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Studies on diversity topics and knowledge management abound in the management
literature. However, we still know little about the impact of generational diversity
on knowledge transfer. This is surprising, given that particularly the transfer of
knowledge between employees who differ substantially in terms of their age is of in-
creasing relevance to organisations: unless firms manage to stimulate intra-organiza-
tional knowledge transfer, the knowledge of retiring employees will be lost. This
conceptual study first systematically reviews the empirical literature on intergenera-
tional knowledge transfer. Second, the study integrates research on knowledge
transfer and generational diversity in order to develop a theoretical framework and
set of propositions addressing the specific challenges of intergenerational knowledge
transfer.

Keywords: ageing workforce, diversity, knowledge transfer, organisational learning (JEL-
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Introduction

Studies on diversity topics and knowledge management abound in the management
and psychology literature. Research has focused on either different aspects of knowl-
edge transfer (e. g. Foss, Minbaeva, Pedersen, & Reinholt, 2009) or differences be-
tween generations in the workplace (e. g. Lyons & Kuron, 2013). However, research
that combines these two fields is still limited. From a knowledge management per-
spective, scholars have explored antecedents (e. g. interpersonal trust, examined by
Lee, Gillespie, Mann, & Wearing, 2010; Mooradian, Renzl, & Matzler, 2006), and
potential outcomes (e. g. performance, examined by Levine & Prietula, 2012) of
knowledge transfer. Furthermore, scholars have demonstrated that potential obsta-
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cles such as conflicts (Chen, 2011) can reduce the exchange of information between
individuals.

Scholars in the field of diversity have looked at age-heterogencous teams, and how
younger and older individuals are distinct from each other (e. g. Costanza, Badger,
Fraser, Severt, & Gade, 2012). For instance, younger generations appear to have a
stronger learning orientation; they prefer learning new skills and handling new situ-
ations compared to older generations (D'Amato & Herzfeldt, 2008). Other find-
ings revealed that these differences might also hinder the interaction between em-
ployees due to increased potential for conflicts (Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 1999).

Although prior research has reported evidence in each field, little attention has been
paid to how specifically the fields of knowledge transfer and generational diversity
are interrelated (Ellwart, Biindgens, & Rack, 2013; Harvey, 2012; Noethen
& Voelpel, 2011). From a knowledge-based perspective, we seek to combine these
two streams in order to address the question whether employees who participate in
intergenerational knowledge transfer are confronted with different situations than
employees who exchange information with same-generation colleagues (Lauring &
Selmer, 2012; Noethen, 2011; Noethen & Voelpel, 2011).

Since research on this topic is still limited, the aim of this paper is to summarise
results of empirical research on intergenerational knowledge transfer based on a sys-
tematic review of studies, which deal explicitly or implicitly with various aspects of
intergenerational knowledge transfer (Table 1). Based on this review of the litera-
ture, and integrating the existing, still highly limited empirical literature that direct-
ly addresses intergenerational knowledge transfer with related insights from studies
at the interface of the literature on age/generational diversity and on knowledge
transfer (e. g. co-worker support is a topic discussed in both streams) we developed
a set of propositions. Figure 1 demonstrates how the propositions were developed
based on the three different streams of literature. Finally, we incorporated our
propositions into an existing, comprehensive conceptual framework relating to
knowledge transfer in general (Figure 2). In so doing, we adapted and extended the
theoretical framework suggested by Wang and Noe (2010).
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Figure 1: Propositions based on various streams of literature

Topics
addressed
in both
literatures
(e.g.. co-
worker
support),

Topics covered by
empirical literature

Topies covered by

literature on age /

generational
diversity

Topics covered
by literature on
knowledge
transfer

on intergenerational
knowledge transfer

Propositions

Therefore, our analysis is methodologically based on a two-step research process.
First, we build our literature review on a search of eight major management/psycho-
logical databases with 21 keywords related to knowledge transfer and/or intergener-
ational aspects in organisations, such as ‘knowledge transfer’ and ’intergenerational
contact’. A list of the keywords is provided in the appendix. We were inspired by
the paper by Richter (2014) for our database selection because her article also focus-
es on demographic issues. We applied our keywords to the following databases: ISI
Publica, IZA, Ifo Institute, JSTOR, Social Science Research Network (SSRN),
EconStor, PsychINFO, and Econbiz. A selection of the databases have been used
among published literature reviews as well (e. g Burmeister & Deller, 2016;
Schneid, Isidor, Steinmetz, & Kabst, 2016; van Wijk, Jansen, & Lyles, 2008).

We, first, included studies that more or less explicitly addressed the topic of ‘inter-
generational knowledge transfer’ and were empirical in nature. Second, because of
the fairly small number of studies resulting from our first selection criterion, we ad-
ditionally included studies that did not directly address the topic of intergenera-
tional knowledge transfer but discussed related topics. We identified those related
topics that we included in the development of our propositions by requiring them
to have been investigated in both the literature on knowledge transfer and the litera-
ture on age/generational diversity (e. g. co-worker support).

Further, since willingness to engage in knowledge transfer provides an accurate pre-
diction of actual behaviour (Schwaer, Biemann, & Voelpel, 2012), we draw on
studies that cither address actual behaviour related to knowledge transfer or the will-
ingness to engage in knowledge transfer. The database search process took place in
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June — November 2015.! Second, we conducted a complementary search guided by
a snowball procedure where we manually checked reference lists (Schneid et al.,
2016). The snowball approach was implemented continually until spring 2017.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: In the next section, we present
the theoretical and empirical background on intergenerational knowledge transfer.
Then, we discuss the antecedents of intergenerational knowledge transfer, for which
we expect a (more) positive or negative effect in contrast to regular knowledge
transfer. Only antecedents are presented that, according to our research, seem to
differ from regular knowledge transfer. The paper concludes with a discussion and
implications for future research and management practice.

Background and Literature Summary

While the importance of knowledge transfer between employees with a large age
difference has grown for organisations in the last few years and has been discussed
in business publications (e. g. Milligan, 2014), academic research has not kept pace
(Burmeister & Deller, 2016). In the near future, many organisations will be con-
fronted with serious challenges due to the demographic transition. In many de-
veloped countries, demographic transition implies that societies are ageing and that,
for instance, in 2050 one third of the population in Germany is estimated to be
aged 65 and over (OECD, 2014). These changes will affect individuals, societies,
and, in particular, organisations (Calo, 2008; De Long, 2004; Drabe, Hauff, &
Richter, 2015; Kulik, Ryan, Harper, & George, 2014).

The age structure of the labour market will change, and so will the age structure
within organisations, with a growing number of older employees relative to younger
ones. The resulting changes in the age-mix within organisations are quite likely to
influence as well as the ways in which organisational members interact with each
other (Calo, 2008; Kuhn & Hetze, 2009; Noethen, 2011; Noethen & Voelpel,
2011). Furthermore, employees of the high-birthrate cohort Baby Boomer will re-
tire in the coming years (Macky, Wong, Gardiner, Lang, & Coulon, 2008). For or-
ganisations, the near-simultaneous retirement of large numbers of employees im-
plies a significant threat of losing valuable knowledge.

Drawing on the knowledge-based perspective, such a development can have
tremendous consequences for organisations (Calo, 2008; De Long, 2004; Grant,
1996). The knowledge-based perspective has its roots in the resource-based view of
the firm (Grant, 1996). The resource-based view postulates that firms possess partic-
ular (scarce) resources, competencies, and capabilities which lead to a competitive
advantage (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Spender, 1996). Resources are, for example,

1 We additionally cross-checked the databases Scopus, Science Direct, Web of Science and
EBSCO in February 2017. We applied the key terms ‘intergenerational knowledge’ transfer
and ‘intergenerational learning’ as they are widely used in the title and keyword selection of
articles on intergenerational knowledge transfer (e. g. Harvey, 2012).
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skilled employees (Wernerfelt, 1984). While the resource-based view distinguishes
between a variety of important resources, such as machine capacity (Wernerfelt,
1984), the knowledge-based perspective regards knowledge as the most important
resource an organization may have (Grant, 1996), because it is a fundamencal re-
quirement for progress and economic success in a knowledge-intense society (Ar-
gote & Ingram, 2000; Grant, 1996; Noethen, 2011; van Wijk et al., 2008; Wang
& Noe, 2010). Hence, knowledge constitutes a key source of competitive advantage
for organisations.

Here, in accordance with the dominant view in organisational studies, knowledge is
defined as being “created and organised by the very flow of information, anchored
on the commitment and beliefs of its holder” (Nonaka, 1994, p. 15). The most
common distinction between different forms of knowledge is the distinction be-
tween explicit and tacit knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Osterloh & Frey, 2000;
Polanyi, 1969). Explicit knowledge, which can be characterised as ‘knowing about’,
refers to formal and standardised knowledge and can be codified and transferred
more easily. For example, engineering knowledge of machine building can be cate-
gorised as explicit knowledge because it can easily be codified. Tacit knowledge cap-
tures ‘knowing how’, which is based on experience and action and therefore is hard
to formalise and communicate (Grant, 1996; Lee et al., 2010; Nonaka, 1994). For
instance, tacit knowledge could be a particular problem-solving strategy, which en-
gineers apply in the innovation process.

A loss of knowledge has a potentially severe, negative impact on organisations, due,
for example, to financial costs for reconstructing lost knowledge (De Long, 2004).
The threat of losing knowledge is particularly serious for tacit knowledge. Tacit
knowledge is not easily transferable, because it is attached to employees, firm-specif-
ic, and difficult to imitate and export (Ambrosini & Bowman, 2001). For example,
an innovative engineering team can be regarded as a source of major competitive
advantage of an organisation. The output of this engineering team, i. e. their explic-
it knowledge, could easily be captured and saved in a Wiki, through patents, and so
on. However, the unique resource for the organisation may be explained by the pro-
cedural strategy of the engineers and not only by their past output. This tacit
knowledge contributes to the firm’s competitive advantage. Yet, it is considerably
more difficult to capture and transfer this tacit knowledge (De Long, 2004).

In the literature, knowledge transfer is viewed as a preventive solution to the threat
of losing both tacit and explicit knowledge (Argote & Ingram, 2000; Foss et al.,
2009). Knowledge transfer is a fundamental part of organisational learning which
involves both individual and collective learning (Argote, Ingram, Levine, & More-
land, 2000; Grant, 1996; Zhao & Anand, 2009). Hence, knowledge transfer can be
characterized as “the process through which one unit (e. g. group, department, or
division) is affected by the experience of another” (Argote & Ingram, 2000, p. 151)

or in other words, knowledge transfer is a process of transferring information from
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one source to another (Argote & Ingram, 2000; van Wijk et al., 2008; Wang
& Noe, 2010). While recent research has proposed that knowledge transfer? can be
operationalized as the combination of sharing of knowledge and seeking knowledge
(Foss et al., 2009; Noethen, 2011; van den Hooff & de Ridder, 2004; Watson &
Hewett, 2006, 2006; Wilkesmann & Virgillito, 2013), the majority of prior studies
have focused solely or primarily on knowledge sharing (e. g. Cabrera & Cabrera,
2005; Foss et al., 2009). Knowledge sharing captures facets of providing informa-
tion and knowledge to a source, such as by explicitly showing procedures to col-
leagues, whereas knowledge seeking describes the obtaining of knowledge from oth-
ers, such as by asking colleagues (Wilkesmann, Wilkesmann, & Virgillito, 2009).
Moreover, knowledge transfer can take place at various levels such as dyads, teams,
and organisations (Alavi & Leidner, 2001) and can occur through different chan-
nels, such as face-to-face or online (Wang & Noe, 2010).

Here, our focus lies on dyadic face-to-face intergenerational knowledge transfer be-
tween employees from the same organisation. Knowledge transfer in organisations
always implies a transfer at the individual level (Alavi & Leidner, 2001), and dyadic
transfer constitutes the most basic form of knowledge transfer. Moreover, prior liter-
ature suggests (e. g. De Long & Davenport, 2003; Liu & Liu, 2011) that for suc-
cessfully transferring zacit knowledge, in particular, it is, face-to-face interaction that
works best, compared to alternative forms of interaction such as, virtual interaction.
Finally, drawing from the knowledge-based perspective, tacit knowledge is more im-
portant for organisations in terms of representing a source of competitive advan-
tage, precisely, among others, because it is more difficult to transfer. Retaining it
also represents by far the greater challenge for organisations faced with the demo-
graphic transition, compared to preventing a loss of explicit knowledge. Hence,
dyadic face-to-face intergenerational knowledge transfer could, therefore, play a po-
tentially important part in organisations’ efforts to retain effectively the tacit knowl-
edge that the Baby Boomers possess when retiring.

Current literature on knowledge transfer does not, usually, refer explicitly to issues
related to age or generational aspects. Consequently, we interpret insights related to
knowledge transfer in general as referring to ‘regular’ knowledge transfer, between
organisational members of roughly the same age/generation, without any additional
potential complications arising from a large age or generational difference between
the involved individuals. ‘Intergenerational knowledge transfer’ can, in turn, be
conceptualised as the exchange of information between two individuals (here: em-
ployees) with a large age difference (Harvey, 2012; Noethen & Voelpel, 2011). In
general, the transfer works bidirectionally; young employees transfer knowledge to

2 Some authors explicitly distinguish knowledge transfer from similar expressions like knowledge
exchange (Wang & Noe, 2010). However, in general, these terms are often used synonymously
or in very similar ways (Harvey, 2012). We use the terms knowledge transfer and knowledge
exchange interchangeably. If we refer to the sharing or seeking of knowledge, we explicitly use
these terms.
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older employees and vice versa (Gerpott et al., 2017; Gerpott & Voelpel, 2014). In
terms of, for instance, digitisation, particularly younger employees might also share
knowledge with older employees. Prensky (2001) introduced the terms ‘digital na-
tives’ and ‘digital immigrants’ to conceptualise this situation. The younger genera-
tions are referred to as ‘digital natives’, who grew up with technology and intuitively
speak the ‘language of technology’. Older generations are, in turn, considered as
‘digital immigrants’, who face problems with learning new technology. In particular,
with regard to relatively recent technological knowledge, older generations might
benefit from the knowledge of younger employees. However, embedded in the con-
text of the demographic transition, intergenerational knowledge transfer often al-
beit not always targets the sharing of knowledge by older employees, to the benefit
of younger employees and the organisation (Burmeister, & Deller, 2016). From this
view, older generations can, for example, provide important social knowledge to
younger employees and share information about how to best deal with workplace
conflicts (Gerpott et al., 2017). In this study, we thus use the generic term ‘knowl-
edge transfer’ to refer to intragenerational knowledge transfer; with respect to age/
generational differences, the term ‘intergenerational knowledge transfer’ or similar
expressions, such as knowledge transfer in age-diverse contexts, are applied. Fur-
thermore, as we zoom in on the context of the demographic transition, we concep-
tualise intergenerational knowledge transfer as a specific kind of intergenerational
knowledge transfer, which focuses on the sharing of information by older employees
towards younger employees, and the seeking of knowledge by younger employees
from older employees.

We expect intergenerational knowledge transfer to differ from intragenerational
knowledge transfer in terms of its positive and negative antecedents. This basic
proposition is motivated by insights derived from two theoretical frameworks that
are particularly important in relation to age/generational diversity: first, the multi-
generational approach, and, second, life-span theory (Cogin, 2012).

The idea of the multigenerational approach is that a generation is a cohort of people
who share common experiences of life events within some specific time frame, for
instance, at similar ages. These experiences impact these individuals and create simi-
larities in attitudes and behaviours (Cogin, 2012; Costanza et al., 2012). Currently,
three different generations prevail in the job market: Baby Boomers, Generation X,
and Generation Y. Baby Boomers represent the generation born between 1945 and
1964. This generation is characterised as being loyal to their organisations and with
a high value of their job (Macky et al., 2008). Generation X captures individuals
born between 1965 and 1981. This generation is portrayed as pessimistic and indi-
vidualistic. They are not loyal to their organisation and appreciate a work-life bal-
ance that implies a greater emphasis on the ‘life’ dimension, compared to previous
generations (Macky et al., 2008). Finally, Generation Y, born between 1982 and
2000, is highly familiar with modern (information and communication) technology
and therefore used to change and a flexible working environment. They are also de-
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scribed as willing to learn and open to new challenges (Becton, Walker, & Jones-
Farmer, 2014; Macky et al., 2008; Smola & Sutton, 2002). Yet, lifespan-theory de-
scribes that when individuals grow older, their personality adapts (Cogin, 2012;
Jones & Meredith, 1996) and implies that younger individuals have different acti-
tudes and personalities than older individuals.

Given that the prior literature provides empirical support for each of these premises
(e. g. Cogin, 2012; Jones & Meredith, 1996), we follow the approach of Joshi,
Dencker, Franz and Martocchio (2010) who acknowledged the debate about age
versus generation effect and integrated the variety of theoretical lenses. In other
words, we integrate studies on (a) generational differences and on (b) age diversity
in our analyses about intergenerational knowledge transfer. We cannot draw any
definitive conclusions as to whether the observed differences between younger and
older individuals can be traced back to cither age-related development or genera-
tional cohort effects (McAdams, de St. Aubin, & Logan, 1993) since it is difficult to
disentangle age and cohort effects (Rhodes, 1983). When we refer to older or
younger employees, the affiliation to younger or older generations is always impli-
cated and vice versa. Taking this into account, both theoretical paradigms highlight
that younger and older individuals are different in terms of their attitudes and be-
liefs, whether the primary source of these differences is age or generation. In any
case, what is relevant in the context of this study is that these variations may influ-
ence antecedents that affect participation in intergenerational knowledge transfer.
Moreover, intergenerational knowledge transfer always implies a genuine hetero-
geneity which might invoke distinct effects compared to homogenous groups, such
as frictions and conflicts (Jehn et al., 1999). We, therefore, expect that intergenera-
tional knowledge transfer will be different from intragenerational knowledge trans-

fer.

So far, there are only a few studies that explicitly focus on intergenerational knowl-
edge transfer, which are summarised in Table 1. Literature shows that intergenera-
tional knowledge transfer rests on mutual exchange (Harvey, 2012). Still, Baby
Boomers have been found to share more knowledge than members from Genera-
tion X (Leiter et al., 2009). Also, different types of knowledge (Gerpott et al., 2017)
and expertise (Joe et al., 2013) have been distinguished. Interestingly, although
younger employees were also found to share knowledge with older employees, there
were particular types of knowledge, for example, social knowledge, which was only
shared by older employees towards younger employees (Gerpott et al., 2017). Ell-
wart and colleagues (2013) addressed the question of how objective age diversity at
the organisational level and perceived age diversity at the individual level influenced
knowledge exchange within teams and identification with a team and found a detri-
mental effect. Tempest (2003), on the other hand, described positive results of in-
tergenerational teamwork which was found to activate new knowledge combina-
tions and to raise exploitation of existent knowledge.
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So while a nascent and promising literature has begun to address important ques-
tions related to intergenerational knowledge transfer many open questions remain.
For instance, we are not aware of any study that specifically examines the question
whether intergenerational knowledge transfer is different from regular knowledge
transfer, and if so, in which ways. Hence, in developing a set of propositions for
capturing differences in antecedents of inter- and intragenerational knowledge
transfer, we integrated with this limited literature studies on knowledge transfer and
age/generation diversity, and more generally, in as far as they overlapped in address-
ing related topics. The result is the conceptual framework shown in Figure 2.

Propositions for a Conceptual Framework and Directions for Future
Research

Wang and Noe (2010) reviewed the literature on different aspects influencing
knowledge transfer in general and developed a conceptual model based on this re-
view of the literature. For instance, they considered environmental antecedents (cat-
egorised into organisational level characteristics, network characteristics, and cultur-
al characteristics). Here, we adapted their framework by applying it to the specific
setting of intergenerational knowledge transfer and by explicitly distinguishing be-
tween positive and negative antecedents.

In so doing, we focused on organisational level antecedents and network character-
istics, given that we lacked literature that addressed aspects from a cultural perspec-
tive in one of the presented literature streams. We identified those antecedents
based on our own literature review that (a) have been studied in a majority of stud-
ies on knowledge transfer and (b) that appear to have distinct effects on intergenera-
tional vis-a-vis regular knowledge transfer.

For classifying individual antecedents as either organisational or network level, we
followed the dominant classification in the reviewed literature. For example, van
Wijk and colleagues (2008) categorised trust as a network level characteristic, and
Wang and Noe (2010) looked at learning culture as an organisational level charac-
teristic. Nonetheless, it may be possible to conceptualise some of the antecedents
both at the organisational and the network level. For example, trust can be differen-
tiated into interpersonal trust (van Wijk et al., 2008) and impersonal trust (Van-
hala, Puumalainen, & Blomqyvist, 2011). Based on van Wijk and colleagues (2008)
who investigated knowledge transfer in general and considered trust as a network
characteristic, we also classified trust as a network characteristic, especially because
none of the studies included in our review discussed trust (explicitly) at the organi-
sational level. Moreover, we believe that a focus on trust as a network related vari-
able is also consistent with our focus on face-to-face dyadic knowledge transfer.
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Positive Antecedents to Intergenerational Knowledge Transfer

Scholars in the literature on knowledge transfer, in general, have explored a variety
of antecedents stimulating knowledge transfer. For example, job autonomy (e. g.
Foss et al., 2009) was found to increase knowledge transfer. Characteristics of the
organisation and social relationships have an influence on the knowledge exchange
of employees (van Wijk et al., 2008; Wang & Noe, 2010). From among this large
number of organisational and network level antecedents that impact regular knowl-
edge transfer, here, we zoom in on those factors that appear to show a different
effect in age-diverse knowledge transfer compared to regular knowledge transfer, as
suggested by our propositions.

Organisational level characteristics

Job autonomy. Job autonomy describes the opportunity a job provides for employ-
ees to individually plan their work and decide when they carry out their tasks
(Hackman & Oldham, 1976). In other words, it is at the discretion of employees to
make decisions when and how to perform their assignments at their own pace
(Dodd & Ganster, 1996; Foss et al., 2009; Nonaka, 1994). This greater flexibility is
associated with positive effects on employee attitudes. Employees with higher job
autonomy show a more positive work motivation and higher job satisfaction (e. g.
Hackman & Lawler, 1971; Inceoglu, Segers, Bartram, & Vloeberghs, 2009). By
definition, autonomy also offers employees more opportunities to interact with col-
leagues and to exchange knowledge (Nonaka, 1994). Management research has
pointed out that job autonomy is a highly relevant antecedent of knowledge sharing
(Foss et al., 2009; Noethen, 2011; Noethen & Voelpel, 2011), yet, does not appear
to have any effect on knowledge seeking (Noethen, 2011). In a similar vein,
Mueller (2014) found that employees who were explicitly allowed to dedicate time
to knowledge sharing among project team members actually shared more knowl-
edge. When explicitly encouraged in this way to share their knowledge and in re-
sponse to this signal indicating the importance of such behaviour to the organisa-
tion, employees might engage in knowledge sharing that would otherwise not hap-
pen. Knowledge seeking is arguably less at risk of not taking place without such or-
ganisational support: If employees perceive the necessity to seek knowledge on a
particular issue in order to be able to fulfil their job duties, they are more likely to
take the initiative and seek this knowledge without receiving explicit support from
the organisation.

Drawing from these findings and combining it with our definition of intergenera-
tional knowledge transfer, we conceptualise that the effect of job autonomy is larger
for intergenerational knowledge sharing than for regular knowledge sharing and
smaller for intergenerational knowledge secking than for regular knowledge seeking.
Also, studies that focus on age-related differences complement our prediction. In-
ceoglu and colleagues (2009) and Inceoglu, Segers, and Bartram (2012) found that
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for older employees, job autonomy and flexibility on the job were more important
than for younger employees. Extending these findings, we suggest that younger em-
ployees appreciate job autonomy less than older employees do. Following our defi-
nition of intergenerational knowledge transfer, older employees play a key role in
knowledge sharing. Hence, it is very likely that job autonomy has an even larger
effect on intergenerational knowledge sharing than on regular knowledge sharing.
In contrast, younger employees do not only show lower preferences for job autono-
my but they also mainly search for knowledge.

Proposition 1a: For knowledge sharing, the positive effect of job autonomy is larger for
intergenerational interactions than for intragenerational interactions.

Proposition 1b:  For knowledge seeking, the positive effect of job auronomy is smaller for
intergenerational interactions than for intragenerational interactions.

Organizational culture. Prior research has identified organisational culture as an
important antecedent to knowledge transfer. We interpret organisational culture as
beliefs and attitudes in an organisation that help to deal with different issues of the
organisation (Schein, 1984; Smircich, 1983). In other words, organisational culture
represents the foundation of values and beliefs that can impact individual and or-
ganisational behaviour (Mueller, 2014). Organizational culture can embrace differ-
ent aspects, such as supportive organisational culture and learning culture. Based on
our literature review, the notion of a learning organisation emerged as particularly
relevant.

The term ‘learning culture’ is often used to conceptualise an environment where
most organisational members value learning and strive for high performance
through learning (Jo & Joo, 2011; Wei, Zheng, & Zhang, 2011). Research on
knowledge management has demonstrated that a high appraisal of learning in orga-
nisations enables knowledge sharing (Rhodes, Hung, Lok, Ya-Hui Lien, & Wu,
2008; Jo & Joo, 2011). Similar to this idea, subjective norms with respect to knowl-
edge sharing also positively influence knowledge transfer (Cabrera & Cabrera,
2005; Minbaeva & Pedersen, 2010). Taken together, an environment that is charac-
terised by a positive appreciation of learning appears to positively affect the ex-
change of knowledge. Here, we suggest that this effect will be even stronger for
both intergenerational knowledge sharing and seeking, compared to intragenera-
tional settings. This proposition rests on the following arguments, derived from our
literature review:

Some scholars have explored learning oriented character traits among different gen-
erations (D'Amato & Herzfeldt, 2008; Matzler & Mueller, 2011). Learning orient-
ed individuals favour the development of new skills and want to handle new situa-
tions. The process of learning itself is important to them, and they understand their
capabilities to be flexible because they can be improved (D'Amato & Herzfeldt,
2008; Matzler & Mueller, 2011). Comparing younger and older generations,

13:53:32. [Er—



https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2017-4-375
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb

What’s So Special About Intergenerational Knowledge Transfer? 389

younger generations indicate higher scores in learning orientation; suggesting that
learning norms might matter more for employees belonging to younger generations.
A learning culture may stimulate young employees to request information from old-
er employees and to expand their knowledge (knowledge secking).

Furthermore, we expect that a learning culture enriches the knowledge sharing that
older employees engage in, based on results of the age stereotypes literature. Studies
on the effects of stereotypes have investigated the consequences of negative
(Abrams, Crisp, Marques, Fagg, Bedford, & Provias, 2008; Hess, Hinson, &
Statham, 2004; Hilton & von Hippel, 1996) and positive age stereotype priming
(Levy, Pilver, Chung, & Slade, 2014). For instance, older adults who were primed
with negative stereotypes showed a decrease in performance (Hess et al., 2004). Or-
ganizational learning culture could reduce the detrimental effects of stereotypes on
older employees. When an organisational culture acknowledges the learning of its
members, older employees, in particular, may perceive their expertise as valuable
and may feel appreciated. This effect may be particularly powerful for older employ-
ees as they tend to have, in general, fewer learning opportunities at work than
younger employees do (Beck, 2014). In conclusion, learning norms and learning
orientation appear to have the potential to increase significantly the secking of
knowledge by young employees and to stimulate older employees to share their
knowledge.?

Proposition 2: The effect of an organisation-wide learning culture is more important
Jfor stimulating intergenerational knowledge transfer than for facilitar-
ing regular knowledge transfer.

Leadership characteristics. An employec’s perception of the leader and his/her
leadership style appears to be a fundamental antecedent of knowledge transfer. Prior
studies have suggested that certain types of leadership style may stimulate knowl-
edge transfer particularly effectively. For instance, empowering leadership appears to
predict an increase in knowledge sharing (Srivastava, Bartol, & Locke, 2006; Xue,
Bradley, & Liang, 2011), presumably because it implies a behaviour where power is
shared with subordinates, thereby increasing the intrinsic motivation of employees.
Aspects of empowering leadership include, for instance, participative decision-mak-
ing and information sharing (Srivastava et al., 2000).

Transformational leadership style is another type of leadership that appears to be
positively associated with knowledge transfer in general. It involves shifts in the be-
liefs, needs, and values of the employees and is characterised by idealised influence,
inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individualised consideration
(Bass, Waldman, Avolio, & Bebb, 1987; Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987). There is abun-

3 Finally, although this section focuses on antecedents, prior literature also discusses a reversed
causality. Gerpott and Voelpel (2014) suggested that intergenerational knowledge transfer im-
proves the learning culture in organizations.
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dant empirical evidence that supports positive effects of transformational leadership,
for example, on organisational learning and innovation (Garcia-Morales, Lloréns-
Montes, & Verdd-Jover, 2008) or indirectly on team performance (Schaubroeck,
Lam, & Cha, 2007). Moreover, there is some tentative evidence that transforma-
tional leadership climate could invoke employees’ intention to share knowledge, ad-
dressing the question of antecedents to knowledge transfer (Liu & DeFrank, 2013).
Taken together, leadership appears to be an important variable which may influence
employees’ knowledge transfer intention and behaviour (Liu & DeFrank, 2013; Sri-
vastava et al., 20006).

The question arises which role leadership behaviour plays in intergenerational
knowledge transfer. To the best of our knowledge, there are no studies which have
directly and explicitly analysed preferences for different leadership styles depending
on age or generation. So far, research has offered only evidence that generations dif-
fer in their preferred character traits of leaders (Arsenault, 2004). For instance, Gen-
eration X and Generation Y favour determination and ambition in their leaders
more strongly than Baby Boomers while Baby Boomers consider competence as
particularly important. However, stimulating intergenerational knowledge transfer
may represent a comparatively greater leadership challenge because employees of
different ages/generations value distinct traits or behaviours in their leaders, and re-
spond positively to them, for example, by effectively engaging in knowledge trans-
fer. This would require leaders to exhibit a larger range of leadership behaviours in
order to appeal to these employees belonging to different age groups/generations.
Also, when seeking to facilitate intergenerational knowledge transfer, leaders may
need to appeal to different motivations and hence may need to use different incen-
tives to encourage younger vis-a-vis older employees to participate. While for intra-
generational knowledge exchange, participants are relatively more likely to react
positively to the same leadership style, stimulating intergenerational knowledge
transfer may thus call for leaders to apply different leadership styles for younger ver-
sus older participants. All in all, we thus propose that:

Proposition 3:  Stimulating intergenerational knowledge transfer through the adoption
of certain leadership styles is more difficult compared to stimulating in-
tragenerational knowledge transfer because it requires incorporating a
more multi-faceted leadership style in order to appeal to all employees of
different ages/generations.

Network level characteristics

Co-worker support. Many studies on knowledge transfer use social exchange theo-
ry as a theoretical background (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005; Wang & Noe, 2010). We
follow this approach and build our arguments on the premises of social exchange
theory (Blau, 1964). One assumption of social exchange theory is that individuals
adjust their relations with other people based on self-interest and a cost-benefit ana-
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lysis (Blau, 1964; Cook & Whitmeyer, 1992). Individuals interact with each other
because they expect, material or immaterial, reciprocal rewards in the future (Cabr-
era & Cabrera, 2005; Wang & Noe, 2010). Drawing on social exchange theory, co-
wortker support might classify as a valuable antecedent that predicts knowledge
transfer. Perceived co-worker support captures employees’ perception of how much
their co-workers, as a collective group, support and value their involvement (Swift
& Virick, 2013). Employees who perceive their co-workers to be supportive tend to
assist them in return (Ladd & Henry, 2000). In a similar vein, Collins and Smith
(2006) found that a climate of trust for co-workers increased employees’ belief that
exchange and combination of knowledge will yield personal and organisational val-
ue, and also that they believe their colleagues were capable of exchanging and com-
bining information.

Here, we suggest that the effect of co-worker support is larger for intergenerational
knowledge sharing and smaller for intergenerational knowledge seeking compared
to the corresponding processes between same-generation employees. In regular
knowledge transfer, employees are more prone to share knowledge when they per-
ceive their colleagues to be supportive (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005; Cabrera, Collins,
& Salgado, 2006; Lee, Yoo, & Yun, 2015; Swift & Virick, 2013).

Referring to intergenerational knowledge transfer, we first discuss prior research that
has investigated how different generations value co-worker support. Bristow, Amyx,
Castleberry, and Cochran (2011) found that members of Generation X valued
working with friendly and helpful co-workers more than did members of Genera-
tion Y. Further, a related stream of research has investigated the value of social inter-
actions in the work environment for members of different generations. For in-
stance, Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, and Lance (2010) demonstrated that employ-
ees belonging to the Baby Boomer generation place higher value on social interac-
tion than employees belonging to Generation Y. Further, Sirias, Karp, and Brother-
ton (2007) explored the preference to work alone and discovered evidence that indi-
viduals of Generation X show a higher preference to work alone in contrast to Baby
Boomers. Twenge (2010) summarised that younger generations prefer working
alone more often. In addition, Benson and Brown (2011) have investigated the rela-
tionship between co-worker support and job satisfaction among Baby Boomers and
Generation X. They found that co-worker support was a predictor of job satisfac-
tion for Baby Boomers, but not for Generation X. Job satisfaction itself, in turn,
was found to stimulate knowledge transfer (de Vries, van den Hooff, & de Ridder,
20006).

In conclusion, there is some albeit not fully consistent evidence that employees be-
longing to younger generations are driven by a comparatively stronger preference to
work alone and show a lower appreciation of co-worker support. Based on these
findings, we propose that, for intergenerational knowledge sharing, co-worker sup-
port is relatively more important because, on the one hand, co-worker support is an
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important antecedent of knowledge sharing in general and on the other hand, be-
cause older employees express a comparatively stronger preference for co-worker
support in contrast to younger employees. For the seeking of knowledge from older
employees, we expect that the effect of co-worker support is weaker than for knowl-
edge secking from the same generational colleagues because younger employees
favour co-worker support less.

Proposition 4:  The effect of co-worker support is larger for intergenerational knowledge
sharing than for regular knowledge sharing, and smaller for intergener-
ational knowledge seeking than for regular knowledge seeking.

Interpersonal trust. Another important network antecedent of knowledge transfer
is trust. Trust can be characterised as the disposition of an individual to put oneself
in a position of vulnerability to someone else (Mooradian et al., 2006; Swift &
Hwang, 2013). According to McAllister (1995), trust encompasses two compo-
nents: affect- and cognition-based trust. Cognition-based trust describes a rational
decision of whom and under which circumstances an individual develops trust. Af-
fect-based trust is more emotionally based on individuals’ belief in the genuine care
and concern for their partners (McAllister, 1995; Schwaer et al., 2012). Trust em-
braces an individual’s expectation of how another person will behave in the future

(Renzl, 2008).4

For dyadic knowledge transfer, we focus on the network level of trust. Wilkesmann
and colleagues (2009) describe knowledge transfer as a social dilemma situation
where trust can reduce the potential risks involved in sharing and secking knowl-
edge. On the one hand, sharing knowledge might imply a loss of status and the haz-
ard to become easily replaceable within the organisation, as other employees be-
come more knowledgeable in the corresponding domain (Kankanhalli, Tan, & Wi,
2005; Renzl, 2008). On the other hand, employees who ask colleagues for informa-
tion might risk exposing themselves as lacking in expertise and thereby become vul-
nerable. Trust in a peer can decrease these anxieties (Renzl, 2008). Trust appears to
increase the knowledge sharing of employees by reducing such risks (Fleig-Palmer
& Schoorman, 2011; Hsu & Chang, 2014; Lin, 2007; Maurer, Bartsch, & Ebers,
2011; Mooradian et al., 2006; van Wijk et al., 2008). Further, Watson and Hewett

4 Yet, trust can also be conceptualized at the organizational level, i. e. as impersonal trust, and
therefore, target “the individual employee’s expectations about the employing organization’s ca-
pability and fairness” (Vanhala et al., 2011, p. 492). Impersonal trust showed a mediating ef-
fect between employees’ perception of HRM practices and different types of organizational in-
novativeness (Vanhala & Ritala, 2016). With tentative suggestions, impersonal trust might also
be mediating the relationship between HR-practices related to knowledge transfer and inter-
generational knowledge transfer. However, although it is conceivable that impersonal trust
could influence intergenerational knowledge transfer, we are not aware of any study on imper-
sonal trust that meets the inclusion criteria of our review. As such, we consider this to be an
issue beyond the scope of this study, which could, however be very interesting to be addressed
in future research.
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(2006) found that trust in the knowledge source plays a key role for the frequency
of knowledge re-use. Interestingly, cognition-based trust and affect-based trust may
lead to different results: Affect-based trust appears to predict knowledge sharing,
while the results for cognition-based trust are not significant (Swift & Hwang,
2013) — with the underlying reasons for these differential effects so far unaddressed.

Referring to intergenerational knowledge transfer, we propose that the effect of trust
is positively related to knowledge sharing and knowledge secking, yet, the effect is
smaller than for intragenerational knowledge transfer. By definition, trust implies
vulnerability to another person. The effects are particularly strong in intragenera-
tional relationships. There is a risk that this vulnerability can be interpreted as los-
ing one’s power position due to sharing knowledge or by revealing oneself as not
knowing relevant information. However, in intergenerational relationships, direct
competition is smaller as employees are generally more likely to be at different
stages of their careers (Pelled, Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999). Older employees may be
less afraid of losing power or status by sharing experiences with younger employees
vis-a-vis sharing them with colleagues of their same age. Therefore, because vulnera-
bility is less of an issue, lower levels of trust are needed for intergenerational knowl-
edge transfer than for intragenerational knowledge transfer. Also, since age and,
consequently, generational affiliation are positively related to job experiences
(Noethen, 2011; Pelled et al., 1999), it is generally expected that employees belong-
ing to younger generations possess less job-related expert knowledge. Therefore, the
risk of exposing oneself as inexperienced is less pronounced when younger employ-
ees seek knowledge from older ones than it is in intragenerational knowledge trans-

fer.

Further, from a generational perspective, studies by Trzesniewski and Donnellan
(2010) and Robinson and Jackson (2001) found supporting evidence that today’s
generations show lower levels of trust, in general. As trust is predominantly lower
for younger generations, this argument may relate to intergenerational knowledge
transfer as well.

Taken together, younger individuals who receive knowledge from older individuals
may need lower levels of trust compared to a situation where they seek knowledge
from younger employees. The risk of exposing themselves as lacking in knowledge is
smaller in this situation, unlike it would be for knowledge seeking from same-gen-
eration employees. Also, younger employees are unlikely to pose a significant career
risk to older employees, who share their knowledge with them. Therefore, we expect
trust to be less important as a facilitator of knowledge transfer in intergenerational
settings, compared to intragenerational ones.

Proposition 5:  The positive effect of trust on knowledge transfer is smaller, the larger
the age difference is between participants.
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Negative Antecedents to Intergenerational Knowledge Transfer

Compared to enabling factors, obstacles to knowledge transfer have attracted com-
paratively less attention. Nevertheless, a few scholars have investigated factors that
might harm knowledge transfer. For example, knowledge ambiguity and knowledge
stickiness (i. e. sticky information that is difficult to transfer) were shown to de-
crease knowledge transfer (Sheng, Chang, Teo, & Lin, 2013). Particularly for inter-
generational knowledge transfer, we suggest that barriers can be expected to prevail
at both the organisational level and interpersonal level. Prior literature that has
looked into reasons for the malfunctioning of intergenerational interactions has
identified attitudes, for example, stereotypes, and behaviours, such as discrimina-
tion, as potential drivers (Joshi et al., 2010; Starks, 2013). In accordance with this
differentiation, we identified three main negative antecedents for intergenerational
knowledge transfer: perceived age discrimination climate, age stereotypes, and age-
related conflicts.

Organisational level characteristics

Perceived age discrimination climate. While discrimination, in general, can be de-
fined as “a situation in which individuals identical in regard to their productive abil-
ity are treated differently because of certain of their nonproductive characteristics”
(Biisch, Dahl, & Dittrich, 2009, p. 633) and therefore could also apply at the inter-
personal level, perceived age discrimination c/imate has been conceptualized as an
organizational level construct. It captures the degree to which organisational mem-
bers get the impression that employees are treated differently due to their age (Kun-
ze, Boehm, & Bruch, 2011). Consistent with our earlier discussion, we draw on so-
cial exchange theory (Blau, 1964) and the complementary concept of perceived or-
ganisational support in order to explain the expected impact of perceived age dis-
crimination climate on intergenerational knowledge transfer. While social exchange
theory, generally refers to individuals, Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison, and
Sowa (1986) have extended it as well to organisations. Specifically, perceived organ-
isational support captures the degree to which employees feel supported by their or-
ganisation and, thus, will show reciprocity, for instance by providing organisational
citizenship behaviours that help the organisation and co-workers (Ladd & Henry,
2000).

So far, the majority of studies on age discrimination have focused on explicit age
discrimination in the hiring or promotion process.> Studies on age discrimination
climate in everyday working life are comparatively limited (Biisch et al., 2009;

5 Note that while not directly related to interactions between organizational members, age dis-
crimination in the hiring or promotion process may contribute to reducing intergenerational
knowledge transfer through its effects on perceived age discrimination climate within the orga-
nization: If employees perceive the organization to engage in age discrimination in hiring and
promotion procedures, they are likely to infer that this reflects deeply held beliefs and values of
the organization in general as to older workers.
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Finkelstein & Farrell, 2007). While age discrimination in the recruiting process
may foster the emergence of an age discrimination climate, the resulting perception
of age discrimination climate in everyday working life might adversely affect inter-
generational knowledge transfer as well.

Based on reviewing the related literature, we expect both a direct and an indirect
effect of perceived age discrimination climate on intergenerational knowledge trans-
fer. First, we expect that perceived age discrimination climate indirectly influences
intergenerational knowledge transfer through its negative impact on employee atti-
tudes and resources which otherwise contribute positively to knowledge transfer.
Specifically, age discrimination and age discrimination climate have been reported
to be related to negative outcomes at the employee-level, such as reduced self-es-
teem (Hassell & Perrewé, 1993), lacking perception of organizational support
(Rabl, 2010), lower job satisfaction (Griffin, Bayl-Smith, & Hesketh, 2016; Mac-
donald & Levy, 2016; Redman & Snape, 2006), reduced affective commitment
(Kunze et al., 2011; Rabl & Triana, 2013; Redman & Snape, 2006; Snape & Red-
man, 2003), and increased fear of failure (Rabl, 2010). There is substantial evidence
that these factors are important predictors of knowledge transfer. For example, af-
fective commitment increases knowledge sharing (Martin-Perez & Martin-Cruz,
2015; Matzler & Mueller, 2011; Matzler, Renzl, Mooradian, Krogh, & Mueller,
2011; Swart, Kinnie, van Rossenberg, & Yalabik, 2014; van den Hooff & de Rid-
der, 2004) and knowledge seeking (Martin-Perez & Martin-Cruz, 2015; Matzler,
Renzl, Mooradian, Krogh, & Mueller, 2011). Combining these results, studies sug-
gest that age discrimination climate reduces important resources for intergenera-
tional knowledge transfer and, thereby, indirectly hampers intergenerational knowl-
edge transfer. Perceived age discrimination climate may even indirectly reduce intra-
generational knowledge transfer. It was shown to reduce job satisfaction, and lower
job satisfaction might reduce employees’ motivation to engage in knowledge trans-
fer of any kind.

In addition, we also anticipate a direct effect of age discrimination climate which
specifically applies to intergenerational knowledge transfer only. Age discrimination
is explained by differential treatment of employees due to their age (Kunze et al.,
2011). This different treatment could not only manifest itself in an organisation’s
recruiting process, but also in a disrespectful treatment of older employees. Thus, if
older employees notice a lack of support by their organisation, they may conse-
quently reduce the sharing of knowledge. Moreover, the perception of an age dis-
crimination climate might even spill-over to the treatment of other employees. As a
consequence, in a multigenerational setting, young employees might (sub-)con-
sciously treat older colleagues differently and might refuse to interact with them and
vice versa, as they perceive such discriminatory behaviour to be approved of, either
implicitly or explicitly, by the organisation. They might thus abstain from interac-
tions that could lead to intergenerational knowledge transfer. Therefore, age dis-
crimination might reduce intergenerational knowledge transfer as well directly.
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Proposition 6:  Perceived age discrimination climate within an organisation is directly
and negatively related with intergenerational bur not directly relared
with intragenerational knowledge transfer.

Network level characteristics

Age stereotypes. The potential adverse effects of age stereotypes on intergenera-
tional knowledge transfer can be understood by drawing on self-categorisation theo-
ry. Self-categorization theory is closely linked to self-identity theory and can be
traced back to Tajfel and Turner (1986). This framework is based on the notion that
individuals feel related to particular social categories, such as their age, job or gen-
der (Turner, 1987). In order to increase their self-esteem, individuals attempt to
build a positive self-concept. This process often implies an identification with peers
who belong to the same category (Turner, 1987). Individuals search for advantages
and positive images of their own in-group and coincidentally often devalue out-
group members (Joshi et al., 2010; Kunze et al., 2011).

Empirical evidence has supported predictions of this theoretical framework also in
relation to groups identified by age as the discriminating criterion. Prior research
has, for example, found that individuals who feel related to others of the same age
group still often degrade members who they perceive to be substantially older or
younger (Lauring & Selmer, 2012; van Knippenberg, De Dreu, & Homan, 2004).
This process often implies age stereotyping. Integrating insights from this literature
with extant research on intergenerational knowledge transfer leads us to expect that
age stereotypes can harm knowledge exchange between younger and older employ-
ees.

Following the dominant view in the literature, we characterise stereotypes as “beliefs
about the characteristics, attributes, and behaviours of members of certain groups”
(Hilton & Hippel, 1996, p. 240). Stereotypes do not have to be negative or posi-
tive, per se. Often, mixed stereotypes exist for the same subgroup. For example, old-
er adults are pictured as wise but also as slow (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002).
There is substantial empirical evidence that age stereotypes® exist. For instance,
Lester, Standifer, Schultz, and Windsor (2012), compared self-reports of employees
on the values they hold and contrasted it with the ratings other individuals had
about this age group. For most aspects, self-reported beliefs did not coincide with
attributions.

Many scholars have looked at the explicit content of age stereotypes. The most
common beliefs address older employees presumably lower performance, slow ac-

6 In recent publications, the term ageism is often applied (e. g. Snape & Redman, 2003). Ageism
conceptualizes prejudices and potential discrimination due to age-related aspects (Kunze et al.,
2011; Snape & Redman, 2003). Ageism is stereotyping and discrimination grounded on age
groups. Since ageism is not a term which is widely used in the literature on stereotypes, we
keep referring to the term age stereotypes and rather than ageism.
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tions, and resistance to change (Hassell & Perrewé, 1995; Kessler & Staudinger,
2007; Kirchner & Dunnette, 1954; Rosen & Jerdee, 1977; Taylor & Walker,
1994). These views are abundant among supervisors (Hassell & Perrewé, 1995;
Kirchner & Dunnette, 1954; Rosen & Jerdee, 1977), and particularly among
young employees (Hassell & Perrewé, 1995). Yet, providing additional positive job-
related information about the employees can reduce the negative rating of older em-
ployees compared to younger employees (Finkelstein & Burke, 1995). Interestingly,
prior literature has largely studied age stereotypes towards older employees and
widely neglected stereotyping younger individuals (Abrams, Eller, & Bryant, 2006).

Drawing on stereotype threat theory, stereotypes can work as a self-fulfilling
prophecy. According to stereotype threat theory, individuals who are confronted
with negative stereotypes often show poorer performance (Abrams et al., 2006; La-
mont, Swift, & Abrams, 2015; Steele & Aronson, 1995). This theory is also consist-
ent with empirical evidence demonstrating that in particular, older individuals ad-
just their behaviour according to age stereotypes (Abrams et al., 2008; Hilton
& Hippel, 1996). For instance, Hess and colleagues (2004) studied the effects of
stereotype priming on older adults and found that adults who were primed with age
stereotypes showed inferior performance on a memory task compared to the control
group.

More generally, this finding is in line with the idea that intergenerational knowledge
transfer might be harmed by existing stereotypes. Older employees might
(sub-)consciously adopt a negative image of themselves and show lower perfor-
mance on their job in general, but also in intergenerational knowledge transfer.
While we are not aware of any study that focuses on age stereotypes against younger
individuals in the workplace, we suspect that younger employees may as well react
to age stereotypes about older employees in terms of reducing intergenerational
knowledge transfer. Theory of planned behaviour suggests that attitudes and norms
influence behavioural intention and finally behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). When younger
employees hold negative stereotypes about older employees (Hassell & Perrewé,
1995), they may seek to reduce their interactions with them and, thereby, may try
to avoid transferring knowledge with older employees. Indeed, there is first tenta-
tive, empirical evidence suggestive of such a relationship. Harwood and Williams
(1998) implemented a scenario study and found that young participants who
showed negative attitudes toward older adults in general and exhibited stronger age
group identity, rated the perception of intergenerational communication more neg-
atively. Perception of intergenerational communication, for instance, embraced sat-
isfaction in the conversation with the depicted older person.

Opverall, there is support for the existence of age stereotypes against older employees
in organisations and also tentative support for a potentially damaging effect of those
stereotypes on intergenerational knowledge transfer. We propose that age stereo-
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types decrease intergenerational knowledge transfer.” Concerning intragenerational

knowledge transfer, we do not expect age stereotypes to be detrimental because par-
g g

ticipants are of similar age.

Proposition 7:  Age stereotypes held by individual employees are negatively related to
their propensity to engage in intergenerational knowledge transfer; but
unrelated to their likelihood of participating in intragenerational
knowledge transfer.

Age-related conflicts. Self-categorisation theory also helps to understand how con-
flicts arise among employees that are heterogeneous with respect to various charac-
teristics. Employees tend to devaluate individuals who do not belong to what they
perceive as their in-group. These attitudes may impact behaviour and, thereby,
might spark conflicts. This conceptual viewpoint has been supported by empirical
evidence demonstrating that diversity among team members tends to lead to higher
levels of conflicts compared to homogenous groups (Jehn et al., 1999; Pelled, Eisen-

hardt, & Xin, 1999).

Following the approach of Jehn (1995), we distinguish between two different types
of conflicts: relationship conflicts and task conflicts. Relationship conflicts refer to
situations of interpersonal inharmoniousness among group members. Often, ten-
sion, hostility, and displeasure are involved. Task conflicts imply disagreements
about the content of the tasks that have to be performed, such as differences in
standpoints and opinions (Jehn, 1995). Evidence on the outcomes of the conflict
types among team members is inconclusive (van Woerkom & Sanders, 2010). Some
studies have demonstrated that conflicts can lead to positive outcomes, as argued,
for example, by Stock (2004) in her literature review. While the wide majority of
studies demonstrate that in particular relationship conflicts may have potentially
tremendous adverse consequences for individual and group-level variables, the ef-
fects of task conflicts are less clear. In particular, task conflicts are often considered
to stimulate group performance, based on the idea that they encourage considera-
tion of a larger range of different perspectives, thereby leading to improved quality
of decision-making (Gerpott et al., 2017; Stock, 2004). However, in an extensive
meta-analysis by De Dreu and Weingart (2003), relationship-based as well as task-
based conflicts, were found to decrease team member satisfaction and team perfor-
mance. Also, de Wit, Greer, and Jehn (2012) came up with similar results in their
meta-analysis; task and relationship conflicts were associated with negative individ-
ual and group level outcomes, such as reduced trust, lower group member commit-
ment, and less organisational citizenship behaviours; they were positively related to
counterproductive work behaviours. For example, relationship conflict was found to
reduce group performance while no effect was found for the relationship between

7 Remarkably, from an outcome-focused perspective, a high frequency of intergenerational
knowledge transfer might also lead to a reduction of age stereotypes (Gerpott et al., 2017; Ger-
pott & Voelpel, 2014; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Williams, 1947).
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task conflict and group performance (de Wit et al., 2012). Furthermore, an often-
cited study by Jehn (1995) suggested a curvilinear relationship of task conflicts for
particular outcomes in non-routine task groups, such as group performance, where
low levels of task conflicts would lead to low levels of group performance, and high
levels of task conflicts would lead to high levels of group performance. However,
potentially positive effects of task conflicts were found to apply only to non-routine
groups, while in routine groups, task conflicts as well had only detrimental effects

(Jehn, 1995).

Based on these findings, it could be argued that both relationship and task conflicts
will negatively impact interaction among employees and, consequently, also knowl-
edge transfer, whether of the intra- or intergenerational kind. When individuals
have a dispute, disagreements exist among them. These conflicts might hinder em-
ployees to interact with each other and exchange information. Indeed, first empiri-
cal evidence suggests that conflicts, in particular, relationship conflicts, decrease
knowledge sharing (Chen, 2011) and openness to share opinions (van Woerkom
& Sanders, 2010). Also, both types of conflicts reduce relevant resources of employ-
ees that predict participation in knowledge transfer, such as job satisfaction (Jehn,
1995), with job satisfaction itself having been found to constitute an important pre-
dictor of knowledge transfer (de Vries et al., 2006). Overall, the evidence appears to
suggest that conflicts seem to hurt the process of knowledge transfer. The detrimen-
tal effects of relationship conflict can be expected to be even stronger than those of
task conflicts (de Wit et al., 2012).

Can we expect intra- or intergenerational knowledge transfer to be differently af-
fected by such conflicts? Considering empirical evidence that age diversity leads to
more conflicts and that conflicts reduce participation in knowledge transfer, we ex-
pect intergenerational knowledge transfer to be even more prone to conflict-in-
duced derailment than intragenerational knowledge transfer: First, as argued above,
age-diverse groups show higher levels of conflicts (Jehn et al., 1999; Pelled et al.,
1999). Since intergenerational knowledge transfer is fundamentally characterised by
two individuals who differ substantially in terms of age, prior literature point to-
wards a higher risk of conflicts arising in inter-compared to intragenerational
knowledge transfer. Second, multigenerational and lifespan theories argue that
younger and older individuals hold different values. Diverging values may spark, in
particular, relationship rather than task conflicts, which are arguably more harmful
to knowledge transfer. Overall, in other words, we propose that interactions aiming
at intergenerational knowledge transfer are more likely to be fraught with conflicts
than regular knowledge transfer and that these conflicts are more likely to be rela-
tionship-based.

Proposition 8a:  Interactions aiming at intergenerational knowledge transfer are more
likely to exhibit conflicts than those aiming at intragenerational knowl-
edge transfer.
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Proposition 8b:  Interactions aiming at intergenerational knowledge transfer are more
likely ro be affected by relationship conflicts than those aiming at intra-
generational knowledge transfer.

Discussion and Conclusion

The aim of this review was, first, to review existing literature on intergenerational
knowledge transfer. Secondly, we aimed at integrating the literature on knowledge
transfer and on age/generational diversity. Third, we developed a set of propositions
based on reviewing the literature that could stimulate future empirical research. The
literature on intergenerational knowledge transfer in organisations is still scarce,
which was highlighted by our summary. While a substantial body of literature has
examined intergenerational relationships in family contexts (e. g. Hutchison, Fox,
Laas, Matharu, & Urzi, 2010), there is a dearth of literature that focuses on the (in-
tra-)organisational context. We first demonstrated what we actually know from
studies that directly address intergenerational knowledge transfer, and then tried to
fill the gaps of what makes intergenerational knowledge transfer special by integrat-
ing related literature from two streams or research, that is knowledge transfer as well
as age/generational diversity. By combining insights from these three streams, we
derived a set of propositions for future research based on differences between inter-
and intragenerational knowledge transfer.

Our analysis tentatively suggests that organisational level characteristics and net-
work characteristics might have different effects on intergenerational knowledge
transfer compared to knowledge transfer between employees of a similar age. We
found that social relations with respect to co-worker support appear to be more im-
portant to employees belonging to older generations. Thus, they might be even
more important to sharing knowledge in intergenerational relations because these
older employees are often the sending party of this information. Interestingly, trust
in the communication partner might be less important since vulnerability in the in-
tergenerational relationship may be smaller as participants are less likely to be direct
competitors for positions within the organisational hierarchy. Additionally, we sug-
gested that different obstacles to knowledge transfer prevail between different gener-
ations. For example, age difference might constitute a negative antecedent and thus
function as a barrier in intergenerational knowledge transfer. Other negative an-
tecedents, such as conflicts, may be more or less pronounced, depending on
whether an interaction aims at fostering inter- or intragenerational knowledge
transfer.

Therefore, we believe that our study makes two major contributions. First, we iden-
tified a lack of research in the domain of (positive and negative) antecedents to in-
tergenerational knowledge transfer, despite the profound importance of the topic
for managerial practice. While a nascent stream of studies has begun to address this
issue, to the best of our knowledge, no study has, to date, investigated the question
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of whether it might be necessary to explicitly look at intergenerational knowledge
transfer. By integrating two major but mostly separate research streams, we argued
that we expect intergenerational knowledge transfer to function somewhat differ-
ently compared to intragenerational knowledge transfer because antecedents will
pose different effects. Moreover, we formulated propositions, which can be used in
future empirical studies.

Second, we also contributed to the knowledge transfer literature by highlighting the
importance of distinguishing between knowledge sharing and knowledge secking. By
proposing that particular in intergenerational knowledge transfer the effects of an-
tecedents might vary among the sender and receiver of information, we could em-
phasise the importance of such a distinction. Though different results can be expect-
ed, many scholars only focus on knowledge sharing and neglect knowledge secking.

To sum up, our findings offer new insights that intergenerational knowledge trans-
fer is indeed special. Our study suggests that generations differ across a variety of
factors and that these characteristics impact positive as well as negative antecedents
of intergenerational knowledge transfer. Since research on the particular topic of in-
tergenerational knowledge transfer is still limited, our primary contribution was the
integration of two different perspectives — generational diversity and knowledge
transfer — by advancing propositions for future research.

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations of this review should be noted, which, at the same time, offer
directions for future research. First, although we adopted a conceptual research de-
sign based on an extensive literature review, we may still have missed studies. For
example, we accessed eight databases, and therefore we may have missed relevant ar-
ticles which were not available through these databases as well as unpublished stud-
ies and studies, which are currently under review. Also, we searched solely for arti-
cles published in either English or German. This is a common restriction to re-
searchers that they are only able to tap into a pool of research published in a limited
number of languages. We believe that the increasing trend to publish in English
over the past few decades in combination with our research focus on a fairly novel
and recent topic implies that it is unlikely that we missed out on a large body of
related research, at least compared to topics that have been discussed in the litera-
ture over many decades and in many different languages. Also, by applying an addi-
tional ongoing snowball approach, we did our very best to integrate the relevant lit-
erature. Still, it constitutes a limitation of our study.

Second, many studies on knowledge transfer and generational diversity employ dis-
tinct conceptualisations of (the same or related) issues. This may have given rise to
the partly inconclusive empirical results, which we represented in our review. For
instance, some studies consider only the sharing of knowledge, whereas other stud-
ies include knowledge seeking as well as the sharing of knowledge, making a direct
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comparison difficultc. We made an effort to clearly point out when studies only of-
fered results on sharing and when seeking was also considered. However, not all
studies made this distinction explicit; in particular, earlier literature on knowledge
transfer often lacks this information.

Also, we only included antecedents that we found to have been discussed either in
the empirical literature on intergenerational knowledge transfer directly, or in both
of the literature on knowledge transfer and age/generational diversity (e. g. co-
wortker support). This implies that due to our criteria for including studies, we may
have missed complementary interesting antecedents, for which there is currently a
lack of literature. For example, it might also be interesting to examine further the
association between impersonal trust towards the organisation and intergenerational
knowledge transfer (Vanhala & Ahteela, 2011; Vanhala et al., 2011) — an issue that

we, therefore, refer to future research.

Finally, we would like to emphasise that empirical research on intergenerational
knowledge transfer is still scant. Integrating articles from the perspective of genera-
tional diversity and knowledge transfer has yielded propositions for future research.
Future studies might test our propositions by comparing intergenerational knowl-
edge transfer in organisations to intragenerational knowledge transfer. Additional
work might also investigate a more detailed interpretation of intergenerational
knowledge transfer by distinguishing between formal and informal ways of commu-
nication.
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