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Abstract

Leader-follower conflicts in the workplace are prevalent and hold substantial consequences for

organisations. Thereby, leaders play an important role as they often possess the most power in

such conflicts. Unfortunately, limited knowledge exists regarding how leader characteristics,

such as age, influence their approach to conflict resolution. The aim of this study is to investigate

the impact of age on leader’s employment of the conflict management strategies of problem

solving and forcing. Additionally, emotion regulation as a potential mediator was examined,

since prior research suggests it varies with the leader's age and therefore might influence the

chosen conflict management strategy. Consequently, it was hypothesised that older leaders,

compared to younger leaders, engage more in the collaborative conflict management strategy of

problem solving, due to their higher ability to regulate their own emotions. Similarly, it was

expected that younger leaders, compared to older leaders, make more use of the destructive

conflict management strategy of forcing, stemming from their low ability to regulate their own

emotions. To test these hypotheses, a study (N=412) was conducted where age, emotion

regulation and conflict management strategies of leaders were measured, while controlling for

confounding variables related to age. Contrary to the expectations, the study’s results do not

reveal any significant result for the effect of age on the employment of conflict management

strategies with emotion regulation as a mediator. Theoretical and practical implications are

discussed.

Keywords: leader-follower conflict, conflict management strategies, age



LEADER-FOLLOWER CONFLICT AND AGE 3

Leader-Follower Conflict in the Workplace: Influence of Leader’s Age on Conflict with

Emotion Regulation as a Mediator

Leader-follower conflicts in the workplace are unavoidable in the daily routine of

organisations. According to Capobianco et al. (2001), conflicts can be characterised as “any

situation in which people have incompatible interests, goals, principles, or feelings”, of which

both parties involved are aware of (Boulding, 1963). These conflicting situations occur in diverse

settings at the workplace, for instance when a follower has the impression that their ideas and

contributions are not valued by their leader, while the leader may not see the value in the

follower’s suggestion (Runde & Flanangan, 2013).

Numerous studies have revealed that the management of such conflicts in the workplace

play a central role in the productivity of employees, teams and even entire organisations, which

makes it a crucial factor to consider (Capobianco et al., 2001; Tjosvold, 1998). Conflicts, if

handled constructively, can evade the negative light they commonly stand in. Solutions including

problem solving in leader-follower conflicts foster more effective teamwork, mutual

understanding, and generation of better ideas (Coggburn et al., 2017). If conflicts are dealt with

in a destructive way, such as making use of the conflict management strategy of forcing, they

might harm the company by followers behaving in a counter-productive way towards the

organisation (Coggburn et al., 2017). Additionally, it was found that forcing may lead to poorer

quality of work, increased absenteeism, and turnover, as well as reduced productivity (Guttman,

2003; Li et al., 2019). Research by Dana (2005) identified that more than half of the employee

retention problems are due to poorly handled conflict. Likewise, the Dutch survey on working

conditions (2018) reports that the costs associated with leader-follower conflicts can be
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significantly high, especially when considering the expenses related to turnover and absenteeism

resulting from such conflicts.

Most important to any conflict in the workplace are the leaders, since they usually

possess the most power in a conflict. Additionally, they are responsible for the tone and

environment in which employees work in (Guttman, 2003). On average, leaders spend around 20

to 40 percent of their time managing conflict (Anderson, 2002; Center for Creative Leadership,

2003). Therefore, it is essential to understand which leader characteristics facilitate the effective

management of conflicts, given that these conflicts have wide-ranging consequences.

Unfortunately, only little research is done on which characteristics of the leaders, especially age,

influence the way in which they deal with conflict (Beitler et al., 2018; Blanchard-Fields, 2007;

Davis et al., 2009). So far, age was primarily incorporated as a control variable in previous

research regarding the factors influencing conflict management strategies (Dijkstra et al., 2011;

Salami, 2009; Schlaerth et al., 2013). This leaves us with a striking lack of knowledge about

conflict management and age and how to predict the use of conflict management strategies in

leader-follower conflicts. The ongoing demographic trends indicate that there is a profound

change in the workplace with an increase in age diversity (Birkinshaw, 2019). Past research

conducted by Walter & Scheibe (2013) suggests that age-related effects can be significant and

consequential for leaders as well. Thus, it is essential to explore how age, as a leadership trait,

impacts the approach of conflict management utilised in leader-follower conflicts.

One possible assumption for the impact of age on conflict management strategies might

encompass age related changes in emotional functioning associated with conflict. Previous

studies have found that the individual’s age has consequences for their functioning of emotions

(Scheibe & Zacher, 2013). This incorporates emotion regulation, which was identified to
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potentially be higher among older individuals. Older adults display higher motivation than

younger adults to regulate emotions in a pro-hedonic way, which involves maximising positive

and minimising negative effects (Scheibe & Zacher, 2013). Concomitantly, emotion regulation

plays a relevant role in conflict management. According to Goleman (1998), individuals who

score high on emotion regulation can handle conflicting situations more effectively. Thus, the

aim of this study is to investigate the influence of leaders' age on the conflict management

strategies they make use of when being in a leader-follower conflict through their ability of

emotion regulation. The hypothesised model can be found in Figure 1.

Concept of Age

Over the last decades, industrialised nations have experienced an unprecedented rise in

human life expectancy, as well as extended periods of employment (Burger et al., 2012). This

development has significantly increased the share of older employees (Hedge et al., 2012).

Additionally, pension regulations are disparately increasing across different countries, and people

are choosing to work beyond the mandatory retirement age (Eurostat, 2014). Consequently, the

number of older managers and supervisors is also on the rise. Nevertheless, in today’s

organisations, the age of leaders varies widely, which results in managers being relatively young

while others are significantly older (Oshagbemi, 2004).

The present study concentrates on the chronological age of managers and how it may

have an influence on conflict management strategies through its impact on emotional abilities. To

investigate this issue, the focus lies on literature from developmental lifespan and organisational

psychology.

Conflict Management Strategies

During conflicts, literature has identified five types of conflict management strategies that
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individuals engage in, namely forcing, problem solving, accommodating, compromising and

avoiding. Those are categorised into constructive and destructive conflict management strategies

(Lewicki et al., 2020). Constructive strategies are characterised as being cooperative, aiming at

the achievements of win-win outcomes by using honest and open information exchange (De

Dreu, 2004). According to the Dual Concern Theory (De Dreu et al., 2001), this arises when

individuals have a high concern for oneself and additionally a high concern for the other. If this

is the case, it is more likely for the individual to engage in compromising, accommodating and

problem solving (Breitler et al., 2018). While problem solving, individuals are expected to find

solutions and to engage in strategies aiming to maximise the outcome of those solutions.

Opposingly, when an individual has a high concern for the self, but low concern for others, the

goals and interests of the other person become less important than your own goal and destructive

conflict management strategies arise (De Dreu et al., 2001). They are defined as win-lose

negotiation and incorporate the strategy of forcing. Hereby, the goal of the individual is to

maximise their individual gain and therefore tactics such as threats, bluffs, lying and

manipulation are employed (Canary, 2003). Unfortunately, the aim to push the negotiations

towards an individual’s preferred outcome often leads to more negative results (De Dreu et al.,

2001). Lastly, avoiding is an ambivalent conflict management strategy and cannot be put in

either the category of constructive or destructive strategies (Beitler et al. 2018). In this study, the

concentration is on the strategies of problem solving and forcing, since they were found to be the

most active and influential strategies (Birditt et al., 2005; Davis et al., 2009; Gross & Guerrero,

2000).

The Mediating Role of the Ability to Regulate Emotions

According to Goleman (1995), emotional intelligence refers to an individual’s capacity
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to motivate oneself and persist in the face of frustrations, control impulses and delay

gratification, regulate one’s moods and prevent distress from overpowering thinking abilities.

The key components of emotional intelligence include the ability to accurately perceive

emotions, utilisation of facilitated thinking, comprehension of emotions and regulation of

emotions for personal development (Mayer & Salovey, 1997). In this study the focus is on the

ability to regulate one’s own emotions, since it was found to be a trait that enables leaders to

establish high-quality relations with followers and achieve effective outcomes (Fisk & Friesen,

2012; Gardner et al., 2009). Regulating emotions can be described as a person’s attempt to

modify the emotion-generative process such as calming oneself down when being upset or

provoked as well as managing others’ emotions (Beitler et al., 2018). Thereby, several ways in

which emotions can be regulated exist (Gross, 1998). The influential model of emotion identified

five different strategies to regulate emotions including situation selection, such as postponing or

avoiding an unpleasant situation and situation modification, for example saying something to

calm down an angry client (Scheibe & Zacher, 2013). Additionally, it incorporates attentional

deployment, which includes ignoring an angry commentary by a client and cognitive change

which implies reframing an unpleasant situation as a learning opportunity (Scheibe & Zacher,

2013).

Considerable changes in emotional intelligence were found with increasing age (Gross,

1998; Kessler & Staudinger, 2009; Lawton et al., 1992; Orgeta, 2009). As individuals age

chronologically, they also undergo emotional ageing, which can affect their behaviour as well as

their psychological well-being. This portraits a complex process that involves changes in

emotional intelligence that can be seen as a broader concept including emotion regulation,

perception and expression (Charles, 2010; Labouvie-Vief, 2003). Additionally, as age increases,
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life experience expands as well, which equips older individuals with better tools and approaches

that can be used in conflict situations (Luong et al., 2011). Research by Bar-On (2000) suggests

that mature adults score higher on the ability to regulate their own emotions, which might

indicate that emotion regulation increases with age and can be learned through life experiences.

Especially individuals around the age of 40 years and older seem to be able to regulate and

monitor their emotions better (Carstensen, 1992). Hereby, individuals tend to exhibit greater

emotional-social intelligence, improved emotional performance, heightened levels of distinct

emotional experiences and enhanced regulations of their emotional states (Carstensen et al.,

2000).

Previous research has shown that leaders with higher levels of emotional intelligence,

thus holding a greater ability to regulate emotions, engage in functional confrontation with

employees and groups (Jordan & Troth, 2000). More specifically, Jordan and Troth (2002) argue

that the ability to regulate emotions facilitates rather functional than dysfunctional conflict

resolution and therefore contributes to a better team performance. Individuals scoring high on

emotional intelligence and thus on emotion regulation take their own as well as the emotions of

others into account when establishing and managing relationships with others (Mayer & Salovey,

1993). This attribute might cultivate empathy, which encourages individuals to consider the

interests of others when searching for solutions in a conflicting situation. With these qualities,

individuals exhibiting a high ability to regulate emotions prioritise addressing the needs and

interests of others when solving conflicts. This leads to an integration of compromising styles in

order to achieve win-win solutions (Fehr & Singer, 2005). Therefore, skills in regulating

emotional states seem to be a precondition for successful conflict management and the

implementation of the strategy of problem solving (Schlaerth et al., 2013).
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Concluding, emotion regulation is expected to serve as a mediator of the relationship

between age and conflict management strategies. This implies that older individuals are more

likely to have a higher ability to regulate their own emotions leading them to exhibit greater

collaboration and problem solving approaches as their preferred conflict management strategy.

Opposingly, younger individuals tend to have a lower ability to regulate their own emotions and

are thus anticipated to apply forcing.

Hypothesis 1: A leader's age will be positively related to the ability to regulate one's emotion,

meaning that older leaders will have a higher ability to regulate emotions compared to younger

leaders, who will score lower on emotion regulation.

Hypothesis 2: The ability of emotion regulation will be positively associated with the use of the

conflict management strategy of problem solving. Additionally, individuals with a low ability to

regulate their emotions will engage more in the conflict management strategy of forcing.

Hypothesis 3: The ability to regulate one's emotion will mediate the relationship between the

age of a leader and the type of conflict management strategy that is utilised. Specifically, older

leaders will apply more problem solving, due to having a higher ability to regulate emotions. In

agreement, younger leaders will engage more in the conflict management strategy of forcing,

since their ability to regulate one’s own emotions is lower.

Methods

Participants

In total N= 431 participants completed the study of which 19 were excluded from the data

analysis because they indicated not having managerial tasks. For the remaining 412 participants

in managerial positions, the age of the participants varied between 18 and 65 years with an

average of 40.31 years and a standard deviation of 0.16. The sample consisted of 209 female
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participants, 201 male participants and two participants that identified as “Other”. Among all

participants, 4.4% were in top management positions, 50.4% were employed in middle

management, 37% worked in lower management and 8.2% were in a specialised and qualified

function. Additionally, most of the participants, meaning 44.8% had a bachelor’s degree as the

highest educational qualification, 20.1% possessed a master’s degree and 18.9% finished High

School as their highest degree. Lastly, the sample mainly consisted of British participants,

counting 299 individuals, 106 were from America, four came from Ireland and three indicated

that they were from other countries.

Procedure

Participants were recruited online via Prolific. Inclusion criteria included working as a

supervisor in a company and to be sufficiently fluent in English. For participation, the

individuals received one Euro per wave as compensation. The study that participants took part in

was designed in Qualtrics and was carried out in three waves with an approximate time gap of

four weeks between each wave. Each wave of the survey began with a brief introduction to the

topic, followed by a request for informed consent. The first wave encompassed the assessment of

age, while the second wave was centred around emotional abilities, focusing on the regulation of

emotions, which is the primary subject of research in this study. Lastly, in the third wave, the

examination shifted towards the evaluation of conflict management strategies.

In the first wave, participants were asked to complete questionnaires regarding their

personal characteristics as well as their interaction with other people at work and in their broader

social environment. Additionally, they had to fill out a questionnaire about their demographics.

This first segment of the survey took approximately 15 minutes. In the second wave, emotion

regulation was measured through the completion of the STEM test questionnaire, also lasting
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around 15 minutes. In the final wave, which took about 10 minutes for the participants to

complete, conflict management strategies that leaders use in conflicts with their employees were

measured. More specifically, the crucial incident technique was implemented. According to this,

the participating supervisors were instructed to recall a conflict between themselves and an

employee under their supervision that occurred within the last six months. In the next step, they

were supposed to reflect on the very conflict they had with their employee and indicate their

behavioural responses. At the end of the study participants were debriefed, and an additional

open-ended question was implemented to counteract any discomfort resulting from the survey.

Here, participants were supposed to write down in two to three sentences what they find the most

enjoyable aspect when interacting with their employees.

Design

For the study, a time lagged field study was implemented. Thereby, age, emotion

regulation as well as the preferred conflict management strategy were assessed. To measure the

age of the participants, the individuals had to indicate their chronological age at the beginning of

the survey. To estimate emotion regulation, participants completed the STEM-B test in the

second wave of the survey. Lastly, the conflict management strategies the participants tend to use

were measured in the last wave by the implementation of the DUTCH test.

Measures

Emotion regulation

To determine the participants ability to regulate emotions, which is a key component of

emotional intelligence, a STEM test (MacCann & Roberts, 2008), Situational Test

of Emotion Management, was implemented. The STEM test was developed based on qualitative

analysis of semi-structured interviews and is scored by expert judgement (MacCann & Roberts

2008). In each item, the test-taker is presented with a few brief details about an emotional
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situation (MacCann & Roberts, 2008). In the next step, the participants were supposed to try and

imagine each situation and think about how the person must have felt and how strong their

emotions in those situations were. The long form consisted of 44 items, but in this study the

STEM-B, a shorter form including 18 items, was employed. The scoring of the multiple-choice

STEM-B was accomplished by using an SPSS syntax. This syntax assumes that the variable

names for the items are STEM01, STEM02, STEM03, STEM04 etc. up to STEM18, with

response codes assigned as A=1, B=2, C=3 and D=4 (Allen et al., 2014). In Appendix A, the test

items used in this study as well as the syntax details can be found. For the STEM-B test, a

cronbach's alpha of .64 was measured.

Conflict Management Strategies

To examine the conflict management strategies of problem solving and forcing the

participants engaged in, the DUTCH, Dutch Test for Conflict Handling was administered. The

DUTCH test is based on the theory-based measures of conflict management strategies in the

workplace developed by De Dreu et al. (2001). It was utilised to measure which type of conflict

management strategies managers and supervisors tend to use in conflicts with subordinate

employees. The test measuring the strategies of problem solving and forcing incorporates a scale

of eight questions. For the conflict management strategy of forcing, question one to four in the

DUTCH test found in Appendix A1 are relevant. Those include statements such as “I push my

own point of view” or “ I try to maximise my own gains”. Question five to eight of the DUTCH

test in Appendix A, containing the statements “I examine issues until I find a solution that really

satisfies me and my employees.” and “I work out a solution that serves my own as well as my

employees’ interests as good as possible.”, aim to examine the conflict management strategy of

1*For the analysis, only three questions were used and the question “I examine issues until I find
a solution that really satisfies me and my employees.” was left out.
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problem solving (De Dreu et al., 2001). Participants were requested to assess the questions on a

7-point Likert scale, where number one indicates that this certain behaviour was not applied at

all. Opposingly, number seven implies a very high use of this type of behaviour. For the problem

solving questionnaire a Cronbach’s alpha of .75 was examined and for the scale incorporated for

forcing a value of .79 was obtained.

Controlling for Gender

In the present study, gender was considered as a controlled variable, due to gender

differences in emotion regulation and preferred conflict management strategies. The way men

and women experience and regulate their emotion is shaped by both biological and socialisation

processes (Tamres et al., 2002). While several research has shown that there are minor gender

differences in emotion regulation, some variations have been observed. Compared to men,

women were identified as having a higher tendency to employ emotion regulation strategies,

indicating the necessity to control for gender in this study (Garnefski et al., 2004; Stanton et al.,

2000). Additionally, a study by Rahim & Katz (2019) found that female individuals are more

likely than males to apply noncompeting strategies such as avoiding and compromising.

Opposingly, male individuals are more prone to use competing and dominating strategies such as

forcing, suggesting the need to account for gender as a controlled variable in the present study.

The measurement of gender was assed right at the beginning of the survey in the first wave.

Thereby, it was part of the first demographic measurement and was split into three categories,

namely male, female and other.

Results

Prior to testing the hypotheses, an analysis of the correlations between the various

variables was conducted and the results are presented in Table 1.



LEADER-FOLLOWER CONFLICT AND AGE 14

Table 1.

Pearson Correlation Coefficients Between the Variables of the Study

1 2 3 4 5

1. Age 1 .1 -.03 .02 .07

2. Emotion regulation .1 1 .01 -.03 .11*

3. Problem Solving -.03 .01 1 .03 .12*

4. Forcing .02 -.03 .03 1 -.08

5. Gender .07 .11* .12* -.08 1

Note. *p < .05

For the analysis of the three hypotheses, a simple mediation analysis including Process

Hayes Model 4 (Process analysis, Hayes, 2013) was used. Thereby, the conflict management

strategies of forcing and problem solving were set as dependent variables and age functioned as

an independent variable. Additionally, emotion regulation was implemented as a mediator

between the dependent and independent variables. Lastly, gender was included as a covariate in

order to control for its influence.

Problem Solving

The model with problem solving functioning as a dependent variable was examined to be

non-significant with p= .059 and =.02. The analysis showed that the effect of age on emotion𝑅2

regulation was non-significant, which can be seen in Table 2, found in Appendix B. Likewise,

the results in table 2 revealed that there is no significant effect of emotion regulation on problem

solving. Furthermore, the direct effect of age on the conflict management strategy of problem

solving did not expose any statistically significant result, which is made visible in Table 2.

Similarly, no significant indirect effect of age on problem solving with emotion regulation as an
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intervening variable was found, which can also be viewed in Table 2. Summarising, there was no

total effect of age on problem solving with emotion regulation functioning as a mediator found.

Forcing

Thereafter, the same analysis with forcing as the dependent variable was administered.

The model with the conflict management strategy of forcing was examined to be non significant

with p= .059 and = .02. Furthermore, the analysis showed that there is no significant effect of𝑅2

emotion regulation on forcing, which can be seen in Table 3, placed in Appendix B. Likewise,

the direct effect of age on forcing was examined, but no significant result was found, which is

also visible in Table 3. Additionally, no significant indirect effect, which is also observable in

Table 3, was examined. Lastly, the results in Table 3 did not yield any significant total effect of

age on the conflict management strategy of forcing, with emotion regulation being present as a

mediator.

Discussion 

In the current study, the effect of leaders’ age and the conflict management strategies of

forcing and problem solving were analysed. Thereby, the extent to which leaders are able to

regulate their own emotions functioned as a mediator. First, it was hypothesised that leaders of

high age would have a greater ability to regulate their own emotions compared to younger

leaders, who will oppositely score lower on emotion regulation. Additionally, it was expected

that the ability of emotion regulation is positively associated with the use of problem solving. In

accordance, leaders with a low ability to regulate their emotions engage more in forcing. Lastly,

it was hypothesised that the ability to regulate one’s emotion mediates the relationship between

the age of a leader and the type of conflict management strategy that is utilised. Especially older

leaders were hypothesised to apply more problem solving, due to having a higher ability to
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regulate emotions. In agreement, younger leaders engage more in the conflict management

strategy of forcing, since they have a lower ability to regulate their own emotions. 

None of the aforementioned hypothesised effects were found to be significant. Regarding

the first hypothesis, contradicting the expectations, no significant effect of age on emotion

regulation was examined, intending that there is no difference between the ability to regulate

emotions between older and younger leaders. Furthermore, the data suggest that there is no effect

of age on the conflict management of problem solving. Thus, the results of the present study

imply that leaders that score high on the ability to regulate their own emotions don’t necessarily

make more use of the conflict management strategy of problem solving, when being in a conflict

with a subordinate employee. Concerning the third hypothesis, the results revealed that emotion

regulation does not function as a mediator between the age of a leader and the applied conflict

management strategy of problem solving. There might be no distinction between older and

younger leaders regarding their use of problem solving strategies during conflicts, irrespective of

their ability to regulate their own emotions. Next, analysing the results for forcing, it was found

that emotion regulation does not have an effect on this conflict management strategy. This

indicates that leaders who score high on emotion regulation, compared to leaders with a lower

ability to regulate their emotions, may apply a higher or lower amount of forcing. Lastly, the

results indicated that emotion regulation does not function as a mediator between the age of a

leader and the conflict management strategy of forcing. This demonstrates that contradicting the

third hypothesis, leaders of young age do not tend to engage more in forcing, since their ability

to regulate one’s emotions is not lower. 

Those findings are not in line with the expectations of the study. Neither the effect of age

on the conflict management strategy of forcing nor on problem solving with emotion regulation
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as a mediator were found to be significant in this study. Possible reasons are several limitations

of the study that had an impact on the non significant results. Those will be elaborated on in the

following section. 

Limitations and Further Directions 

One of the most predominant limitations of the conducted research was the requirement

for leaders to come up with a previous conflict of the last six months between them and a

subordinate employee (i.e., critical incident event). Thereby, the absence of face-to-face

interactions between participants and their opponents in this setup presented a constraint. This

limitation might have influenced the results by creating a sense of reduced engagement with the

questionnaire and increased psychological distance from the task. Additionally, the accuracy of

participants’ recollection of past conflicts, their emotions during those conflicts and actions

undertaken to resolve them remain uncertain. Hence, it is not clear to what extent the setting of

the present study has influenced the participants and therefore the reliability of the study,

necessitating further research. Prospective studies should be careful about the idea that recalling

past conflicts differs from real life interactions and that participants are oftentimes not able to

remember conflicts from the past correctly. Thus, conducting a study about the effect in a more

realistic setting with a real conflict might reveal different effects of age on conflict management

strategies. A previous study by Fousiani et al. (2022) made use of a negotiation game which

allowed participants to engage in real-time interactions. Hereby, participants had to negotiate in

dyads about a specific topic, with their power being manipulated beforehand. For forthcoming

research, I would suggest that a similar methodology should be applied to avoid disengagement

and falsity of information.

Moreover, a further limitation of this study is its narrow focus on one single leader
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characteristic, namely age. It is important to acknowledge that exploring the influence on the

conflict management strategy requires considering a broader range of leader characteristics.

Therefore, future research should aim to incorporate additional leader traits to gain a more

comprehensive understanding of the factors that are shaping conflict management strategies.

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) refers to this issue as intersectionality, meaning that multiple

marginal and socially constructed identities converge within a single social group, namely the

intersection. She emphasises the interconnectedness of social categories and systems of power

and how they mutually influence one another (Crenshaw, 1989). By recognizing the complexity

and interconnectedness of various social identities, intersectionality aims to provide a framework

for addressing and understanding the intersecting systems of society. For the present study this

implies that it is not just age that influences the choice of conflict management strategy, but

various other factors need to be taken into account, such as gender (Rahim & Katz, 2019), work

experience (Drory & Ritov, 1997) and job behaviour (Shih & Susanto, 2010). For future studies,

it would be interesting to combine those variables into a more complex and including framework

to research leader characteristics influence on the chosen conflict management strategy.

Additionally, a further limitation of the study is that the age of the participants was not

distributed equally among the whole sample, meaning that most of the participants were between

27 and 49 years old. Only 19% of the participants were 50 years or older and only 11.5% were

younger than 27 years. This might have had an influence on the study outcome, since the study

does not contain much information about younger leaders between 18 and 27 as well as leaders

of more than 49 years. For future research it would be important to have a sample that is

distributed more equally in terms of age. 

Another limitation consists of the study including only participants from a westernised
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culture. Mainly individuals from Great Britain as well as America took part in the study, which

might hamper its generalizability. One may argue that the effect of age on the strategy leaders

use in conflicting situations with their employees could be influenced by cultural differences.

Major theories about cross-cultural differences in conflicts have been credited to Hall and

Hofstede. In Hall’s four-factor model, he includes several dimensions such as low vs. high speed

of messages, high vs. low context, spatial distance and polychromatic vs. monochromatic

approach to time (Tu, 2012). Focusing on low vs. high context cultures, low context cultures are

viewed as individualistic and tend to use clear and specific verbal communication that relies on

the message. In contrast, high-context cultures seem to be collectivistic and strive for more

group harmony, cooperation, feelings, relations, and intuitions (Tu, 2012). Comparing Great

Britain and America to, for example Asia, Asian cultures tend to be more collectivistic and Great

Britain can be described as a more individualistic society. Therefore, there might be a difference

in conflict management styles and outcomes between individuals of both cultures (Tu, 2012).

Further research is needed to examine the effects for the different societal constructs and the

difference between collectivistic and individualistic cultures regarding the effect of age on

negotiation with emotion regulation as a mediator.

Next, the research at hand only focused on the conflict management strategies of forcing

and problem solving. For the future it would be interesting to examine whether age has an effect

on the three other conflict management strategies examined by the Dual Concern Theory (De

Dreu et al., 2001), namely collaborating, avoiding and accommodating, with emotion regulation

as a mediator. Previous literature has shown that emotion regulation might lead to the use of

more collaborative strategies, and thus might as well have an impact on the conflict management

strategies of collaborating and accommodating (Davis et al., 2009).
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Lastly, another further direction would be to broaden the field of mediators from only

concentrating on emotion regulation to the whole spectrum of emotional intelligence, including

emotional understanding. The present study mainly centralised around emotion regulation as a

mediator, since literature has suggested it to have a recognizable effect on the way leaders

engage with their employees (Jordan & Troth, 2000). Since nothing significant was found for the

mediator of emotion regulation, it would be interesting to interrogate whether other aspects of

emotional intelligence, such as emotion understanding have a mediating effect on the

relationship between age and conflict management strategies. Several research suggests that with

increased age, emotion understanding increases, similar to emotion regulation (Mayer &

Salovey, 1997). Therefore, it would be intriguing for further research to investigate whether there

is a mediation of emotion understanding between the effect of age on conflict management

strategies.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

The conducted study contains some theoretical implications which are discussed 

hereafter. First of all, so far only little research exists on how age influences the conflict

management strategies leaders engage in when being in conflict with their followers. Thereby,

the variable age was only incorporated as a control variable until now (Beitler et al., 2018; Davis

et al., 2009). Hence, the present study is one of the first ones to incorporate age as an

independent variable while investigating conflict management strategies. Next, this study was

one of the first ones that researched the mediating role of emotion regulation between age and

the conflict management strategies of forcing and problem solving. Previously, research on how

age influences emotion regulation (Gross, 1998; Kessler & Staudinger, 2009; Lawton et al.,

1992; Orgeta, 2009) as well as impacts of emotion regulation on conflict management strategies
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have been published (Beitler et al., 2018; Goleman, 1998). Additionally, it was researched how

emotional competence influences conflict management styles regarding leaders age (Beitler et

al., 2018), but the specific mediating effect of emotion regulation has not been analysed yet.

Thus, it is of great contribution to the academic literature that the mediating role of emotion

regulation on the effect of age and conflict management strategy has been examined in the

present study.

Moreover, the research design included a time-lagged design, which was particularly

beneficial for a mediation analysis. It reduces common method biases, allows to capture dynamic

processes and therefore contributes positively to the validity, reliability and interpretability of the

findings. It allows us to enhance our understanding of the underlying mechanisms in the

mediation model concerning the effect of age on conflict management strategies.

As far as the practical implications are concerned, the current findings of this study may

be of great importance to large organisations. Leader-follower conflicts are very common in the

interaction between employees and managers and take place on a daily basis. The research gives

an important insight into leader-follower conflicts, since the findings suggest that there is no

difference between older and younger leaders regarding their behaviour in conflicts with their

followers. Understanding that age does not impact the choice of conflict management strategy of

leaders can inform decisions related to leadership development, conflict resolution training as

well as employee relations. Since leaders and managers play a crucial role in resolving conflicts

within their teams, the findings of the study suggest that leaders of different age groups are

equally capable of applying effective conflict resolution techniques. Thus, this knowledge can

enhance leadership programs and can be seen as a basis for more inclusive and diverse

leadership styles. Furthermore, the findings may have an impact on the practices of human
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resource professionals. They are responsible for managing employee relations as well as a

harmonious work environment (Muchhal, 2014). By recognizing that age does not affect conflict

management strategies, HR professionals are able to design policies and interventions that focus

on developing conflict resolution skills, not depending on the age of the leader. Additionally,

they can assure that the organisation's conflict management practices are fair and unbiased.

Lastly, the results can be used in fields of politics and international relations, since various

different negotiations between leaders and followers take place that lead to significant decisions

in this specific field. 

Conclusion

All in all, the results of this study did not reveal any evidence of age affecting the conflict

management strategy of forcing or problem solving that leaders engage in when being in a

conflict with an employee. Additionally, it was found that emotion regulation does not function

as a mediator between those two variables.
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Figure 1

Hypothesised Research Model.
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Appendix A

Scoring the multiple-choice STEM in SPSS

IF STEM01 = 1 STEM_R01 = 0 .
IF STEM01 = 2 STEM_R01 = 0 .
IF STEM01 = 3 STEM_R01 = 0.916666667 .
IF STEM01 = 4 STEM_R01 = 0.083333333 .

IF STEM02 = 1 STEM_R02 = 0.75 .
IF STEM02 = 2 STEM_R02 = 0.25 .
IF STEM02 = 3 STEM_R02 = 0 .
IF STEM02 = 4 STEM_R02 = 0 .

IF STEM03 = 1 STEM_R03 = 0 .
IF STEM03 = 2 STEM_R03 = 0.166666667 .
IF STEM03 = 3 STEM_R03 = 0.833333333 .
IF STEM03 = 4 STEM_R03 = 0 .

IF STEM04 = 1 STEM_R04 = 0 .
IF STEM04 = 2 STEM_R04 = 1 .
IF STEM04 = 3 STEM_R04 = 0 .
IF STEM04 = 4 STEM_R04 = 0 .

IF STEM05 = 1 STEM_R05 = 0 .
IF STEM05 = 2 STEM_R05 = 0.166666667 .
IF STEM05 = 3 STEM_R05 = 0.75 .
IF STEM05 = 4 STEM_R05 = 0.083333333 .

IF STEM06 = 1 STEM_R06 = 0 .
IF STEM06 = 2 STEM_R06 = 0.833333333 .
IF STEM06 = 3 STEM_R06 = 0.166666667 .
IF STEM06 = 4 STEM_R06 = 0 .

IF STEM07 = 1 STEM_R07 = 0.083333333 .
IF STEM07 = 2 STEM_R07 = 0.916666667 .
IF STEM07 = 3 STEM_R07 = 0 .
IF STEM07 = 4 STEM_R07 = 0 .

IF STEM08 = 1 STEM_R08 = 0 .
IF STEM08 = 2 STEM_R08 = 0.25 .
IF STEM08 = 3 STEM_R08 = 0.75 .
IF STEM08 = 4 STEM_R08 = 0 .

IF STEM09 = 1 STEM_R09 = 0.75 .
IF STEM09 = 2 STEM_R09 = 0 .
IF STEM09 = 3 STEM_R09 = 0.166666667 .
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IF STEM09 = 4 STEM_R09 = 0.083333333 .

IF STEM10 = 1 STEM_R10 = 0.75 .
IF STEM10 = 2 STEM_R10 = 0 .
IF STEM10 = 3 STEM_R10 = 0.25 .
IF STEM10 = 4 STEM_R10 = 0 .

IF STEM11 = 1 STEM_R11 = 0.916666667 .
IF STEM11 = 2 STEM_R11 = 0 .
IF STEM11 = 3 STEM_R11 = 0 .
IF STEM11 = 4 STEM_R11 = 0.083333333 .

IF STEM12 = 1 STEM_R12 = 0 .
IF STEM12 = 2 STEM_R12 = 0 .
IF STEM12 = 3 STEM_R12 = 0.083333333 .
IF STEM12 = 4 STEM_R12 = 0.916666667 .

IF STEM13 = 1 STEM_R13 = 0.166666667 .
IF STEM13 = 2 STEM_R13 = 0 .
IF STEM13 = 3 STEM_R13 = 0 .
IF STEM13 = 4 STEM_R13 = 0.833333333 .

IF STEM14 = 1 STEM_R14 = 0 .
IF STEM14 = 2 STEM_R14 = 0.083333333 .
IF STEM14 = 3 STEM_R14 = 0 .
IF STEM14 = 4 STEM_R14 = 0.916666667 .

IF STEM15 = 1 STEM_R15 = 0.166666667 .
IF STEM15 = 2 STEM_R15 = 0 .
IF STEM15 = 3 STEM_R15 = 0.833333333 .
IF STEM15 = 4 STEM_R15 = 0 .

IF STEM16 = 1 STEM_R16 = 0 .
IF STEM16 = 2 STEM_R16 = 0 .
IF STEM16 = 3 STEM_R16 = 0.25 .
IF STEM16 = 4 STEM_R16 = 0.75 .

IF STEM17 = 1 STEM_R17 = 0 .
IF STEM17 = 2 STEM_R17 = 0.75 .
IF STEM17 = 3 STEM_R17 = 0.25 .
IF STEM17 = 4 STEM_R17 = 0 .

IF STEM18 = 1 STEM_R18 = 0 .
IF STEM18 = 2 STEM_R18 = 0 .
IF STEM18 = 3 STEM_R18 = 0.916666667 .
IF STEM18 = 4 STEM_R18 = 0.083333333 .
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Conflict Management Strategies

The Dutch Test for Handling Conflict

Whenever I have a disagreement or conflict with one of my subordinate employees,  usually…

1. I push my own point of view.  

2. I try to maximise my own gains.  

3. I fight for a good outcome for myself.

4. I do everything to win.  

5. I examine issues until I find a solution that really satisfies me and my employees.   

6. I stand for my own and my employees’ goals and interests.

7. I examine ideas from both sides to find a mutually optimal solution.

8. I work out a solution that serves my own as well as my employees’ interests as good as

possible.   

Situational Test for Emotion Management

Instructions (multiple-choice form) 

In this test, you will be presented with a few brief details about an emotional situation, and asked

to choose from four responses the most effective course of action to manage both the emotions

the person is feeling and the problems they face in that situation. 

Although more than one course of action might be acceptable, you are asked to choose what you

think the most effective response for that person in that situation would be. 

Remember, you are not necessarily choosing what you would do, or the nicest thing to do, but

choosing the most effective response for that situation. 
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Test items

1. Wai-Hin and Connie have shared an office for years but Wai-Hin gets a new job and Connie

loses contact with her. What action would be the most effective for Connie?

(a) Just accept that she is gone and the friendship is over. 

(b) Ring Wai-Hin and ask her out for lunch or coffee to catch up. 

(c) Contact Wai-Hin and arrange to catch up but also make friends with her replacement. 

(d) Spend time getting to know the other people in the office, and strike up new friendships. 

2. Manual is only a few years from retirement when he finds out his position will no longer exist,

although he will still have a job with a less prestigious role. What action would be the most

effective for Manual?

(a) Carefully consider his options and discuss it with his family. 

(b) Talk to his boss or the management about it. 

(c) Accept the situation, but still feel bitter about it. 

(d) Walk out of that job. 

3. Surbhi starts a new job where he doesn’t know anyone and finds that no one is particularly

friendly. What action would be the most effective for Surbhi?

(a) Have fun with his friends outside of work hours. 

(b) Concentrate on doing his work well at the new job. 

(c) Make an effort to talk to people and be friendly himself. 

(d) Leave the job and find one with a better environment. 
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4. Andre moves away from the city his friends and family are in. He finds his friends make less

effort to keep in contact than he thought they would. What action would be the most effective for

Andre?

(a) Try to adjust to life in the new city by joining clubs and activities there. 

(b) He should make the effort to contact them, but also try to meet people in his new city. 

(c) Let go of his old friends, who have shown themselves to be unreliable. 

(d) Tell his friends he is disappointed in them for not contacting him. 

5. Clayton has been overseas for a long time and returns to visit his family. So much has changed

that Clayton feels left out. What action would be the most effective for Clayton?

(a) Nothing – it will sort itself out soon enough. 

(b) Tell his family he feels left out. 

(c) Spend time listening and getting involved again.

(d) Reflect that relationships can change with time. 

6. Daniel has been accepted for a prestigious position in a different country from his family, who

he is close to. He and his wife decide it is worth relocating. What action would be the most

effective for Daniel?

(a) Realise he shouldn’t have applied for the job if he didn’t want to leave. 

(b) Set up a system for staying in touch, like weekly phone calls or emails.  

(c) Think about the great opportunities this change offers. 

(d) Don’t take the position. 
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7. Mei Ling answers the phone and hears that close relatives are in hospital critically ill. What

action would be the most effective for Mei Ling?

(a) Let herself cry and express emotion for as long as she feels like. 

(b) Speak to the other family to calm herself and find out what is happening, then visit the

hospital.

(c) There is nothing she can do. 

(d) Visit the hospital and ask staff about their condition. 

8. Shona has not spoken to her nephew for months, whereas when he was younger they were

very close. She rings him but he can only talk for five minutes. What action would be the most

effective for Shona?

(a) Realize that he is growing up and might not want to spend so much time with his family any

more. 

(b) Make plans to drop by and visit him in person and have a good chat. 

(c) Understand that relationships change, but keep calling him from time to time. 

(d) Be upset about it, but realise there is nothing she can do. 

9. Mina and her sister-in-law normally get along quite well, and the sister-in-law regularly

baby-sits for her for a small fee. Lately she has also been cleaning away cobwebs, commenting

on the mess, which Mina finds insulting. What action would be the most effective for Mina?

(a) Tell her sister-in-law these comments upset her. 

(b) Get a new babysitter. 

(c) Be grateful her house is being cleaned for free. 

(d) Tell her only to baby-sit, not to clean. 
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10. Juno is fairly sure his company is going down and his job is under threat. It is a large

company and nothing official has been said. What action would be the most effective for Juno?

(a) Find out what is happening and discuss his concerns with his family.  

(b) Try to keep the company afloat by working harder.  

(c) Start applying for other jobs.  

(d) Think of these events as an opportunity for a new start.  

11. Mallory moves from a small company to a very large one, where there is little personal

contact, which she misses. What action would be the most effective for Mallory?

(a) Talk to her workmates, try to create social contacts and make friends.  

(b) Start looking for a new job so she can leave that environment. 

(c) Just give it time, and things will be okay. 

(d) Concentrate on her outside-work friends and colleagues from previous jobs. 

12. A demanding client takes up a lot of Jill’s time and then asks to speak to Jill’s boss about her

performance. Although Jill’s boss assures her that her performance is fine, Jill feels upset. What

action would be the most effective for Jill?

(a) Talk to her friends or workmates about it. 

(b) Ignore the incident and move on to her next task. 

(c) Calm down by taking deep breaths or going for a short walk. 

(d) Think that she has been successful in the past and this client being difficult is not her fault. 
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13. Blair and Flynn usually go to a cafe after the working week and chat about what’s going on

in the company. After Blair’s job is moved to a different section in the company, he stops coming

to the cafe. Flynn misses these Friday talks. What action would be the most effective for Flynn?

(a) Go to the cafe or socialise with other workers. 

(b) Don’t worry about it, ignore the changes and let Blair be. 

(c) Not talk to Blair again. 

(d) Invite Blair again, maybe rescheduling for another time. 

14. Michelle’s friend Dara is moving overseas to live with her partner. They have been good

friends for many years and Dara is unlikely to come back. What action would be the most

effective for Michelle?

(a) Forget about Dara.

(b) Spend time with other friends, keeping herself busy. 

(c) Think that Dara and her partner will return soon.

(d) Make sure she keeps in contact through email, phone or letter writing. 

15. Hannah’s access to essential resources has been delayed and her work is way behind

schedule. Her progress report makes no mention of the lack of resources. What action would be

the most effective for Hannah?

(a) Explain the lack of resources to her boss or to management. 

(b) Learn that she should plan ahead for next time. 

(c) Document the lack of resources in her progress report. 

(d) Don’t worry about it. 
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16. Reece’s friend points out that her young children seem to be developing more quickly than

Reece's. Reece sees that this is true. What action would be the most effective for Reece?

(a) Talk the issue over with another friend. 

(b) Angrily confront her friend about making such statements. 

(c) Realise that children develop at different rates. 

(d) Talk to a doctor about what the normal rates of development are. 

 17. Jumah has been working at a new job part-time while he studies. His shift times for the week

are changed at the last minute, without consulting him. What action would be the most effective

for Jumah?

(a) Refuse to work the new shifts. 

(b) Find out if there is some reasonable explanation for the shift changes. 

(c) Tell the manager in charge of shifts that he is not happy about it. 

(d) Grumpily accept the changes and do the shifts. 

18. Julie hasn’t seen Ka for ages and looks forward to their weekend trip away. However, Ka has

changed a lot and Julie finds that she is no longer an interesting companion. What action would

be the most effective for Julie?

(a) Cancel the trip and go home. 

(b) Realize that it is time to give up the friendship and move on. 

(c) Understand that people change, so move on, but remember the good times. 

(d) Concentrate on her other, more rewarding friendships.  
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Appendix B
Table 2.

Mediating Effect of Emotion Regulation on Age and Problem Solving

Predictor B SE p 95% CI

Mediator: Emotion Regulation

Age .001 .001 .070 -.0001; .003

Gender .02 .014 .140 -.01; .05

Dependent Variable: Problem solving

Emotion regulation -.0001 .69 .999 -1.36; 1.36

Age -.01 .01 .430 -.02; .01

Indirect effect

Mediator B BootSE Boot 95% CI

Emotion Regulation .0001 .001 -.002 .002

Direct effects

B BootSE Boot 95% CI

-.01 .01 -.02 .01

Total effects
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B BootSE Boot 95% CI

-.01 .01 -.02 .01
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Table 3.

Mediating Effect of Emotion Regulation on Age and Forcing

Predictor B SE p 95% CI

Dependent Variable: Forcing

Emotion Regulation -.38 .72 .592 -1.79; .1.02

Age .005 .01 .58 -.01; .02

Indirect effect

Mediator B BootSE Boot 95% CI

Emotion regulation -.001 .001 -.003 .002

Direct effects

B BootSE Boot 95% CI

.01 .01 -.01 .02

Total effects

B BootSE Boot 95% CI

.004 .01 -.01 .02


