys were 

included in the final analyses.   

Measures 

Participants were asked to provide demographic information about both 

themselves and their immediate supervisors. The demographic variables assessed 

were: own age and gender; the gender and age of their immediate supervisor; 

whether the supervisor in question was older or younger than themselves; and 

how many years the respondents had been working with their immediate 

supervisors. 

The Time-1 survey also included an LMX measure, as well as measures of 

participant perceptions of their experience during the feedback event (i.e., their 

perceptions of feedback valence and the informational and interpersonal justice 

they received). Participants had been given formal performance feedback 3 weeks 

prior to the Time-1 survey. The Time-2 survey measured participant reactions 

(i.e., their satisfaction, utility perceptions, and post-feedback work motivation) to 

the performance feedback they had received from their supervisor. At the time of 
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the Time-2 survey, the formal performance feedback had occurred about 8 weeks 

prior. Participants were asked to consider, when responding to both surveys, the 

most recent performance appraisal administered to them by their current 

supervisor. 

Supervisor-subordinate directional age differences.  Supervisor-

subordinate directional age differences were calculated by subtracting (employee 

reported) supervisor age from employee age. Negative values resulted when the 

supervisor was older (i.e., the demographically normative situation); positive 

values resulted when the supervisor was younger than the employee (a non-

normative situation). Previous research has utilized similar methods to examine 

supervisor-subordinate age differences (e.g., Epitropaki & Martin, 1999; Green, 

Anderson, & Shivers, 1996; Vecchio, 1993). Study participants were also 

explicitly asked whether they perceived their supervisor as being older or younger 

than themselves; these responses were coded as 0 = supervisor is relatively 

younger, 1 = supervisor is relatively older. These coded responses were included 

in initial analyses as well, as a measure of perceived supervisor-subordinate age 

patterns.  

Leader-member exchange (LMX). The quality of the supervisor-subordinate 

dyadic relationship was measured at Time-1 using eight items from the LMX-8 

scale developed by Bauer and Green (1996). These eight items were scored on a 
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seven-point Likert-type scale (strongly disagree = 1, strongly agree = 7) and were 

averaged; a higher score indicated a higher-quality dyadic relationship perception 

by the employee. An example item is ―My supervisor understands my problems 

and needs‖. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.87. A complete list of these 

items can be seen in Appendix A.  

Informational justice. Perceived informational justice regarding the feedback 

event was assessed at Time-1 using five items adapted from Colquitt’s (2001) 

organizational justice scale. Participants were asked to indicate the quality of the 

information they received during the feedback event on a seven-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from ―strongly disagree = 1‖ to ―strongly agree = 7‖. An example 

item is, ―My supervisor explained the feedback thoroughly‖; the complete list of 

all of the justice items can be found in Appendix A.  Responses to the five items 

were averaged together to create one informational justice score, with higher 

scores indicating higher perceived justice. Cronbach’s alpha for these items was 

0.90.  

 Interpersonal justice. Perceptions of interpersonal justice were assessed at 

Time-1 using four items adapted from Colquitt (2001). Participants were asked to 

indicate the quality of the interpersonal treatment they received from their 

supervisors during the feedback event on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from ―strongly disagree = 1‖ to ―strongly agree = 7‖. An example item is, ―My 
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supervisor treated me in a polite manner during the feedback event‖. Responses to 

the four items were averaged to create one interpersonal justice score, with higher 

scores indicating higher perceived justice. Cronbach’s alpha for these items was 

0.85.  

Satisfaction with feedback. Employee satisfaction with the feedback event 

was measured at Time-2 using 12 items adapted from the Satisfaction with 

Appraisal scale created by Dobbins et al. (1990). The items required participants 

to indicate how they felt about the feedback event on a seven-point Likert-type 

scale (strongly disagree =1, strongly agree = 7). An example item is, ―I am 

satisfied with my most recent performance appraisal.‖ Responses to the 12 items 

were averaged to create one satisfaction score, with higher scores indicating 

greater satisfaction with the feedback. Cronbach’s alpha for these items was 0.96; 

a complete list of these items can be seen in Appendix A.  

Perceptions of feedback utility. Employee utility perceptions were assessed 

at Time-2 using five items adapted from the Utility of Training scale developed 

by Ford and Noe (1987). Specifically, the scale items were adapted to measure 

perceptions of the utility of performance feedback instead of perceived utility of 

training. This measure asked participants to indicate how useful they found the 

feedback to be on a seven-point Likert-type scale (strongly disagree =1, strongly 

agree = 7). An example item is, ―The feedback I was given was useful for my 
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development as an employee‖. Responses to the five items were averaged to 

create one perceived utility score, with higher scores indicating greater 

perceptions of feedback usefulness. Cronbach’s alpha for these items was 0.97; a 

complete list of these items can be seen in Appendix A.  

Work motivation following feedback. Employee post-feedback work 

motivation was measured at Time-2 using four items from Bianchi and Ames 

(2008). These items required participants to indicate how the feedback they 

received impacted their motivation for performing their job duties. Participants 

were specifically asked in the survey instructions to attend to how the feedback 

impacted their motivation, and not to their absolute level of work motivation in 

general. An example item is, ―My desire to work hard in this position‖; the 

response options required participants to indicate how the feedback impacted this 

statement as well as the other three on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from ―Very negative impact = 1‖ to ―Very positive impact = 7‖.  Responses to the 

four items were averaged to create one motivation score, with higher scores 

indicating greater post-feedback work motivation. Cronbach’s alpha for these 

items was 0.96; a complete list of these items can be found in Appendix A.   

Exploratory construct feedback valence. Perceptions of feedback valence 

were assessed using two items used by Bianchi and Ames (2008). One of these 

items required participants to indicate their general impression of the feedback on 
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a five-point scale ranging from ―extremely negative = 1‖ to ―extremely positive = 

5‖. The second item asked participants to indicate their overall judgment of the 

feedback event on a five-point scale ranging from ―very bad = 1‖ to ―very good = 

5‖. The item responses were then averaged to create one valence score. The 

correlation between these two items was 0.93. In exploratory analyses, this 

variable was included among the main predictors in the study models; for 

hypothesis testing, it was included among control variables.  

Control variables.  The relational demography literature indicates that some 

demographic factors besides chronological age can influence employee 

impressions and attitudes regarding their supervisors. One such factor is gender, 

with gender similarity in a dyad predicting greater interpersonal attraction and 

more positive employee attitudes (Geddes & Konrad, 2003; Tsui et al., 1992; Tsui 

& O’Reilly, 1989). Additionally, dyad tenure, or the length of time a supervisor 

and subordinate have been working together, is likely to influence employee 

attitudes toward the supervisor as well (Duarte et al., 1994; Epitropaki & Martin, 

1999; Schyns et al., 2005). As this study aimed to focus on the independent 

effects of supervisor-subordinate directional age differences on employee 

perceptions of and reactions to formal performance feedback, these other dyadic 

demographic elements were used as control constructs in the analyses.  
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CHAPTER VIII. 

Results  

Factor Analyses 

To ensure the construct validity of each of the model variables, several 

confirmatory factor analyses were conducted for comparison. This was especially 

important in the current study as many of the study outcomes were highly 

correlated and thus could potentially load onto the same latent variables. A seven-

factor model of these variables (i.e., feedback valence, LMX, informational 

justice perceptions, interpersonal justice perceptions, employee feedback 

satisfaction, employee perceptions of feedback utility, and employee motivation 

following the feedback event) yielded the best fit, 
2 

(719) = 1721.11, p < 0.05, 

CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.06. In this model all scale items loaded significantly 

onto their respective latent constructs, with standardized factor loadings ranging 

from 0.44 to 0.95. Further, most of the standardized factor loadings were over 

0.60, i.e., well above the standard rule-of-thumb of .40.  

This model was compared with several alternative models to explore whether 

combining constructs would yield better fit. The first set of alternative models 

explored the possibility that each pair of the endogenous variables (valence, 

LMX, informational justice, and interpersonal justice) might converge into a 

single construct. This analysis involved computing six, six-factor models. All of 
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these models yielded results significantly worse fitting than those for the seven-

factor model in which each endogenous variable was considered unique.  

The second set of alternative models explored the possibility that any of the 

three outcome variables (employee feedback satisfaction, employee perceptions 

of utility, and employee post-feedback motivation) might be combined to form 

one construct. This part of the analysis contained three, six-factor models. Again, 

all of those alternative models yielded worse fit than the predicted seven-factor 

model. The results of these confirmatory factor analyses suggested that, despite 

being highly correlated, the scales assessing important study variables represented 

distinctive constructs. All subsequent analyses were conducted using this 

framework.  

Preliminary Analyses 

Following the establishment of the factor structure in the model, analyses 

were conducted in order to compute descriptive and inferential statistics for the 

study variables. These analyses revealed that, on average, participants in the 

sample reported receiving relatively positive (i.e., above the scale mean) feedback 

during their most recent performance appraisal event (M = 3.79, SD = 0.75). 

Participants also generally had positive reactions to the feedback they received. 

Employee satisfaction (M = 5.24, SD = 1.21), perceptions of feedback utility (M = 

5.46, SD = 1.42) and post-feedback motivation (M = 5.55, SD = 1.25) were all 
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skewed, on average, toward the positive.  Participants also generally reported 

above-mean LMX with their supervisors, M = 5.18, SD = 1.06.  Their perceptions 

of the informational (M = 5.51, SD = 1.18) and interpersonal justice (M = 5.58, 

SD = 1.09) during their performance reviews were also relatively high.  

Both supervisor-subordinate directional age differences—calculated by 

subtracting supervisor age from employee age—and employee-perceived 

supervisor-subordinate relative age (M = 0.71, SD = 0.45) were also considered in 

the preliminary analyses. These two variables correlated at -0.76 (p < 0.01). 

(Please see Table 1 for all variable correlations and their corresponding 

significance.)  Due to this high correlation and the additional variance offered by 

its continuous rather than categorical nature, it was determined that supervisor-

subordinate directional age differences would exclusively be used in subsequent 

analyses, following methods used by Epitropaki and Martin (1999), Green and 

colleagues (1996), and Vecchio (1993). The computed supervisor-subordinate 

directional age differences yielded a mean of -4.12 (SD = 8.11), indicating that on 

average, participants tended to have slightly older supervisors than themselves. 

This variable ranged from -26 to 23. Roughly 28.6% of the sample had 

supervisors younger than themselves. Employees tended to be about four years 

younger (M = 34.98, SD = 7.24) than their supervisors on average (M = 39.10, SD 

= 5.00).    
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In line with previous research (e.g., Brett & Atwater, 2001; Colquitt et al., 

2001; Levy & Williams, 2004; Scandura, 1999; Wayne et al., 1997) LMX, 

feedback valence, informational justice, interpersonal justice, and all three 

feedback reactions were strongly correlated with one another. Supervisor-

subordinate directional age differences correlated significantly and negatively 

with all three feedback reaction types, such that employees with younger 

supervisors tended to also have lower ratings of satisfaction (r = -0.15, p < 0.01), 

feedback utility (r = -0.22, p < 0.01), and post-feedback motivation (r = -0.13, p < 

0.05), providing preliminary support for Hypothesis 1. Supervisor-subordinate 

directional age differences also correlated significantly and positively with 

supervisor-subordinate dyad tenure (r = 0.22, p < 0.01), indicating that employees 

with older supervisors tended to have worked with those supervisors for a longer 

period of time. Dyad tenure, in turn, correlated significantly and positively with 

employee age (r = 0.40, p < 0.01) and supervisor age (r = 0.22, p < 0.01). Dyadic 

age differences did not significantly correlate with informational justice (r = 0.02, 

p > 0.05), interpersonal justice (r = -0.06, p > 0.05), or LMX (r = -0.07, p > 

0.05).  

Structural Equation Models 

Structural Equation Model (SEM) analyses were conducted in order to test the 

study hypotheses. Separate analyses were conducted to assess each hypothesis. 
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Note that the same pathway may have occurred in multiple models (e.g., 

supervisor-subordinate age differences predicting informational justice), but the 

results for that same pathway were likely to differ across models because all 

components of a given model are computed at once. Following the separate 

hypothesis analyses, one model incorporating all the hypotheses was conducted to 

test their potential unified validity. The results of each of these analyses are 

presented below.  

Hypothesis 1 model. A path analysis was conducted that assessed the direct 

effects of supervisor-subordinate directional age differences on employee 

feedback satisfaction, employee feedback utility perceptions, and employee post-

feedback motivation.  

Main effects of directional age differences. This analysis revealed support for 

Hypothesis 1, with dyadic age differences predicting satisfaction (B = -0.02,  =   

-0.10, p < 0.05, R
2
 = 0.09), utility perceptions (B = -0.03,  = -0.18, p < 0.01, R

2
 = 

0.20), and post-feedback motivation (B = -0.02,  = -0.10, p < 0.05, R
2
 = 0.06) in 

the expected direction, such that employees with younger supervisors had lower 

satisfaction, perceived utility, and post-feedback work motivation.  

Control variables. This analysis accounted for the control variables and their 

impact on employee feedback reactions as well. Supervisor-subordinate dyad 

tenure did not significantly predict satisfaction (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05), 



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA 62   

 

utility perceptions (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05), or motivation (B = 0.00,  = 

0.00, p > 0.05). Supervisor-subordinate gender congruence also did not predict 

any of those outcomes (B = -0.24,  = -0.08, p > 0.05; B = -0.25,  = -0.07, p > 

0.05; and B = -0.19,  = -0.06, p > 0.05, respectively). However, feedback valence 

strongly predicted employee satisfaction (B = 0.86,  = 0.54, p < 0.05), utility 

perceptions (B = 0.79,  = 0.42, p < 0.05), and post-feedback motivation (B = 

0.68,  = 0.41, p < 0.05). Please see Table 2 for all analysis coefficients and their 

corresponding significance. See Figure 5 for the unstandardized and standardized 

path coefficients of this analysis.  

Hypothesis 2 model. A second path analysis was conducted assessing both 

the direct effect of supervisor-subordinate directional age differences, and the (at 

least partial) mediating effects of informational and interpersonal justice, on the 

three types of employee feedback reactions.  

Mediating effects of justice. Supervisor-subordinate age differences were not 

found to significantly predict informational (B = 0.08,  = 0.06, p > 0.05) or 

interpersonal (B = -0.01,  = -0.04, p > 0.05) justice, providing no support for the 

mediation effect proposed in Hypothesis 2.   

Informational justice was found to significantly predict employee feedback 

satisfaction, B = 0.14,  = 0.13, p < 0.05, but not employee utility perceptions (B 

= 0.09,  = 0.07, p > 0.05) or employee post-feedback motivation (B = 0.07,  = 
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0.07, p > 0.05). Interpersonal justice significantly predicted all three reaction 

types (B = 0.24,  = 0.21, p < 0.05; B = 0.24,  = 0.18, p < 0.05; and B = 0.22,  = 

0.19, p < 0.05, respectively).  

Main effects of directional age differences. Supervisor-subordinate 

directional age differences were found to predict employee feedback satisfaction 

(B = -0.02,  = -0.10, p < 0.05) and employee perceptions of feedback utility (B = 

-0.03,  = -0.17, p < 0.05) in the expected direction, but did not significantly 

predict employee post-feedback motivation (B = -0.01,  = -0.09, p > 0.05) in this 

analysis.  

Control variables. This analysis also accounted for the control variables and 

their impact on employee feedback reactions and justice perceptions. Supervisor-

subordinate dyad tenure was not significant in predicting employee satisfaction (B 

= 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05), utility perceptions (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05), post-

feedback motivation (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05), or perceptions of 

informational (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05) and interpersonal (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, 

p > 0.05) justice. Supervisor-subordinate gender congruence was not significant in 

predicting satisfaction (B = -0.16,  = -0.05, p > 0.05), utility perceptions (B = -

0.17,  = -0.05, p > 0.05), or post-feedback motivation (B = -0.12,  = -0.04, p > 

0.05), but it did significantly predict employee perceptions of informational 

justice (B = -0.27,  = -0.10, p < 0.05). Interpersonal justice was not significantly 
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predicted by supervisor-subordinate gender congruence, B = -0.16,  = -0.06, p > 

0.05. Finally, feedback valence was strongly significant in predicting all three 

employee-feedback reaction types (B = 0.62,  = 0.39, p < 0.05; B = 0.58,  = 

0.31, p < 0.05; and B = 0.49,  = 0.30, p < 0.05, respectively) as well as 

informational (B = 0.80,  = 0.51, p < 0.05) and interpersonal (B = 0.56,  = 0.39, 

p < 0.05) justice perceptions. Please see Figure 6 for the unstandardized and 

standardized path coefficients of this analysis. 

Hypothesis 3 model. A third path analysis was conducted assessing the (at 

least partial) mediating effect of LMX in the relationships between supervisor-

subordinate directional age differences and the three types of employee feedback 

reactions, as well as the (at least partial) mediating effect of LMX transferred 

through employee justice perceptions in these relationships.  

Mediating effects of LMX and justice. Supervisor-subordinate age directional 

differences significantly predicted informational justice perceptions, B = 0.01,  = 

0.08, p < 0.05, but in the opposite direction than was expected. Age differences, 

however, were not found to significantly predict interpersonal justice perceptions 

(B = 0.00,  = -0.01, p > 0.05) or LMX (B = -0.01,  = -0.05, p > 0.05). 

Informational justice perceptions were not found to predict satisfaction (B = 

0.09,  = 0.09, p > 0.05), utility perceptions (B = 0.06,  = 0.05, p > 0.05), or 

motivation (B = 0.05,  = 0.05, p > 0.05), indicating that the significant 
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relationship between supervisor-subordinate age differences and informational 

justice did not represent a mediating effect. Interpersonal justice, however, was 

found to significantly predict all three reaction-types (B = 0.18,  = 0.16, p < 

0.05; B = 0.20,  = 0.16, p < 0.05; and B = 0.19,  = 0.17, p < 0.05, respectively). 

LMX significantly predicted both informational (B = 0.55,  = 0.49, p < 0.05) and 

interpersonal (B = 0.57,  = 0.55, p < 0.05) justice perceptions. While LMX did 

significantly predict employee satisfaction, B = 0.15,  = 0.13, p < 0.05, it did not 

significantly predict employee utility perceptions (B = 0.10,  = 0.08, p > 0.05) or 

employee post-feedback motivation (B = 0.08,  = 0.07, p > 0.05). Overall, this 

SEM analysis provided no support for the meditational patterns proposed in 

Hypothesis 3. 

Main effects of directional age differences. Supervisor-subordinate age 

differences were found to significantly predict employee satisfaction with the 

feedback, B = -0.01,  = -0.10, p < 0.05, and employee perceptions of feedback 

utility, B = -0.03,  = -0.17, p < 0.05, but did not significantly predict employee 

post-feedback motivation (B = -0.01,  = -0.09, p > 0.05) in this analysis.  

Control variables. The analysis also included the control variables and their 

impact on employees’ feedback reactions, justice perceptions, and LMX ratings. 

Supervisor-subordinate dyad tenure was not significant in predicting LMX (B = 

0.00,  = 0.06, p > 0.05), informational justice (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05), 



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA 66   

 

interpersonal justice (B = 0.00,  = 0.03, p > 0.05), employee satisfaction with 

feedback (B = 0.00,  = -0.01, p > 0.05), employee perceptions of feedback utility 

(B = 0.00,  = -0.06, p > 0.05), or employee post-feedback motivation (B = 0.00, 

 = 0.00, p > 0.05). Supervisor-subordinate gender congruence was also not 

significant in predicting LMX (B = -0.14,  = -0.05, p > 0.05), informational 

justice (B = -0.20,  = -0.07, p > 0.05), interpersonal justice (B = -0.14,  = -0.05, 

p > 0.05), employee satisfaction (B = -0.16,  = -0.05, p > 0.05), employee utility 

perceptions (B = -0.17,  = -0.05, p > 0.05), or employee motivation (B = -0.12,  

= -0.04, p > 0.05). Finally, feedback valence was a strong positive predictor of 

LMX (B = 0.54,  = 0.38, p < 0.05), informational justice (B = 0.50,  = 0.49, p < 

0.05), interpersonal justice (B = 0.25,  = 0.55, p < 0.05), employee satisfaction 

(B = 0.61,  = 0.38, p < 0.05), employee utility perceptions (B = 0.57,  = 0.30, p 

< 0.05), and employee post-feedback motivation (B = 0.49,  = 0.29, p < 0.05). 

Please see Figure 7 for the unstandardized and standardized path coefficients of 

this analysis. 

Hypothesis 4 model. A fourth path analysis was conducted assessing the 

moderating effect of LMX on the relationships between supervisor-subordinate 

directional age differences and employee satisfaction, employee utility 

perceptions, and employee post-feedback motivation, as well its moderating effect 

on informational and interpersonal justice. An interaction variable (cross-product) 
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of the standardized LMX and age difference scores was calculated and inserted 

into the model to test the moderating effect of LMX.  

Moderating effect of LMX. LMX was not found to significantly moderate any 

of the proposed relationships. Specifically, the interaction between LMX and 

supervisor-subordinate age differences was not significant in predicting employee 

satisfaction (B = -0.01,  = -0.01, p > 0.05), employee utility perceptions (B = 

0.09,  = 0.07, p > 0.05), employee post-feedback motivation (B = 0.03,  = 0.02, 

p > 0.05), employee perceptions of informational justice (B = 0.03,  = 0.03, p > 

0.05), or employee perceptions of interpersonal justice (B = -0.03,  = -0.03, p > 

0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was not supported.  

Main effects of directional age differences and LMX. The individual 

variables comprising the interaction were tested in the model as endogenous 

variables as well. Supervisor-subordinate directional age differences were found 

to significantly predict employee satisfaction (B = -0.01,  = -0.09, p < 0.05) and 

employee utility perceptions (B = -0.03,  = -0.18, p < 0.05) in the expected 

direction. They were not found to significantly predict employee post-feedback 

motivation (B = -0.01,  = -0.09, p > 0.05), employee perceptions of 

informational justice (B = 0.01,  = 0.08, p > 0.05), or employee perceptions of 

interpersonal justice (B = -0.00,  = -0.01, p > 0.05).  
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LMX was found to be a significant predictor of employee satisfaction (B = 

0.15,  = 0.13, p < 0.05), informational justice (B = 0.55,  = 0.49, p < 0.05), and 

interpersonal justice (B = 0.57,  = 0.55, p < 0.05), but not employee utility 

perceptions (B = 0.11,  = 0.08, p > 0.05), or employee post-feedback motivation 

(B = 0.08,  = 0.07, p > 0.05).  

Control variables. The analysis also accounted for the control variables and 

their impact on employees’ feedback reactions and justice perceptions. 

Supervisor-subordinate dyad tenure was not significant in predicting 

informational justice (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05), interpersonal justice (B = 

0.00,  = 0.03, p > 0.05), employee satisfaction with feedback (B = 0.00,  =        

-0.01, p > 0.05), employee perceptions of feedback utility (B = 0.00,  = -0.06, p 

> 0.05), or employee post-feedback motivation (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05). 

Supervisor-subordinate gender congruence was also not significant in predicting 

informational justice (B = -0.09,  = -0.03, p > 0.05), interpersonal justice (B = -

0.19,  = -0.07, p > 0.05), employee satisfaction (B = -0.16,  = -0.05, p > 0.05), 

employee utility perceptions (B = -0.18,  = -0.05, p > 0.05), or employee post-

feedback motivation (B = -0.13,  = -0.04, p > 0.05). Finally, feedback valence 

was a strong positive predictor of informational justice (B = 0.51,  = 0.32, p < 

0.05), interpersonal justice (B = 0.25,  = 0.17, p < 0.05), employee satisfaction 
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(B = 0.61,  = 0.38, p < 0.05), employee utility perceptions (B = 0.57,  = 0.31, p 

< 0.05), and employee motivation (B = 0.49,  = 0.29, p < 0.05). Please see 

Figure 8 for the unstandardized and standardized path coefficients of this analysis. 

Full model. To explore the validity of all study hypotheses occurring 

together, a full model incorporating both the moderating and mediating effects of 

LMX was explored. This model assessed the direct effect of supervisor-

subordinate age differences on employee feedback reactions, as well as the 

mediating effects of justice perceptions and LMX. Further, this model assessed 

the moderating effect of LMX in the relationships between age differences and 

informational justice perceptions, interpersonal justice perceptions, employee 

satisfaction with feedback, employee perceptions of feedback utility, and 

employee motivation following the feedback event.  

Hypothesis 1 in the full model. Supervisor-subordinate directional age 

differences were found to significantly predict employee feedback satisfaction, B 

= -0.01,  = -0.09, p < 0.05, and employee utility perceptions, B = -0.03,  = -

0.18, p < 0.05, in the expected direction. However, age differences were not 

significant in predicting employee post-feedback motivation, B = -0.01,  = -0.09, 

p > 0.05. Thus, Hypothesis 1 received partial support in the full model.  

Hypothesis 2 in the full model. Supervisor-subordinate directional age 

differences were not found to significantly predict employee perceptions of 
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informational (B = 0.01,  = 0.08, p > 0.05) or interpersonal (B = 0.00,  = -0.01, 

p > 0.05) justice, providing no support for Hypothesis 2 in the full model. 

Informational justice, in turn, was not a significant predictor of employee 

satisfaction (B = 0.09,  = 0.09, p > 0.05), employee utility perceptions (B = 0.05, 

 = 0.04, p > 0.05), or employee post-feedback motivation (B = 0.05,  = 0.04, p 

> 0.05). Interpersonal justice perceptions, however, were significant in positively 

predicting all three reaction-types (B = 0.18,  = 0.16, p < 0.05; B = 0.21,  = 

0.16, p < 0.05; and B = 0.20,  = 0.17, p < 0.05, respectively).  

Hypothesis 3 in the full model. Supervisor-subordinate directional age 

differences were not found to positively predict employee ratings of LMX, B =     

-0.01,  = -0.05, p > 0.05, providing no support for Hypothesis 3 in the full 

model. LMX, in turn, did positively predict employee perceptions of 

informational (B = 0.55,  = 0.49, p < 0.05) and interpersonal (B = 0.57,  = 0.55, 

p < 0.05) justice, as well as employee satisfaction with the feedback event (B = 

0.15,  = 0.13, p < 0.05). However, LMX was not a positive predictor of 

employee perceptions of feedback utility, B = 0.11,  = 0.08, p > 0.05, or 

employee motivation following the feedback event, B = 0.08,  = 0.07, p > 0.05.  

Hypothesis 4 in the full model. The interaction between LMX and supervisor-

subordinate age differences was not found to significantly predict employee 

perceptions of informational (B = 0.03,  = 0.03, p > 0.05) or interpersonal (B = -
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0.03,  = -0.08, p > 0.05) justice, nor was it found to predict employee satisfaction 

(B = -0.01,  = -0.01, p > 0.05), employee utility perceptions (B = 0.09,  = 0.07, 

p > 0.05), or employee post-feedback motivation (B = 0.03,  = 0.02, p > 0.05), 

indicating no moderating effect of LMX in the proposed relationships. Thus, 

Hypothesis 4 received no support in the full model.   

Control variables in the full model. This analysis also accounted for the study 

control variables and their impact on employee justice perceptions, feedback 

reactions, and ratings of LMX. Supervisor-subordinate dyad tenure was not 

significant in predicting LMX (B = 0.00,  = 0.06, p > 0.05), informational justice 

(B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05), interpersonal justice (B = 0.00,  = 0.03, p > 0.05), 

employee satisfaction with feedback (B = 0.00,  = -0.01, p > 0.05), employee 

perceptions of feedback utility (B = 0.00,  = -0.07, p > 0.05), or employee post-

feedback motivation (B = 0.00,  = 0.00, p > 0.05). Supervisor-subordinate 

gender congruence was also not significant in predicting LMX (B = -0.14,  = -

0.05, p > 0.05), informational justice (B = -0.09,  = -0.03, p > 0.05), 

interpersonal justice (B = -0.19,  = -0.07, p > 0.05), employee satisfaction (B = -

0.16,  = -0.05, p > 0.05), employee utility perceptions (B = -0.18,  = -0.05, p > 

0.05), or employee post-feedback motivation (B = -0.13,  = -0.04, p > 0.05). 

Finally, feedback valence was a strong positive predictor of LMX (B = 0.54,  = 



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA 72   

 

0.38, p < 0.05), informational justice (B = 0.51,  = 0.32, p < 0.05), interpersonal 

justice (B = 0.25,  = 0.17, p < 0.05), employee satisfaction (B = 0.61,  = 0.38, p 

< 0.05), employee utility perceptions (B = 0.59,  = 0.31, p < 0.05), and employee 

motivation (B = 0.49,  = 0.29, p < 0.05). Please see Figure 9 for the 

unstandardized and standardized path coefficients of this full model analysis. 

Exploratory Analyses of Feedback Valence Moderation 

While feedback valence was entered in the above models as a control variable 

in order to explore the isolated effect of supervisor-subordinate directional age 

differences on employee feedback perceptions and reactions, prior feedback 

research and the strong effect of valence on the study variables in this sample 

indicated that its role in the model might warrant further examination. As such, 

exploratory path models were constructed in which valence acted as a moderator 

of the relationships between the primary predictors and outcomes. When 

significant moderating effects were found, all visual graphs were constructed by 

calculating outcomes at one standard deviation above and below study variable 

means, following methods used by Cohen, Cohen, West, and Aiken (2003).  

First, a path model was constructed exploring the moderating role of valence 

in the relationships between supervisor-subordinate directional age differences 

and the study variables of interest (LMX, informational justice perceptions, 

interpersonal justice perceptions, employee feedback satisfaction, employee 
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perceptions of feedback utility, and employee motivation following the feedback 

event). This model revealed that the calculated interaction term comprised of 

(standardized) feedback valence and age difference scores was significant in 

predicting LMX, B = -0.13,  = -0.12, p < 0.05. The nature of this interaction was 

such that having a younger supervisor tended to reduce the effects of feedback 

valence on LMX ratings (i.e., with a younger supervisor, LMX was more or less 

equal regardless of negative or positive feedback valence). When the supervisor 

was relatively older than the employee, however, employees’ LMX ratings were 

dependent on feedback valence, such that lower LMX was reported when 

feedback was negative, and higher LMX was reported when feedback was 

positive. The nature of this interaction can be seen in Figure 10. 

Valence was also found to significantly moderate the relationships between 

supervisor-subordinate directional age differences and employee feedback 

satisfaction (B = 0.11,  = 0.08, p < 0.05) and employee post-feedback motivation 

(B = 0.13,  = 0.09, p < 0.05). The nature of these interactions was contrary to the 

moderating effect of valence in the relationship between dyadic age differences 

and LMX, mentioned above. Specifically, employees with older supervisors 

tended to have satisfaction reactions that were less dependent on feedback 

valence. However, employees with relatively younger supervisors tended to have 

satisfaction reactions that were more dependent on feedback valence, such that 



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA 74   

 

employees in this condition had particularly low satisfaction when feedback was 

negative and particularly high satisfaction when feedback was positive. A similar 

effect was seen with employee motivation, such that employees with older 

supervisors tended to have motivation scores that were less dependent on 

feedback valence, while employees with younger supervisors tended to have 

particularly low motivation scores when feedback was negative and particularly 

high motivation scores when feedback was positive. Please see Figures 11 and 12 

for a visual representation of these relationships.  

Valence was not found to moderate the relationships between supervisor-

subordinate directional age differences and informational (B = -0.09,  = -0.07, p 

> 0.05) or interpersonal (B = -0.03,  = -0.02, p > 0.05) justice perceptions, nor 

was it found to significantly moderate the relationship between dyadic age 

differences and employee perceptions of feedback utility (B = 0.11,  = 0.07, p > 

0.05).  

Next, feedback valence was examined as a potential moderator in the 

relationships between LMX and the other primary outcome variables 

(informational justice perceptions, interpersonal justice perceptions, employee 

feedback satisfaction, employee utility perceptions, and employee post-feedback 

motivation). Valence was not found to significantly moderate any of these 
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relationships, ps > 0.05, indicating that the impact of LMX on these variables did 

not change with variations in feedback valence.  

Finally, a series of models were tested in which feedback valence was 

examined as a potential moderator in the relationships between the two types of 

justice perceptions (informational and interpersonal) and the three feedback 

reaction outcomes (employee feedback satisfaction, utility perceptions, and 

motivation). Valence was not found to significantly moderate any of these 

relationships, ps > 0.05, indicating that the effects of justice perceptions on 

feedback reactions did not change as a function of whether the feedback was 

overall negative or positive.
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CHAPTER IX. 

Discussion 

The results of the current study paint an interesting and telling picture of the 

impact of supervisor-subordinate directional age differences on employee 

feedback reactions and perceptions. Further, this research sheds light on these 

organizational relationships as they appear in a country that, much like the United 

States, is experiencing dramatic and rapid shifts in its workforce demographics. 

This study adds to existing feedback reactions literature by tying in dyadic 

directional age differences, considering the simultaneous effects of LMX and 

justice in forming feedback reactions, and studying these variables in the context 

of a largely understudied but extremely valuable economic market. The current 

study aids our understanding of supervisor-subordinate relative age in the 

changing workforce and how it impacts important individual and organizational 

outcomes, as well as aiding our understanding of organizational practices and 

norms in a country that both mirrors and opposes the United States in many ways. 

Hypothesized Relationships 

Direct effects of supervisor-subordinate directional age differences. The 

results of the SEM assessing Hypothesis 1 revealed that supervisor-subordinate 

directional age differences, or in practical terms, having a younger supervisor, 

negatively predicted employee satisfaction with feedback, perceptions of 
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feedback utility, and motivation following the feedback event as hypothesized. 

However, the inclusion of mediating variables in subsequent analyses resulted in 

directional age differences significantly predicting only employee feedback 

satisfaction and utility perceptions. In these more comprehensive models, post-

feedback motivation was not significantly predicted by whether supervisors were 

older or younger than their respective employees. 

Mediating effects of informational and interpersonal justice. The SEM 

analysis assessing Hypothesis 2 revealed that supervisor-subordinate directional 

age differences did not predict employee perceptions of informational or 

interpersonal justice as experienced during the feedback event. As such, no 

support was found for the hypothesized mediating effects of justice perceptions in 

the relationships between supervisor-subordinate directional age differences and 

the three types of employee feedback reactions measured. When LMX was 

included as a mediating variable in the model assessing Hypothesis 3, directional 

age differences actually did reveal a significant predictive relationship with 

informational justice perceptions. However, this effect was contrary to 

expectations; the path coefficients indicated that having a younger supervisor 

actually increased employee perceptions that they had been treated with fair 

informational justice during the feedback. This relationship was modest and 

became non-significant when LMX was included in the model as a moderating 
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variable (i.e., in the analyses assessing Hypothesis 4 and the full model). Further, 

because informational justice perceptions were not found to significantly predict 

employee satisfaction, utility perceptions, or post-feedback motivation in the 

analysis for Hypothesis 3, the informational justice perceptions variable was ruled 

out as a mediator between directional age differences and any of the employee 

feedback reactions.   

Theory and existing research suggests that employee perceptions of the justice 

they experience during a feedback event should predict their reactions to that 

event (Cropanzano et al., 2002; Erdogan, 2002; Greenberg, 1986; 1990; Van den 

Bos et al., 2001). In the current study, this was the case for interpersonal justice 

perceptions, but not for informational justice perceptions. In the SEM analysis 

assessing Hypothesis 2, it was found that informational justice significantly 

predicted employee satisfaction with the feedback event, but in subsequent 

analyses this effect disappeared. By contrast, perceptions of interpersonal justice 

remained significant in predicting employee satisfaction, utility perceptions, and 

post-feedback motivation throughout all of the analyses examining these 

relationships. However, the previously mentioned lack of relationship between 

supervisor-subordinate directional age differences and either type of justice 

indicated that informational and interpersonal justice perceptions were not 

mediators in the directional age-employee feedback reactions relationships.  
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Mediating effect of LMX. The SEM analysis for Hypothesis 3 indicated that 

LMX was not a mediator between supervisor-subordinate directional age 

differences and informational or interpersonal justice perceptions; nor was it a 

mediator between age differences and any of the three employee feedback 

reactions measured. Supervisor-subordinate directional age differences were not 

found to significantly predict LMX scores at all. 

LMX scores, however, did strongly predict informational and interpersonal 

justice perceptions. This strong relationship is not surprising; research has 

indicated that these constructs are highly related to one another (Leow & Kuong, 

2009; Masterson et al., 2000). Moreover, social exchange theory posits that each 

of these constructs predict positive outcomes in the same way (Cropanzano et al., 

2002; Emerson, 1976; Wayne et al., 1997). However, it is important to note that 

data assessing LMX and employee justice perceptions were collected cross-

sectionally. The current research cannot truly provide a causal path between these 

closely related variables. Thus, it is possible that perceiving better justice coming 

from the supervisor caused employees to also perceive a better relationship with 

that supervisor, as suggested by Masterson and colleagues (2000).  

The SEM analyses for Hypothesis 3 accounted for the possibility of a direct 

relationship between LMX and the three types of employee feedback reactions as 

well. LMX was found to significantly predict employee satisfaction with the 
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feedback event, but not employee perceptions of feedback usefulness or employee 

motivation following the feedback. These effects (or lack thereof) persisted in the 

analysis incorporating the full model.  

Moderating effect of LMX. The SEM analysis assessing Hypothesis 4 found 

that a cross-product between directional age differences and LMX scores was not 

significant in predicting employee informational and interpersonal justice 

perceptions, or any of the three types of feedback reactions measured. The SEM 

analysis assessing the full model simultaneously revealed the same results. As 

such, LMX was not found to moderate any of the relationships between 

supervisor-subordinate age differences and the study variables, indicating that 

dyadic directional age differences generally had the same impact on employee 

perceptions of and reactions to the feedback event regardless of the quality of the 

relationship in the dyad.  

Theoretical explanations of the study results. The results of the current 

study suggest that having a younger supervisor does predict poorer employee 

reactions to a supervisor-led performance feedback event over time, but that these 

poorer reactions do not occur because of perceptions of reduced interactional 

justice or LMX in these relationships. Initial analyses suggested that employee 

feedback satisfaction, employee perceptions of feedback usefulness, and 

employee motivation following the feedback event were all negatively affected, 
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but subsequent analyses suggested that post-feedback motivation was not among 

the employee reactions negatively affected by having a younger supervisor.  

This may be an artifact of general motivational differences in China as 

compared to the United States. Previous research has shown that Chinese 

employees, when asked about their work preferences, tend to cite good wages, 

good working conditions, and loyalty from the organization as being highly 

motivating factors (Fisher & Yuan, 1998). These motivating factors tend to focus 

more highly on aspects of the organization rather than the supervisor. Further, 

given the notion that Chinese citizens tend to be more collectivist and group-

oriented (Child & Markoczy, 1993; Hofstede, 2001), it may be that Chinese 

employees are more motivated to perform well in their jobs for the benefit of the 

entire organization rather than for their supervisor or themselves. It is possible 

that work motivation, itself, is a group-focused phenomenon in China and is less 

susceptible to attributes of any particular supervisor or singular event.  

In this study, I hypothesized that employee perceptions of informational 

justice, interpersonal justice, and LMX would mediate the relationships between 

supervisor-subordinate directional age differences and the various types of 

employee feedback reactions; these hypotheses were not supported. Directional 

age differences were not a significant predictor of any of those employee 

perception variables. Again, these findings should be interpreted in the context of 
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the cultural values of the nation in which the data were collected. In China, one 

such value, high power distance (also referred to as respect for hierarchy; 

Hofstede, 2001), indicates that employees should and will be respectful toward 

their supervisors regardless of any demographic or other attributes. While 

feedback reaction survey items asked participants to indicate how they felt about 

the feedback event, these justice and relational perception variables were more 

focused on rating the behaviors of the supervisor, generally and in the context of 

the feedback event. As such, strong traditional Chinese values may have masked 

any effects of perceived career timetable violations (e.g., Lawrence, 1984). Future 

research would greatly benefit from further examination of these relationships as 

they occur in regions with strong cultural values and norms.  

Although the hypothesized mediators were not significant in the current study, 

future researchers may continue efforts to understand the effects of supervisor-

subordinate directional age differences through the examination of other possible 

mediators. First, while it was theoretically assumed in the current sample that 

implicit career timetables and their effects would play a role in the supervisor-

subordinate relationship, this was not explicitly measured. Some measurement of 

this variable may have clarified the role of implicit career timetables in 

supervisor-subordinate demographic patterns and their subsequent effects. Other 

studies have explicitly measured these timetables by calculating the difference 
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between people’s conceptualizations of the ―typical‖ age for someone in their 

career level and their own age (Lawrence, 1984), and by examining people’s 

conceptualizations of the ―typical‖ age for someone in other career stages (for 

instance, that of a manager) (Lawrence, 1990).  

Conversely, it may be that the outcomes in the current study (employee 

feedback reactions) are actually mediators in a much more practically important 

relationship. Performance feedback is delivered with the ultimate aim of having a 

positive impact on employee performance (Brett & Atwater, 2001; Kluger & 

DeNisi, 1996). This research exclusively examined feedback reactions. Past 

researchers have studied similar constructs (e.g., Bianchi & Ames, 2008; Brett & 

Atwater, 2001) with the idea that these reactions and perceptions are precursors to 

employee behavior (i.e., an employee who is more satisfied with feedback, finds it 

more useful, and feels more motivated by it will be more likely to improve his or 

her performance). However, with the results of the current study it is impossible 

to tell whether this is truly the case. Future research may benefit from the 

exploration of the effect of having a relatively younger supervisor on employee 

performance in general, rather than on feedback reactions exclusively. Empirical 

and theoretical evidence suggests that this effect will be negative (Lawrence, 

1984; Perry et al., 1999; Shore et al., 2003); future researchers may examine 
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whether performance feedback episode characteristics (and subsequent employee 

reactions) play a mediating role.  

LMX was not only hypothesized as a mediator in the current study, but also as 

a moderator expected to alleviate the negative effects of having a younger 

supervisor on employee perceptions of and reactions to performance feedback. 

This was not supported; none of those relationships varied as a function of 

variations in LMX. As such, study participants were negatively impacted in terms 

of their feedback satisfaction and utility perceptions when they had relatively 

younger supervisors regardless of whether or not they had built a positive 

relationship with those supervisors.  

This finding is troubling, considering that the study results as well as existing 

research (e.g., Collins et al., 2009; Geddes & Konrad, 2003; Lawrence, 1984; 

1990; Perry et al., 1999; Tsui et al., 2002) suggest that there are possible negative 

outcomes for employees who are paired with relatively younger supervisors, and 

the incidence of these demographically non-normative pairings are increasing 

(Liebold & Voelpel, 2006; Mor Barak, 2011). Consequently, researchers should 

build on the current study by further examining moderators that may reduce the 

negative impact on employees.  

One such construct that is receiving increasing attention in recent 

organizational research is the idea of organizational climate. Organizational 
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climate refers to shared perceptions among employees regarding some aspect of 

organizational functioning. Climate perceptions can be assessed by observing and 

examining the way organizations deal with their members and the environment, 

through policies and practices as well as through more informal interactions with 

supervisors and coworkers (James & Jones, 1974). At the individual level, climate 

takes the form of ―a set of attitudes and expectancies which describe the 

organization in terms of both static characteristics (i.e., degree of autonomy) and 

behavior-outcome contingencies‖ (Campbell, Dunnette, Lawler, & Weick, 1970, 

pg. 390).  

Researchers have suggested that organizational climate can have multiple 

dimensions. Research along these lines has focused on the climate of some 

specific aspect of organizational functioning, such as shared perceptions regarding 

individual autonomy, reward orientation, consideration and support (James & 

Jones, 1974), or safety (Zohar, 2000). Justice climate, for instance, refers to 

shared, organization- or team-level perceptions regarding the importance and 

emphasis placed on justice within an organization (Liao & Rupp, 2005). More 

positive perceptions of justice climate have been linked to individual helping 

behaviors, even when individual perceptions of justice were controlled for 

(Naumann & Bennett, 2000). Justice climate can focus on either the organization 

or the supervisor as a source of justice, and both of these are related to a number 
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of important work outcomes such as supervisor- and organization-directed 

commitment, individual satisfaction, and extra-role performance (Liao & Rupp, 

2005).  

Justice climate within the particular organization sampled in the current study 

could have impacted employee justice perceptions regarding their performance 

appraisals. If employees felt that their supervisor placed a strong importance on 

justice but did not behave in a just way within the context of the feedback event, 

this could have been even more detrimental for employee feedback reactions. By 

contrast, if employees felt their supervisor or organization did not value justice, 

their justice perceptions may have been less impactful on their reactions. Past 

research findings indicate that Chinese organizations in general may have a lower 

justice climate due to the nation’s value of power distance (Brockner et al., 2001); 

current research findings indicate that informational justice in particular may be 

less of a priority. Nevertheless, future researchers should examine justice climate 

as a potential moderator in various cultures and contexts in order to widen our 

understanding of how employee feedback reactions are formed. 

Another aspect of organizational climate that may be particularly helpful in 

aiding our understanding of the impact of having a younger or older supervisor is 

age-diversity climate. Diversity climate in general refers to shared perceptions 

among workers regarding the value the organization places on diversity, which 
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can again be assessed through perceptions of policies and informal interactions at 

work (Hicks-Clarke & Iles, 2000). Age diversity climate in particular, referring to 

shared perceptions regarding the degree to which the organization values 

employing and retaining employees of different ages, could have a strong impact 

on how employees view supervisor-subordinate age differences.  

Relative to the current study, if the sampled organization promotes and values 

a variety of age-difference patterns, then the occurrence of having a younger 

supervisor may have been more likely to be viewed by employees as a positive 

thing, resulting in better-than-expected feedback reactions. Conversely, a low age 

diversity climate would predict the negative attitudes towards a relatively younger 

manager that we would expect to see. Supporting that possibility, one study found 

that increased diversity in terms of race and age predicted decreased team 

performance, possibly due to a relatively low diversity climate in which such 

differences were not encouraged (Timmerman, 2000).  Future researchers should 

account for age diversity climate when considering how supervisor-subordinate 

age differences in general and directional age differences in particular impact 

employee attitudes and behaviors. 

Although the study hypotheses were focused on the direct and indirect effects 

of supervisor-subordinate directional age differences, the path analyses assessing 

the hypotheses revealed interesting direct relationships between LMX, employee 
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justice perceptions, and the various employee feedback reactions that were 

measured. First, there were differences in the two types of justice perceptions in 

terms of their ability to predict employee feedback reactions. Overall, 

interpersonal justice was a strong predictor of all three reaction types throughout 

the analyses. Conversely, informational justice tended not to predict any of the 

three reactions, with the exception of its effect on employee feedback satisfaction 

in initial analyses. Feedback reactions for the study participants seemed more 

dependent on how they were treated by their supervisor rather than the quality and 

extent of the information and content they received during the feedback event.  

Organizational justice research conducted in Western cultures indicates that 

both interpersonal and informational justice should predict employee feedback 

reactions (Cropanzano et al., 2002; Erdogan, 2002; Greenberg, 1986), as justice in 

general and interactional justice in particular tends to predict positive 

organization-focused and supervisor-focused attitudes and behaviors (Colquitt et 

al., 2001; Greenberg, 1990). However, Chinese organizational research suggests 

that informational justice may not be as valued in Eastern cultures. For instance, 

research has shown that while relationships and hierarchy are important in 

Chinese employee work motivation, ―being in on things‖ or receiving 

explanations for organizational behavior is not at all important (Fisher & Yuan, 

1998). Tata and colleagues (2003) found in their cross-cultural comparison of 
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performance evaluation fairness ratings that Chinese employees tended to be more 

concerned with social sensitivity during the feedback event, while U. S. 

employees tended to be more concerned with ―account giving‖, or hearing 

adequate explanations for their performance ratings. The researchers suggested 

these effects may be due to the high power distance in Chinese organizations 

which may cause employees to be less likely to expect these kinds of explanations 

from their supervisors. 

Relevant regional differences exist as well; one study found that employees in 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC) tended to desire open, honest, and direct 

communications from their supervisors, while this was less important to 

employees in the Hong Kong region (Chow, 1995). Although these findings were 

published prior to major political changes in the Hong Kong region, cultural 

researchers have suggested that value and norm differences between this region 

and the PRC persist (e.g., Dessler & Tan, 2006). While Shenzhen, where the 

current study was conducted, is technically part of the PRC, its close proximity to 

Hong Kong allows the two regions to have close business, trade, and social links 

and thus it is likely that Hong Kong values and norms transfer over to Shenzhen 

organizational functioning. Hong Kong has also been described as a region with 

extremely low uncertainty avoidance values, further suggesting that employees 

within this society do not have a strong need to know exact reasons and 
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justifications for organizational procedures and outcomes (Chow, 1995; Hofstede, 

2001).  

Throughout China the cultural value of power distance remains relatively 

high. Research has shown that employees in cultures valuing power distance tend 

to exhibit fewer negative effects as a result of not being given a ―voice‖ in a 

variety of workplace situations (Brockner et al., 2001). While voice is a 

procedural justice element that does not necessary fall under the purview of 

informational justice (Brockner et al., 2001), these findings suggest that certain 

elements of justice in general may have less of an impact in companies where 

power distance is high and thus inclusive treatment coming from the top down is 

less of an expectation.  

Employee ratings of LMX directly predicted employee feedback satisfaction, 

but not perceptions of feedback usefulness or post-feedback motivation. Again, 

while LMX is a supervisor-focused construct, the three types of feedback 

reactions measured in the current study represented feedback event-focused 

constructs. These relationships (or lack thereof) suggest that the two are distinct 

for Chinese employees. Put another way, employees perceived feedback as being 

useful (or not useful) and motivating (or not motivating) regardless of whether or 

not they perceived a good relationship with their supervisor.  
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Research has indicated that many Chinese employees tend to exhibit good 

contextual performance at work regardless of how they perceive their relationship 

with their supervisor, due to the collectivist nature of the traditional Chinese (Hui 

et al., 2004). As such, it may be that the employees in the current sample 

remained committed and motivated to use the feedback to improve their own 

performance because their desire to contribute positively to the organization 

transcended any relational issues with their supervisors. However, this 

commitment may not have reflected how they felt about the feedback event. LMX 

did significantly predict the degree to which feedback was satisfying for 

employees, with employees perceiving higher LMX reporting greater satisfaction 

with the feedback event. Multi-dimensional measures of LMX certainly indicate 

an affective component (Liden & Maslyn, 1998; Scandura & Graen, 1984; 

Schreisheim et al., 1999), among other dimensions such as loyalty, mutual 

respect, and trust (Hui et al., 2004; Liden & Maslyn, 1998). As such, it appears 

that these affective attributes of LMX tend to also predict affective attributes of 

other supervisor-subordinate interactions.  

Despite the lack of significant relationships between LMX and some of the 

other employee feedback reactions in the current study, some research has shown 

that LMX predicts task and contextual performance among Chinese employees 

(Perry et al., 1999; Tsui et al., 2002; Wang, Law, Hackett, Wang, & Chen, 2005). 
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While LMX may not have predicted many outcomes in this particular sample, this 

suggests that its inclusion in studies of Chinese supervisor-subordinate dyad 

functioning is still essential as it predicts important workplace outcomes.  

Summary of hypothesized results. The current results revealed some 

unexpected findings, but these findings must be interpreted within the context of 

the study. While supervisor-subordinate directional age differences did not 

universally predict reductions in the study variables, they did predict reduced 

employee reactions when the participants were asked to rate a feedback event. 

When participants were asked to describe attributes or behaviors of their 

supervisor, this effect did not appear, possibly due to strong values regarding 

power distance and respect for hierarchy inherent in traditional Chinese culture. 

Because directional age differences were not related to these more supervisor-

directed variables the hypothesized mediating and moderating effects were not 

supported. However, future research can build on these findings by examining 

other potential mechanisms for the effects of supervisor-subordinate directional 

age differences on employee feedback reactions.  

Exploratory Relationships 

Research suggests that feedback valence, or the degree to which performance 

feedback is overall positive or negative, strongly determines how employees will 

perceive and react to a performance feedback event (Brett & Atwater, 2001; 
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Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Mabe & West, 1982; Shrauger, 1975). In the current 

study, valence as a control variable consistently predicted other study variables of 

interest (informational justice perceptions, interpersonal justice perceptions, 

employee satisfaction with the feedback event, employee perceptions of feedback 

usefulness, and employee motivation following the feedback event). As such, an 

exploratory examination of valence was conducted in which the moderating 

effects of valence on the relationships between the study variables were 

considered.  

These exploratory analyses revealed that feedback valence moderated the 

relationship between directional age differences and LMX, such that employees 

perceived roughly similar levels of LMX with their relatively younger supervisors 

regardless of valence. Employees with relatively older supervisors, however, 

perceived greater variations in LMX as a result of differences in feedback 

valence. Put another way, when employees’ supervisors were relatively older (a 

demographically ―normal‖ situation), being given negative feedback led to lower 

LMX scores, while being given positive feedback led to higher LMX scores. This 

valence discrepancy did not matter as much when supervisors were relatively 

younger. 

This was reversed in the significant moderating effect of valence on the 

relationships between supervisor-subordinate directional age differences and 
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employee feedback satisfaction and post-feedback motivation. In these 

relationships, employees with relatively younger supervisors (a demographically 

―non-normal‖ situation) tended to have satisfaction and motivational reactions 

that were more dependent on feedback valence. Older supervisors, by contrast, 

tended to garner employee feedback reactions that were less dependent on 

variations in feedback valence.  

These exploratory results carry with them several interesting implications. 

First, it is notable that the moderating effect of valence on the relationship 

between dyadic age differences and LMX is the exact opposite of the moderating 

effect of valence on the relationships between age differences and employee 

feedback satisfaction and motivation.  When LMX was the outcome, older 

supervisors garnered more extreme reactions based on variations in feedback 

valence. Given strong age-related reverence norms in China coupled with the 

values of high power distance and respect for hierarchy (Brockner et al., 2001; 

Chow, 1995; Tata et al., 2003), it is logical that Chinese employees would 

perceive negative feedback as a failure on their own part in upholding the 

supervisor-subordinate relationship. Conversely, positive feedback would be 

perceived as a success on the part of the employee, and thus their end of the 

supervisor-subordinate relationship would be upheld and rated positively. 

Younger supervisors, however, would not be viewed through the same age-related 
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reverence values and thus relatively older employees would not be as concerned 

with their own success or failure in upholding the relationship.  

While LMX was measured multi-dimensionally in the current study, it was 

not measured in a way that would allow for the exploration of whether LMX 

scores depended on how the employees felt about their supervisors, or on how the 

employees perceived their supervisors felt about them (likely these scores 

reflected a combination of those two viewpoints). However, the emphasis placed 

on relationships and respect for hierarchy in Chinese organizations (Child & 

Markoczy, 1993) likely played a role in the valence-based LMX variations seen 

here.  

The reverse was true for the relationship between supervisor-subordinate 

directional age differences and employee reactions; here, relatively younger 

supervisors garnered higher satisfaction and motivation scores when delivering 

positive feedback and lower satisfaction and motivation scores when delivering 

negative feedback. Of particular relevance here may be contrast effect (Hovland, 

Harvey, & Sherif, 1957; Sherif & Hovland, 1961). Contrast effect occurs because 

context tends to affect how people view a target (Herr, Sherman, & Fazio, 1983). 

To explore how contrast effect operates, one might consider its opposite, the 

assimilation effect (Herr et al., 1983). If an individual is primed with many 

negative words and then read a description of a person, they may begin to think of 
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that described person negatively. However, if an individual is primed with 

extremely negative words and then they read a description of a person, they may 

begin to view that person more positively, as a contrast to how they have been 

primed. Contrast effect has been successfully studied and found in terms of word 

lists (e.g., Herr et al., 1983; Sherman, Ahlm, Berman, & Lynn, 1987) and 

comparisons of physical attractiveness (Wedell, Parducci, & Gieselman, 1987). 

In the current study, employees may have been ―primed‖ by age-related 

cultural values to expect less from their younger supervisors. As such, when those 

younger supervisors delivered positive feedback, employees were pleasantly 

surprised and thus were more satisfied and more motivated in their work. 

Younger supervisors delivering negative feedback, however, may have garnered 

especially low satisfaction and motivation scores because employees were already 

reacting negatively to having a younger supervisor and negative feedback 

amplified those reactions.  

While employee reactions differed as expected according to variations in 

valence when supervisors were relatively older, this effect was less pronounced; it 

may be that adequately met age-related expectations and a subsequent lack of 

contrast effect kept employees similarly satisfied and motivated regardless of 

what kind of feedback they received from a demographically ―normal‖ 

supervisor.  
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Similarly, Hempel’s (2008) finding that negative feedback can be attributed to 

supervisor motivations beyond the employee’s actual job performance may be 

extended here. Hempel (2008) suggested that when Chinese employees did not 

perceive a positive relationship with their supervisors, they tended to view 

negative feedback as an indication of the supervisor-subordinate relationship and 

not as a marker of their own performance. It may be that employees receiving 

negative feedback from their relatively younger supervisors perceived this to be a 

message about how the supervisors felt about them, which may have been 

particularly offensive considering the emphasis on the veneration of older 

individuals in China (Child & Markoczky, 1993; Hofstede, 1980). Thus, 

employees in this situation were less satisfied with and motivated by the feedback 

they received. Along these lines, relatively older supervisors may have been 

viewed as more credible by younger employees, such that the feedback reactions 

of the latter were less affected by feedback valence coming from the former. 

These ideas should be considered with caution; supervisor-subordinate directional 

age differences were not found to directly affect LMX scores, and thus there is no 

indication that individuals with younger supervisors perceived lower quality 

relationships with those supervisors in this sample. Regardless, future researchers 

should examine the possibility that supervisor-subordinate directional age 
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differences impact the attributions employees make regarding their supervisors’ 

motivations in rating their performance.  

Feedback valence was a significant moderator in the relationships between 

supervisor-subordinate directional age differences and LMX, employee feedback 

satisfaction, and employee post-feedback motivation, but not informational or 

interpersonal justice perceptions, or employee perceptions of feedback utility. 

First, this suggests that justice was perceived by employees as being the same 

whether the feedback they received was positive or negative. This may have been 

an artifact of actual events; Chinese values of relationship-building and mutual 

respect in organizations would suggest that supervisors generally aim to have fair 

and respectful interactions with their subordinates, regardless of dyadic 

demographic composition. Alternatively, this may be an artifact of the respect for 

hierarchy inherent in Chinese culture (Child & Markoczy, 1993; Fisher & Yuan, 

1998). As previously mentioned, while the reactions measured in the current 

study were focused toward the feedback event itself, justice perceptions were 

more focused on ratings of supervisory behaviors during the feedback event. As a 

result of Chinese values espousing unconditional hierarchical respect, even 

employees receiving negative feedback may have rated the actions of their 

supervisor positively.  
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Second, these findings suggest that employees found feedback to be similarly 

useful (and more useful coming from an older supervisor) whether the feedback 

they received was negative or positive. These findings again point to the 

importance of respect for hierarchy and the reverence of older individuals in 

China (Child & Markoczy, 1993; Hofstede, 1980; 2001), as even employees 

receiving negative feedback found it to be useful for their improvement when the 

supervisor delivering this feedback was their older superior.  

Further exploratory analyses revealed that valence was not a significant 

moderator in the relationships between LMX and any of the other study variables 

of interest (i.e., informational and interpersonal justice perceptions and the three 

types of employee feedback reactions). This indicates that in the current sample, 

LMX impacted employee justice perceptions and feedback satisfaction positively 

regardless of whether the feedback given was positive or negative. LMX did not 

significantly predict perceptions of feedback utility or post-feedback motivation, 

again regardless of whether employees received positive or negative feedback. As 

such, the supervisor-subordinate relationship was pervasive in predicting higher 

ratings of supervisor behavior and positive affective reactions to the supervisor-

subordinate interaction in question (i.e., the feedback event), again indicating that 

relationship-focused Chinese norms outweighed the more individualistic views 

that research has shown employees in Western cultures tend to undertake when 
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reacting to feedback valence (e.g., Brockner et al., 2001; Ilgen & Davis, 2000; 

Tata et al., 2003).  

Finally, valence was not found to significantly moderate the effects of 

employee informational and interpersonal justice on any of the three types of 

employee feedback reactions measured. As such, interpersonal justice was a 

strong predictor of all three feedback reactions whether the feedback itself was 

positive or negative, while informational justice perceptions did not predict any of 

the three feedback reactions, again regardless of whether the feedback was 

positive or negative. Once again these supervisor ratings were pervasive in their 

effects on feedback reactions. This may indicate that feedback valence, which by 

itself constitutes an individual performance rating, has a relatively small impact 

on altering the way feedback reactions are formed in a collectivistic and 

relationship-focused culture.  
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CHAPTER X. 

Implications for Research and Practice 

The findings reviewed in the previous section have important conceptual and 

practical implications for the field of industrial/organizational psychology, as well 

as other fields affected by changing workforce demographics throughout the 

world.  

Scientific implications. Conceptually, the current findings suggest that the 

role of supervisor age relative to employee age in forming work-related attitudes 

is not as cut-and-dried as previously thought. The significant moderating effects 

of feedback valence, for instance, demonstrate that different components of a 

feedback event impact employee reactions differently depending on supervisor 

relative age, rather than non-normative demographic situations uniformly 

negatively impacting employee impressions of these events.  

Further, the results show that while overall reactions to feedback episodes 

may be impacted negatively by non-normative demographic supervisor-

subordinate dyads, employee interactional justice and LMX perceptions are less 

affected. Again, this may be a result of cultural norms and values; the current 

study demonstrates and reiterates the importance of considering culture in 

organizational research and how it plays a role in workplace relationships. It is 

possible that strong cultural values are given more weight than demographic or 
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relational variables in employee perceptions of supervisor interactions. While 

future research is needed to determine more explicitly whether this is the case, 

this possibility may shift our thinking when we conduct research in non-Western 

cultures.  

I interpreted the largely non-significant results of the current study through the 

lens of Chinese culture, suggesting that cultural values played a role in how 

employee perceived their supervisors and the feedback administered by those 

supervisors. However, it is worth noting that even the significant results of the 

study generally had relatively small effect sizes (the variance of directional age 

differences accounted for relatively little of the employee feedback reactions), 

indicating that the relationships I examined were not necessarily relevant to the 

sampled employees. It is possible that these effects represent Chinese 

organizational functioning in general, but it is also possible that the results are 

specific to the characteristics of the current sample.   

The study sample came from one organization in one cultural context. 

Although the organization employs both line workers and engineers, these job 

types were not distinguished in the current study. Further, this organization 

represented one industry; there are countless other industries and organization 

types in which these concepts may differ. For instance, there are certain 

industries, such as the video game design industry, that reveres younger 
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employees and supervisors as sources of innovation (e.g., Wesley & Barczak, 

2010). It is likely that in these types of organizations the study relationships will 

look completely different. Further, while the current study did not account for job 

type, it is possible that different jobs will yield different employee reactions to 

having a younger supervisor. One previously mentioned study found that 

employees actually had better reactions to their younger supervisors (Vecchio, 

1993). This study was conducted with high school faculty, a job type in which 

career progression typically does not occur linearly with age. Other job types with 

similar career progression standards may yield similar results.  

The current study calls explicitly for more research in China and other 

cultures to enhance our understanding of how non-normative demographic 

pairings impact employee attitudes and behaviors. However, researchers also need 

to assess these relationships in other industries and organizations. This study 

provided a jumping-off point for this type of research, but much more needs to be 

done in order for organizational researchers and practitioners to get a complete 

picture of relatively younger supervisors and their impact on the global 

workforce.  

In the study results, the variable assessing dyad tenure (how long the 

employee and supervisor had been working together) was largely not significant 

in impacting the study variables. However, certain aspects of this variable may 
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merit further examination. Employees were asked specifically how long they had 

been working with their current supervisors, but this did not account for how long 

the supervisor had been their supervisor. Many of the supervisors in question 

were line managers who had been promoted to their current position over time. 

Thus, it is possible that employees had worked side-by-wide with their 

supervisors prior to this promotion.  

While the current study did not explicitly account for this, these types of 

situations may be especially interesting to examine in the context of perceived 

violations of normative career progression, particularly when the promoted 

supervisor is younger than the subordinate employee. Some variables that may 

impact employee attitudes to this situation beyond supervisor age may also 

include employee perceptions of supervisor expertise, job performance, and 

education. Promoted supervisors who are perceived as lacking education or job-

related knowledge may garner especially negative reactions from subordinate 

employees. Supervisor chronological age may be correlated with some of those 

variables (for instance, perceived lack of experience), but it certainly may not tell 

the whole story. Researchers examining the effects of implicit career timetable 

violations can gain insight from delving into these particular situations and 

examining the variables within this context that impact employee attitudes. 
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The current research has implications for the study area of relational 

demography in general. Although this study found (limited) support for the idea 

of perceived violations of implicit career timetables, no support was found for 

relational demography in particular. Put another way, directional demographic 

differences were found to be impactful to some extent; general demographic 

differences were not. The control variable assessing gender congruence (whether 

the supervisor and subordinate within the dyad were the same gender) had largely 

non-significant effects on the study variables, indicating that employee 

perceptions and reactions to performance feedback were not dependent on 

whether the feedback was administered by someone of the same gender. While 

this study did not explicitly identify whether general or directional age differences 

had a larger impact on the study variables, analyses examining absolute age 

differences (the degree of age difference irrespective of the direction of that 

difference) showed that general age differences did not predict any of the 

employee feedback perceptions or reactions.  

As such, the current study falls in line with other research that has revealed 

inconsistent effects of relational demography (e.g., Tsui et al., 1992; Wesselowski 

& Mossholder, 1997).  Future researchers working within the lens of relational 

demography should note that directional differences may actually be more 

impactful on work outcomes. Implicit career timetables provide one theoretical 
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framework for examining directional age differences; others may be more 

appropriate for examining other demographic differences that violate social and 

cultural norms (e.g., Geddes & Konrad, 2003).  

The current results were interpreted through the lens of Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions (e.g., collectivism, power distance) (1980). Much of the multi-cultural 

organizational literature has also used this lens, with Hofstede’s work on culture 

touted as ―the most widely cited in existence‖ (Jones, 2007). However, some 

critics have argued that Hofstede’s cultural dimensions are oversimplified and 

incomplete. 

Problems proposed with Hofstede’s framework include its outdated nature 

(researchers have noted that political changes within countries can cause rapid 

shifts in organizational cultures and practices, although Hofstede has since argued 

against this idea) (Hofstede, 1998; Jones, 2007; Nasif, Al-Daeaj, Ebrahimi, & 

Thibodeaux, 1991; Newman, 1996). Critics have also argued that the limited 

dimensions Hofstede (1980) proposed are too broad and vague (Jones, 2007). 

Further, it has been argued that ascribing a vague label to an entire nation whose 

regional customs likely vary greatly is a drastically incomplete picture of culture 

(Dorfman & Howell 1988; Nasif et al., 1991; Smith, 1998).  

It is beyond the scope of the current research to determine whether Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions continue to apply to the various regions in China; rather, 
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these dimensions were used as a guide by which study results were interpreted. 

However, future researchers conducting cross-cultural studies may note that 

Hofstede’s dimensions are only one (possibly flawed) lens through which to view 

those cultures.  

Lastly, the current study incorporated both justice and LMX employee 

perceptions, where feedback research has historically examined one or the other 

(e.g., Erdogan, 2002; Greenberg, 1986). The study analyses were conducted in 

stages, so that models incorporating multiple feedback-relevant constructs could 

be compared with models not incorporating some of those constructs. Differences 

were revealed based on whether analyses explored only the effects of directional 

age differences, the simultaneous effects of justice perceptions and directional age 

differences, or the simultaneous effects of age differences, justice, and LMX. 

Each model revealed new information that painted a more complete picture of 

employee feedback reactions.  This suggests that future researchers should 

simultaneously examine multiple elements and relevant constructs when 

exploring the holistic nature of supervisor-subordinate workplace interactions.   

Practical implications.  On the practical side, these results indicate that in 

this sample, the effects of having a younger supervisor (i.e., being in a 

demographically non-normative dyad) may not be as detrimental as previously 

thought. While having a younger supervisor did impact employee feedback 
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satisfaction and utility perceptions negatively, the negative impact on post-

feedback employee motivation disappeared once justice perceptions and LMX 

were considered as part of the model. This indicates that in the current sample, 

employees were not as satisfied with feedback coming from their younger 

supervisors, but they remained motivated to work, possibly due to their 

collectivistic and organization-focused values (Child & Markoczy, 1993; Fisher & 

Yuan, 1998; Hofstede, 1980; 2001). Further, having a younger supervisor did not 

negatively impact employee interactional justice perceptions or LMX ratings, two 

determinants of a wealth of important individual and organizational outcomes 

(Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001; Erdogan, 2002; Greenberg, 1986; 1990; Hui 

et al., 2008; Schyns et al., 2005; Wayne et al., 1997; Wayne & Green, 1993). 

These findings demonstrate that, particularly in cultures where collectivism and 

personal relationships are revered in the workplace, having a younger supervisor 

may not present as many deficits in employee attitudes and behaviors as 

hypothesized (although it is difficult to say from these results whether the findings 

will generalize to other types of organizations within those cultures). Future 

researchers may examine other aspects of employee performance not in the 

context of performance feedback to determine if this is indeed the case. 

Conversely, the findings also suggest practical implications for what not to do 

when relatively younger supervisors negatively impact employee attitudes. LMX 
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was not found to moderate the significant, negative relationships between 

supervisor-subordinate age differences and employee feedback satisfaction and 

perceptions of feedback utility. As such, it seems that in the current sample, 

developing a better relationship with one’s younger supervisor did not impact the 

reactions that an employee has to the feedback administered by that supervisor. 

As previously mentioned, future research warrants the examination of other 

potential moderators to determine methods of alleviating any negative effects that 

non-normative demographic pairings may yield. However, the current results 

suggest that, particularly in a culture similar in values and norms to those 

practiced in Shenzhen, developing initiatives to improve supervisor-subordinate 

relationships (which, according to current descriptive results and Chinese 

customs, are possibly already viewed positively by employees) may not be the 

most effective method. 

One thing that was not considered in the current study was the possibility of a 

three-way interaction. LMX was not found to significantly moderate the 

relationships between supervisor-subordinate directional age differences (i.e., 

having a younger supervisor) and any of the study variables. However, 

exploratory analyses revealed that valence moderated the relationship between 

having a younger supervisor and employee ratings of LMX. It is possible that 

valence, directional age differences, and LMX all vary together to produce 
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differences in employee feedback perceptions and reactions. If this is the case, 

this could yield some interesting insights into the situations and conditions under 

which employee feedback reactions are formed.  

It was beyond the scope of the current study to conduct these types of three-

way interactions, as that level of complexity would not have been practically 

useful (organizational managers being aware that negative feedback, coupled with 

their age relative to an employee, coupled with variations in employee-perceived 

LMX produce differences in employee feedback reactions would probably not be 

inclined to simultaneously consider all of these things prior to each of their 

employee interactions). However, it may be interesting for future researchers to 

further examine how various multi-level interactions impact some of the variables 

examined in this study, allowing us to better understand the affective and 

cognitive dynamics in a performance feedback event.  

Unlike LMX, feedback valence did moderate some of these age differences-

feedback reactions relationships. These significant moderating effects suggest that 

supervisor-subordinate directional age differences do not always uniformly 

impact employee perceptions of and reactions to performance feedback. 

Supervisors administering feedback that varies in terms of valence should 

consider the impact of the feedback on the employee, paying particular attention 

to how their relative age may shape this impact. These findings suggest that 
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supervisor training may focus on best practices for delivering feedback to both 

older and relatively younger employees. In light of the current results, supervisors 

may be encouraged to especially consider the quality of their own relationship 

with their subordinates when delivering negative feedback to relatively younger 

employees, and employee satisfaction and motivational impacts when delivering 

negative feedback to relatively older employees. Such relative age-focused 

supervisor training may be a valuable tool for organizations as they seek to 

successfully adapt to the current and impending shifts in workforce demography. 

Finally, as previously mentioned, performance appraisal events are important 

to organizations from a practical standpoint, as they are commonly used to 

manage employee performance. As such, better and more in-depth knowledge of 

how to make these events effective and beneficial is essential. This study, as well 

as other research (e.g., Bianchi & Ames, 2008; Brett & Atwater, 2001; Levy & 

Williams, 2004; Pearce & Porter, 1986) has been designed on the premise that 

garnering more positive employee reactions to performance feedback events will 

enhance the effectiveness of those events in promoting improved employee 

performance. This notion has been supported among U.S. employees (e.g., 

Bianchi & Ames, 2008; Brett & Atwater, 2001).  

Among Chinese employees, the link between feedback event reactions and 

subsequent performance is less clear. Virtually no research conducted in China 
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has examined this relationship. Although some research has shown that elements 

such as loyalty to the supervisor, trust in the supervisor, and organizational 

commitment tend to predict Chinese employee in-role and extra-role work 

performance (Chen, Tsui, & Farh, 2002; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002), these elements 

have not been examined in the context of a performance feedback event. Research 

is needed to disentangle whether elements pertaining to feedback events predict 

subsequent Chinese employee work performance, considering the cultural norms 

of the nation, in a similar manner as in the United States. If feedback reactions are 

not as impactful on employee performance in China, it may be that other 

outcomes, such as performance itself, are more fruitful to examine as we seek to 

better understand the workplace impacts of non-normative demographic pairings 

in that nation.  

In a similar vein, recent meta-analytic studies have suggested that, compared 

to the United States, organizational justice may not be as impactful on employee 

attitudes and behaviors in China. Li and Cropanzano (2009) suggested that justice 

has a larger bearing on employee attitudes in North America because of their self-

focus (as opposed to the other-focused orientation seen among Chinese 

employees). Shao, Rupp, Skarlicki, and Jones (2013) suggested that perceptions 

of organizational justice had higher effect sizes on supervisor- and employer-

related outcomes in cultures that were low in power distance and high in 
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individualism. While the current study indicated that interpersonal justice 

perceptions were important in predicting employee feedback reactions, it is 

possible that practical approaches to improve employee performance in China 

specifically should focus less on justice characteristics and more on other 

objective elements that organizations can impact as they seek to drive overall 

company productivity. Future research will determine what some of these 

objective elements may be and whether organizational justice can be used at least 

in conjunction with these elements to impact important organizational outcomes 

in China and in other similar nations.  

  



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA 114   

 

CHAPTER XI. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The current findings have important contributions to organizational research 

and practice, as discussed above, but the study has multiple limitations that future 

researchers may address. First, although the study design employed a time lag, 

allowing the examination of the formation of employee feedback reactions over 

time, researchers have suggested that mediation is best tested over at least three 

time points (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). The current study required reports of dyad 

demography, LMX, and ratings of informational and interpersonal justice to be 

analyzed cross-sectionally. Thus, it cannot be said with confidence that the 

demographic patterns reported truly caused reduced LMX within a dyad, or that 

these demographic patterns and LMX caused employee justice perceptions. 

Rather, the current study provided correlational evidence that these variables were 

related (or, in some cases, were not related) at one point in time. In the future 

researchers may address this limitation by examining their temporal occurrence. It 

would be interesting and informative to examine newly formed supervisor-

subordinate dyads and the demographic factors that may potentially impact the 

formation of LMX over time, especially considering research indicating that 

demography is particularly important in the initial development of such 

relationships (Bauer & Green, 1996; Dienesch & Liden, 1986). Further, in order 
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to establish a true temporal precedence of LMX in relation to employee justice 

perceptions, these variables will need to be measured at (at least) two different 

points in time.  

The current study utilized self-report measures that asked participants to 

indicate as accurately and honestly as possible their impressions of their most 

recent performance appraisal event. Certainly retroactive bias was a potential 

issue here, particularly when participants were asked to report their feedback 

reactions 8 weeks after the feedback event had taken place. The surveys were 

designed to specifically prompt participants to be truthful and honest regarding 

their perceptions and reactions, but it is possible that they either did not accurately 

remember the feedback event, or that other factors such as workplace politics 

contributed to their responding in a certain way (e.g., Harris & Kacmar, 2005; 

Podsakoff et al., 2003).  

Additionally, because the variables were all self-report, the current study 

focused entirely on employee perceptions rather than objective elements of the 

workplace. While employee perceptions are vitally important when examining 

employee feedback reactions, a better understanding of objective workplace 

practices that hinder or contribute to positive employee attitudes is important from 

a practical standpoint. As an example of this limitation, participants in this study 

were asked to indicate their immediate supervisor’s age. While this was intended 
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to represent supervisor chronological age (and, therefore, chronological age 

differences between employees and their supervisors), employee-reported 

supervisor age may have been colored by employee biases, perceptions, or simply 

not knowing the accurate information. Thus, it is possible that for some dyads this 

information was flawed; from a practical perspective, it may be helpful in the 

future to acquire supervisor and subordinate ages from both sources in order to 

ensure accuracy. Building on this, future researchers may want to address this 

limitation by examining not only employee perceptions, but also supervisor 

perceptions (for instance, of the LMX relationship, as per Schreisheim et al., 

1999) and/or outsider ratings of justice during a performance feedback event. 

―Objective‖ outcome measures, such as direct indicators of changes in 

performance over time, could also be useful for examining parts of the proposed 

conceptual pattern.  

The ultimate outcome of the current research was employee feedback 

reactions reported over a period of time, with affective, cognitive, and 

motivational elements being examined. As previously mentioned, ultimately it 

was theorized that these reactions will lead to employee performance, which is 

what supervisors ideally want to affect with their performance appraisals. The 

data collected for the proposed study did not include a measure of behavioral 

reactions (for instance, performance ratings) following the feedback events in 
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question. Instead, the logical leap was made that employee affect, cognition, and 

work motivation following the feedback would likely manifest through the 

employee’s behavior on the job. 

Other studies assessing feedback reactions have made a similar leap (e.g., 

Bianchi & Ames, 2008; Brett & Atwater, 2001). However, it is possible that while 

all of these reactions are occurring within individuals, their performance on the 

job actually has little to do with them, given research evidence that individuals’ 

attitudes and actions are not always highly correlated (Azjen, 1991; Sutton, 1998), 

and given that cultural differences may play a role (discussed above). In order to 

truly understand the impact of supervisor-subordinate relative age on employee 

behavior, future researchers need to gain access to job performance ratings that 

assess behavioral feedback reactions as well as those that are psychological.  

Interesting insight may also come from examining these relationships with 

different methods. For instance, a lab study in which older or younger superiors 

give individuals task-related feedback that is manipulated in terms of its valence 

and interactional justice content can provide us with new and more 

experimentally-based information about how employees perceive the age of a 

supervisor in terms of their impressions and attitudes. Such mixed-source, mixed-

method research would also further alleviate the potential limitation of common 
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method bias that occurs with exclusively survey-based research (Podsakoff et al., 

2003). 

A further area of potential field or laboratory study is the examination of the 

effects of supervisor bias in conducting performance appraisals. Alongside 

employee reactions research, one prominent area of study with the aim of 

developing a greater understanding of feedback effectiveness (or lack thereof) 

concerns factors that influence supervisor ratings above and beyond true 

employee performance. Such research has revealed that supervisors may be 

influenced by the extent that they like and identify with the subordinate being 

rated (Cascio & Aguinis, 2005), as well as by workplace politics (Longenecker, 

Sims, & Gioia, 1987). The current study focused on employee reactions to 

feedback, but research has shown that factors such as rater-ratee similarity and 

familiarity also influence supervisor ratings and the feedback that is delivered in 

the first place (Duarte et al., 1994; Pulakos, White, Oppler, & Borman, 1989). 

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) fits well with this line of research, 

as in-group/out-group perceptions (formed by such factors as demography and 

relational quality) are likely to impact supervisor liking of a subordinate (Brewer 

& Kramer, 1985; Tajfel & Turner, 1986).  

Some research has indicated that supervisor-subordinate age differences 

impact supervisor ratings, with older subordinates tending to get higher objective 
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and subjective performance ratings (Liden et al., 1996) and supervisors tending to 

rate subordinates who are close in age to themselves more highly (Borman, 

White, & Dorsey, 1995; Cascio & Aguinis, 2005). To date, no research has been 

conducted comprehensively examining the effects of supervisor-subordinate 

directional age differences and their effect on supervisor ratings and employee 

perceptions of those ratings. Because these phenomena happen simultaneously in 

the workplace and together impact a variety of important organizational outcomes 

such as promotions, pay, and employee attitudes (e.g., Brett & Atwater, 2001; 

Cascio & Aguinis, 2005), research assessing both is necessary.  

Another possible limitation of the current study concerns the generalizability 

of the sample. The employees surveyed were mostly male, Chinese, and working 

within one large organization in China. The latter is a limitation that needs to be 

remedied by further replications of this research; the former fits one of the 

purposes of the study—assessing business practices and employee behavior in 

China—but this also created some potential limitations to the study’s results. 

Given the strong cultural and organizational differences between the United States 

and China (Dessler & Tan, 2006; Farh et al., 1998; Hofstede, 2001; Tsui & 

O’Reilly, 1989), the current results may not apply to supervisor-subordinate dyads 

in American organizations in particular.  
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One particular discrepancy between the two nations pertinent to the current 

study is in the existence and prevalence of Guanxi. Guanxi is a Chinese construct 

that refers to the two-way ties between individuals, with a direct emphasis on 

roles and ―doing one’s part‖ (Farh et al., 1998). Guanxi has a strong focus on the 

interpersonal relationship between two people, and, in the context of the 

supervisor-subordinate dyad, is very similar to LMX (Law, Wong, Wang, & 

Wang, 2000). However, research has shown that Guanxi is actually distinct from 

LMX, and has additional explanatory power in predicting supervisory decisions 

such as promotion and bonus pay (Law et al., 2000). Research has also shown that 

Guanxi is particularly important in examining workplace relationships between 

laterally positioned individuals (for instance, the relationship between two 

managers), while factors such as relational demography in addition to Guanxi 

influence attitudes in vertical dyads (Farh et al., 1998). However, given the 

importance of this construct in workplace relationships in China, it may be a 

fruitful area for future researchers to consider as they attempt to better understand 

supervisor-subordinate interactions in this nation.  

Despite this and other cultural differences, China is similar to the United 

States in its changing demographic workforce trends. Moreover, increasing 

globalization and outsourcing indicate that we need to better understand workers 

from all different cultures and nations if we are to work with them effectively 
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(and, in this case, manage and deliver feedback effectively). However, future 

researchers can make more concrete cross-cultural comparisons by examining 

these relationships in organizations in other nations, the United States included, to 

determine whether the strong cultural effects suggested here hold up in a variety 

of nations with a variety of traditions and norms. As previously mentioned, this 

cross-cultural research should happen alongside other research examining these 

relationships in other industries and job types.  

Also previously mentioned, future researchers would greatly benefit the 

science and practice of organizational psychology by identifying moderators that 

reduce the negative impact of having a younger supervisor on employee attitudes. 

While LMX was not found to be a moderator here, climate may certainly have 

some effect, with more permissible age diversity climate promoting greater 

employee openness toward demographically unusual relationships at work. 

Another possibility is that dynamics within an employee’s work team will 

alleviate negative effects of non-normative dyadic demographic patterns. 

Research has shown that if team commitment and cohesion are present, outcomes 

in terms of employee performance and functioning tend to be positive (Jackson & 

Joshii, 2011). If this is the case irrespective of supervisor attributes, organizations 

employing younger supervisors may focus on team building as a means of 

maintaining high employee performance. Future researchers should further 
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examine these possibilities when investigating the management of employee 

performance and attitudes in the face of precipitous organizational and workforce 

demographic changes.  

Along these lines, another aspect to consider in supervisor-subordinate 

interactions is employee age, directly. Employee age has been associated with 

better contextual and safety performance (Ng & Feldman, 2008) and better work 

attitudes (Ng & Feldman, 2010). In the current study, including employee age in 

the analyses completely eliminated the effect of supervisor-subordinate 

directional age differences on each of the employee feedback reactions. 

(Supervisor age, on the other hand, did not have the same nullifying effects.) This 

may have been a function of the current sample, in which employee age was 

extremely highly correlated with dyadic age differences (r = 0.79, p < 0.01), such 

that being an older employee correlated very highly with having a younger 

supervisor. The oldest employees in the sample were exclusively paired with 

younger supervisors, inflating this correlation. Because of these nuances, 

employee age by itself was excluded from current analyses; future researchers 

may examine its role in the hypothesized relationships in samples that are more 

heterogeneous in terms of age and dyadic age differences composition. 

Finally, the current study examined performance appraisal events in particular 

because of their continued importance in employee performance management 
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(e.g., Cascio & Aguinis, 2005). However, this is just one aspect of supervisor-

subordinate functioning. Future researchers may examine some of these other 

types of interactions and how dyad demography impacts these. Further, the 

exploration of supervisor-subordinate dyads may be extended into less formal 

arrangements. For instance, it would be interesting to study mentoring 

relationships in China (and beyond), exploring the impact of relative age in these 

relationships. Given Chinese norms and values esteeming older individuals (e.g., 

Dessler & Tan, 2006; Hofstede, 1980; 2001), the pairing of a younger mentor 

with an older individual could yield some interesting results.  
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CHAPTER XII. 

Conclusion 

What we commonly think of as ―work‖ has changed considerably over the last 

several decades. Advances in technology and, subsequently, increased 

globalization have created a work landscape in which organizations and their 

employees cross national boundaries to accomplish their strategic goals (Dessler 

& Tan, 2006; Liebold & Voelpel, 2006). In conjunction with these changes, 

shifting demographic trends in developed and developing nations all over the 

globe are creating a workforce that looks different than it has in the past. One 

result of these trends is the increasing frequency with which demographically 

―non-normative‖ supervisor-subordinate pairings are occurring in the workplaces 

of nations worldwide (Hirsch, 1990; Mor Barak, 2011). 

On one hand, more opportunities are available now for relatively younger 

employees than there have ever been before. Where traditionally chronological 

age dictated one’s career progression, younger employees, as a result of enhanced 

education and technical knowledge, can now more easily reach organizational 

levels where they are managing others (Mor Barak, 2011). On the other hand, 

these levels often carry with them the weight of managing relatively older 

employees. Research has indicated that these situations have the potential to 

unfold negatively, with older employees experiencing more negative attitudes and 
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behavioral reactions as a result of being managed by a younger individual (Collins 

et al., 2009; Perry et al., 1999; Shore et al., 2003). One theoretical explanation for 

this effect is the idea of implicit career timetables, which suggests that people 

implicitly form ideas about ―normal‖ career progression, and these ideas often 

center on chronological age (Lawrence, 1984; 1990; Sofer, 1970).  

As demographic trends continue to shift toward increases in non-normative 

supervisor-subordinate pairings, eventually the ―non-normative‖ nature of these 

pairings will disappear, and this will become part of the norm. For future 

generations of workers who did not experience traditional workplace values 

revering age-related career progression, the impacts of these pairings may not be 

as detrimental. As such, it would be interesting to examine changes in age 

diversity climate over time, as older generations leave the workplace and new 

generations come in. It is likely that as more and more young adults step into 

management roles, employee perceptions of these adults will become universally 

more positive. However, this does not indicate that these non-normative 

demographic pairings are not currently a concern—the actions that organizational 

researchers and practitioners take in light of the changing demographic trends 

today will likely impact the way these relationships are perceived and understood 

in the future.  
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The current study examined one aspect of supervisor-subordinate functioning, 

a formal performance feedback event, and how supervisor-subordinate directional 

age differences impacted employee reactions to this aspect. The results showed 

that while having a relatively younger supervisor did impact some employee 

reactions to the performance feedback event negatively, the mediating and 

moderating mechanisms that were explored had no bearing on this relationship. 

Relatively older employees did not appear to be dissatisfied with the feedback 

event because they perceived reduced justice coming from their younger 

supervisors, or because they perceived lower-quality relationships with those 

younger supervisors. Further, when relatively older employees perceived higher-

quality relationships with their younger supervisors, this did not help to alleviate 

the negative impact on their feedback event reactions. Other potential mediators 

and moderators of these negative relationships were discussed here; future 

researchers are left to decide which of these will be the most fruitful to examine.  

The current study examined these direct, mediating and moderating 

relationships in a nation that is experiencing a shift in its workforce demographic 

landscape, similar to the changes that many other nations around the world are 

facing today. As such, cultural norms and values were given considerable weight 

when interpreting the research findings. These results highlight the importance of 

considering cultural traditions and customs, which likely impact organizational 



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA 127   

 

functioning from the way leadership is conducted to the attitudes and reactions 

employees have, in organizational research. The results also highlight the 

importance of conducting cross-cultural research comparing different nations, 

industries, and organizations in terms of their organizational functions and 

behaviors if we are to truly understand organizational behavior on a global scale.  

To summarize, the current study revealed that, within one particular 

organization in China, younger supervisors tended to garner poorer feedback 

reactions from employees, but not poorer employee perceptions of feedback event 

justice or general LMX. Further, the negative impact of having a younger 

supervisor on employee feedback reactions was not mitigated by LMX, indicating 

that having a better relationship with one’s younger supervisor did not affect how 

employees reacted to feedback coming from that supervisor. These results 

provided some support for the idea that directional age differences, and not age 

differences in general, impact employee attitudes regarding performance appraisal 

events. Further, this study allowed the examination of previously-established 

relationships and theories in the cultural context of China.  

This study is only a small part of a larger initiative to better understand and 

predict the impact of non-normative demographic pairings on feedback-related 

outcomes, and as such should be used as a base for other similar research. Given 

the changing demographic trends in today’s workforce and the importance of 
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performance appraisal events in general, such understanding is necessary for 

organizations who want to remain competitive in a changing world of work. 

Researchers need to examine these relationships in organizations around the 

world if we are to inform organizational practitioners in a relevant, current way 

that allows them to manage their workforces today and plan for the changes of 

tomorrow.  
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Appendix A: Measures 

Demographic variables 

Participants were asked for the following demographic information: 

1) Their own age 

2) Their own gender 

3) How long they had been working for the organization 

4) How long they had been in their particular jobs 

5) How long they had been working with their immediate supervisor 

6) Their supervisor’s age  

7) Their supervisor’s gender 

8) How many times the supervisor had delivered performance feedback to them 

in the past  

9) Their total years of education  

10) Their monthly income (in Yuan, the Chinese currency)  

 

Time 1 Variables 

Leader-member Exchange (LMX) 

Participants received the following instruction: ―In the questions that follow, 

think about your relationship with your supervisor in general. Please indicate your 

level of agreement or disagreement by circling one of the seven alternatives next 

to each statement:‖ (response scale: 1 = ―strongly disagree‖, 2 = ―moderately 

disagree‖, 3 = ―slightly disagree‖, 4 = ―neutral‖, 5 = ―slightly agree‖, 6 = 

―moderately agree‖, 7 = ―strongly agree‖).  

1) Regardless of how much power he/she has built into his/her position, my 

supervisor would be personally inclined to use his/her power to help me solve 

problems in my work. 

2) I can count on my supervisor to ―bail me out‖, even at his or her own expense, 

when I really need it. 

3) My supervisor understands my problems and needs. 

4) My supervisor recognizes my potential. 
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5) My supervisor has enough confidence in me that he/she would defend and 

justify my decisions if I were not present to do so. 

6) I usually know where I stand with my supervisor. 

7) I usually know how satisfied my supervisor is with me. 

8) I would characterize the working relationship I have with my supervisor as 

extremely effective. 

Perceived Informational Justice 

Participants received the following instruction: ―In the questions that follow, 

think about the content and substance of the most recent feedback and evaluation 

you received. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement by circling 

one of the seven alternatives next to each statement:‖ (response scale: 1 = 

―strongly disagree‖, 2 = ―moderately disagree‖, 3 = ―slightly disagree‖, 4 = 

―neutral‖, 5 = ―slightly agree‖, 6 = ―moderately agree‖, 7 = ―strongly agree‖).  

1) My supervisor was candid in his communications with me during the 

feedback event. 

2) My supervisor explained the feedback thoroughly. 

3) My supervisor’s explanations were reasonable regarding the feedback event. 

4) My supervisor communicated the details of the feedback to me in a timely 

manner. 

5) My supervisor tailored his communications to my specific needs during the 

feedback event.  

Perceived Interpersonal Justice  

Participants received the following instruction: ―In the questions that follow, 

think about the feedback giver’s demeanor and behavior during your most recent 

feedback event. Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement by 

circling one of the seven alternatives next to each statement:‖ (response scale: 1 = 

―strongly disagree‖, 2 = ―moderately disagree‖, 3 = ―slightly disagree‖, 4 = 

―neutral‖, 5 = ―slightly agree‖, 6 = ―moderately agree‖, 7 = ―strongly agree‖).  

1) My supervisor treated me in a polite manner during the feedback event. 

2) My supervisor treated me with dignity during the feedback event. 

3) My supervisor treated me with respect during the feedback event. 
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4) My supervisor refrained from making improper remarks or comments during 

the feedback event.  

 

Time 2 Variables 

Employee Feedback Satisfaction 

Participants received the following instruction: ―The following are more 

general questions about your perception of your most recent feedback event. 

Think specifically about how the feedback has made you feel. Please indicate 

your level of agreement or disagreement by circling one of the seven alternatives 

next to each statement:‖ (response scale: 1 = ―strongly disagree‖, 2 = ―moderately 

disagree‖, 3 = ―slightly disagree‖, 4 = ―neutral‖, 5 = ―slightly agree‖, 6 = 

―moderately agree‖, 7 = ―strongly agree‖).  

1) Based on what I contribute to my company, I am not satisfied with the 

feedback (reverse scored). 

2) Considering the skills and the effort I put into my work, I am very satisfied 

with the feedback. 

3) In general, the feedback measured up to what I expected. 

4) The feedback was what I expected. 

5) I am satisfied with my most recent performance appraisal. 

6) Based on what I contribute to my company, I was fairly and accurately 

appraised during the feedback event. 

7) Compared to others, I was evaluated fairly and accurately during the feedback 

event. 

8) My performance was fairly and accurately evaluated during the feedback 

event. 

9) I consider my most recent performance appraisal to be fair and accurate. 

10) I understand why my supervisor evaluated me as he or she did during the 

feedback event. 

11) I think evaluations are generally handled fairly in my organization. 

12) I am satisfied with the manner in which I was evaluated by my supervisor 

during the feedback event. 

Employee Perceptions of Feedback Utility 
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Participants received the following instruction: ―The following are more 

general questions about your perception of your most recent feedback event. 

Think specifically about how the feedback has made you feel. Please indicate 

your level of agreement or disagreement by circling one of the seven alternatives 

next to each statement:‖ (response scale: 1 = ―strongly disagree‖, 2 = ―moderately 

disagree‖, 3 = ―slightly disagree‖, 4 = ―neutral‖, 5 = ―slightly agree‖, 6 = 

―moderately agree‖, 7 = ―strongly agree‖).  

1) The feedback I was given was useful for my development as an employee. 

2) Most of the material in the feedback seemed relevant. 

3) The time I spent receiving the feedback was worthwhile. 

4) I will be able to apply to my job what I learned from the feedback. 

5) I will have opportunities to practice the skills emphasized in the feedback in 

my job. 

Employee Work Motivation following the Feedback Event 

Participants received the following instruction: ―For the following questions, 

think about the impact this feedback had on you. The feedback might have 

affected your attitudes or behaviors in a positive or negative way… or it might not 

have had much impact at all. In the questions that follow, don’t worry about 

things like your ―absolute‖ level of motivation; rather, focus on the impact of the 

feedback (e.g., whether it raised, lowered, or didn’t affect your motivation 

immediately following the feedback event). Please indicate the impact that the 

feedback had on the following by circling one of the seven alternatives next to 

each statement:‖ (response scale: 1 = ―very negative impact‖, 2 = ―moderately 

negative impact‖, 3 = ―slightly negative impact‖, 4 = ―neutral, very little impact‖, 

5 = ―slightly positive impact‖, 6 = ―moderately positive impact‖, 7 = ―very 

positive impact‖).  

1) My desire to improve my performance. 

2) My interest in developing as an employee. 

3) My motivation to do a good job. 

4) My desire to work hard in this position.
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Table 1.  

Inter-correlations among study variables  

 M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Dir Age Diff -4.12 8.11 -      

2. Gend Cong 1.80 0.40 .00 -     

3. Dyad Tenure 4.13 3.17 .22 .01 -    

4. Valence 3.79 0.75 -.09 -.02 -.02 (.93)   

5. LMX 5.18 1.06 -.07 -.06 .03 .38** (.87)  

6. Info Just 5.51 1.18 .02 -.06 .03 .50** .61** (.90) 

7. Inter Just 5.58 1.09 -.06 -.11* .04 .39** .63** .65** 

8. Satisfaction 5.24 1.21 -.15** -.09 -.02 .55** .44** .47** 

9. Utility perc. 5.46 1.42 -.22** -.08 -.09 .43** .33** .35** 

10. Motivation 5.55 1.25 -.13* -.07 -.02 .41** .32** .34** 

11. Ee Age 34.98 7.24 .79** .01 .40** -.05 .01 .07 

12. Sup Age 39.10 5.00 -.47** .01 .22** .07 .14** .07 

   

 M SD 7 8 9 10 11 12 

1. Dir Age Diff -4.12 8.11       

2. Gend Cong 1.80 0.40       

3. Dyad Tenure 4.13 3.17       

4. Valence 3.79 0.75       

5. LMX 5.18 1.06       

6. Info Just 5.51 1.18       

7. Inter Just 5.58 1.09 (.85)      

8. Satisfaction 5.24 1.21 .46** (.96)     

9. Utility perc. 5.46 1.42 .37** .80** (.97)    

10. Motivation 5.55 1.25 .36** .74** .73** (.96)   

11. Ee Age 34.98 7.24 .00 -.12* -.19** -.12* -  

12. Sup Age 39.10 5.00 .09 .06 .09 .04 .16** -  

 

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01 

           Positive Dir. Age Diff = younger supervisor  

          Gend Cong: 0 = diff gender, 1 = same gender  

 

 

 

 



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA    159 
Table 2.  

SEM Path Analysis Coefficients   

  Path  B  p 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee satisfaction  -0.015 -0.104 0.019* 

H1 

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee utility perceptions  -0.031 -0.176 0.001** 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee motivation -0.015 -0.096 0.047* 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee satisfaction  -0.015 -0.103 0.015* 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee utility perceptions  -0.030 -0.173 0.001** 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee motivation -0.014 -0.092 0.052 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Informational Justice 0.008 0.055 0.230 

H2 

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Interpersonal Justice -0.005 -0.040 0.416 

  Informational Justice --> Employee satisfaction 0.137 0.134 0.019* 

  

Informational Justice --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.089 0.074 0.239 

  Informational Justice --> Employee motivation 0.071 0.067 0.299 

  Interpersonal Justice --> Employee satisfaction 0.236 0.213 0.001** 

  

Interpersonal Justice --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.239 0.183 0.002** 

  Interpersonal Justice --> Employee motivation  0.222 0.194 0.001** 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee satisfaction  -0.014 -0.095 0.023* 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee utility perceptions -0.030 -0.169 0.001** 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee motivation -0.014 -0.088 0.063 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Informational Justice 0.012 0.081 0.038* 

H3  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Interpersonal Justice -0.001 -0.011 0.790 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

LMX -0.007 -0.053 0.283 

  LMX --> Employee satisfaction 0.149 0.131 0.018* 
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  Path  B  p 

 

LMX --> Employee utility perceptions 0.100 0.075 0.220 

  LMX --> Employee motivation 0.079 0.067 0.283 

  LMX --> Informational Justice 0.548 0.492 0.001** 

  LMX --> Interpersonal Justice 0.567 0.553 0.001** 

  Informational Justice --> Employee satisfaction 0.093 0.091 0.129 

H3  

Informational Justice --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.059 0.049 0.456 

  Informational Justice --> Employee motivation 0.047 0.045 0.510 

  Interpersonal Justice --> Employee satisfaction 0.181 0.164 0.004** 

  

Interpersonal Justice --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.202 0.155 0.015* 

  Interpersonal Justice --> Employee motivation  0.193 0.168 0.010* 

  

Age Differences x LMX --> Employee 

satisfaction  -0.011 -0.010 0.815 

  

Age Differences x LMX --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.091 0.067 0.114 

  

Age Differences x LMX --> Employee 

motivation 0.027 0.023 0.630 

  

Age Differences x LMX --> Informational 

Justice 0.034 0.030 0.448 

  

Age Differences x LMX --> Interpersonal 

Justice -0.031 -0.030 0.465 

H4 Informational Justice --> Employee satisfaction 0.094 0.092 0.126 

  

Informational Justice --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.052 0.043 0.509 

  Informational Justice --> Employee motivation 0.045 0.043 0.529 

  Interpersonal Justice --> Employee satisfaction 0.180 0.163 0.005** 

  

Interpersonal Justice --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.209 0.160 0.011* 

  Interpersonal Justice --> Employee motivation  0.195 0.170 0.009** 

  

Age Differences x LMX --> Employee 

satisfaction  -0.011 -0.010 0.815 

  

Age Differences x LMX --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.091 0.067 0.144 

  

Age Differences x LMX --> Employee 

motivation 0.027 0.023 0.630 

Full  

Age Differences x LMX --> Informational 

Justice 0.034 0.030 0.448 

 

Age Differences x LMX --> Interpersonal 

Justice -0.031 -0.030 0.465 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee satisfaction  -0.014 -0.093 0.028* 
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  Path  B  p 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee utility perceptions  -0.032 -0.181 0.001** 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Employee motivation -0.014 -0.092 0.063 

 

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Informational Justice  0.011 0.075 0.059 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

Interpersonal Justice -0.001 -0.005 0.906 

  

Supervisor-Subordinate Age Differences --> 

LMX -0.007 -0.053 0.283 

  LMX --> Employee satisfaction 0.148 0.130 0.019* 

Full  LMX --> Employee utility perceptions 0.106 0.079 0.192 

  LMX --> Employee motivation 0.081 0.069 0.272 

  LMX --> Informational Justice 0.550 0.494 0.001** 

  LMX --> Interpersonal Justice 0.565 0.550 0.001** 

  Informational Justice --> Employee satisfaction 0.094 0.092 0.126 

  

Informational Justice --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.052 0.043 0.509 

  Informational Justice --> Employee motivation 0.045 0.043 0.529 

  Interpersonal Justice --> Employee satisfaction 0.180 0.163 0.005** 

  

Interpersonal Justice --> Employee utility 

perceptions 0.209 0.160 0.011* 

  Interpersonal Justice --> Employee motivation  0.195 0.170 0.009** 

 

 Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01. Supervisor-Subordinate Dir. Age Differences positive = younger 

supervisor. 
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Figure 1.    Hypothesis  1 model  
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Figure 2.    Hypothesis 2 model 
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Figure 3.    Hypothesis 3 model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supervisor-

Subordinate 

Directional Age 

Differences 

(positive = 

younger 

supervisor)  

Employee 

motivation 

following 

feedback event 

Employee 

Perceptions of 

Feedback Utility 

Employee 

Feedback 

Satisfaction 

- 

- 

Employee 

Perceptions of 

Informational 

Justice 

Employee 

Perceptions of 

Interpersonal Justice 

-

 

- 

-

 

+ 

+

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

LMX 

-

 

+ 

+ 

+ + 

+ 



DIRECTIONAL AGE DIFFERENCES IN CHINA    165 
Figure 4.     Hypothesis 4 model 
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Figure 5.    Hypothesis 1 unstandardized (and standardized) analysis path coefficients  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01 
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Figure 6.    Hypothesis 2 unstandardized (and standardized) analysis path coefficients  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01 

    All ns paths are represented by dashed lines 
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Figure 7.    Hypothesis 3 unstandardized (and standardized) analysis path coefficients  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01 

    All ns paths are represented by dashed lines 
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Figure 8.    Hypothesis 4 unstandardized (and standardized) analysis path coefficients  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01 

    All ns paths are represented by dashed lines 
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Figure 9.    Full model unstandardized (and standardized) analysis path coefficients  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01 

    All ns paths are represented by dashed lines 
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Figure 10.    Feedback valence moderates the effect of supervisor-subordinate directional age  

differences on employee perceptions of LMX 
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Figure 11.    Feedback valence moderates the effect of supervisor-subordinate directional age  

differences on employee feedback satisfaction 
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Figure 12.    Feedback valence moderates the effect of supervisor-subordinate directional age 

differences on employee motivation following the feedback event 
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