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Demographic Change and Job Satisfaction in Service
Industries – The Role of Age and Gender on the Effects of
Customer-Related Social Stressors on Affective Well-Being

By Christian Dormann, Sarah Brod and Sarah Engler

Major changes in the working environment during

the last decades have been the increased economic

importance of the service sector, the aging work-

force, and the growing proportion of women in the

workforce. The aim of our study is to investigate

how customer-related social stressors (CSS) interact

with employees’ age and gender regarding employ-

ees’ affective stress reactions. We used a middle-

term panel study across one week and a sample of

police officers (N = 108) having everyday encoun-

ters with citizens. Results showed that CSS elicited

changes in police officers’ negative affect, and this

effect was moderated by gender and age. In partic-

ular, older police officers tend to react with weaker

increases in negative affect than younger officers

do. Similarly, female officers reacted less intensively

to negative encounters with citizens than male offi-

cers. Results are discussed in terms of their implica-

tions for personnel selection and placement, for

training, and for team composition.

1. Introduction

Next to the shift from production to service industries, the
demographic change in Western societies is one of the
most influential forces that shape work and organizations.
Among different demographic variables, age and gender
are probably the most important ones. Compared to other
trends, predicting the age distribution in the workforce in
our societies in 20 years can be made with extreme high
confidence; this workforce is already there and just has to
age for 20 years. Fewer and fewer young ones will follow,
and coupled with increasing retirement ages the average
employee will be a quite old one. This development con-
tinues the current trend (e.g., Kinsella and Phillips 2005;
Taylor 2006): Whereas young employees between the age
of 20 and 24 were the largest group of the workforce in
1980, today employees aged between 40 and 44 are the
main group (International Labor Organization 2005). The
ratio of elderly people to the working age population is
even expected to double by 2060 (Eurostat Database 2012).
Maintaining the employability of the aging workforce in
particular for service-related jobs thus creates one of the
most important challenges for our societies.

A second important development is the increased propor-
tion of women in the workforce (e.g., Major and Germano
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2005), especially in male dominated jobs. The increasing
proportion of well-educated women, who are keen in
making an occupational carrier, and who are facing em-
ployers that have to cope with a narrowing market of
highly qualified personnel, makes it highly likely that tra-
ditional male jobs will be more and more occupied by
women in the future.

Through the shift from production to service industries a
variety of new service jobs has been created. Many service
jobs are characterized by interactions with customers, of
which some could be stressful. In particular, our focus is
the stress elicited by employees’ everyday encounters
with customers.

2. Customer-related Social Stressors and Their
Consequences

Dealing with difficult customers or clients has been identi-
fied as an important source of stress in service jobs (e.g.,
Ben-Zur and Yagil 2005; Dormann and Zapf 2004; Gran-
dey et al. 2002, 2004; Harris and Reynolds 2004; Johnson et
al. 2013). Dormann and Zapf (2004) introduced the term
customer-related social stressors (CSS) to describe cus-
tomer behaviors or customer expectations that might be
stressful for service providers. The validity of the concept
of customer-related stressors was established across a
wide range of jobs. Dudenhöffer and Dormann (2015)
showed that the factor loadings of the CSS items (cf. Dor-
mann and Zapf 2004) vary only very slightly among the
majority of service jobs. In a similar vein, the effects of the
four CSS scales on burnout and job satisfaction varied lit-
tle, too.

So far, most studies investigated long-term consequences
of CSS or negative customer behavior on service provid-
ers’ affective well-being such as burnout (e.g., Ben-Zur
and Yagil 2005; Dormann and Zapf 2004; Grandey et al.
2004). Only sporadic evidence exists concerning mid-term
affective stress reactions to negative customer behaviors.
Dudenhöffer and Dormann (2013), for instance, showed
that CSS impact on service providers’ negative affect two
weeks later. Knowing that stressors cause mid-term reac-
tions like increased negative affect and decreased positive
affect is important for understanding of how stress un-
folds. This unfolding of stress via affective reactions plays
a theoretical key role in prominent stress theories (e.g.,
Lazarus 1990). Since there is little research on mid-term af-
fective reactions resulting from social stressors at work,
one of our aims is to fill this void.

Negative affect is theoretically well established as a stress
outcome variable. The transactional stress model by Laza-
rus (Lazarus and Folkman 1984) proposes impairments of
affect as a mid-term reaction to stressors. According to the

affective event theory by Weiss and Cropanzano (AET;
1996), negative work events that employees regard as im-
portant lead to negative affective reactions. Customer-re-
lated social stressors are likely to be negative and impor-
tant work events, thus increasing the likelihood of nega-
tive affect as reaction to CSS. Negative affective experi-
ences, in turn, are supposed to serve as mediators within
the process of developing long-term stress consequences
(e.g., Lazarus 1990; Sonnentag and Frese 2003).

Whereas Lazarus (1990; Lazarus and Folkman 1984) as
well as Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) focused on negative
affect, Fredrickson (2001; Frederickson and Joiner 2002)
elaborated on the negative consequences of decreased
positive affect. Frederickson (2001) stated that positive af-
fect “broaden people’s momentary thought-action reper-
toires and build their enduring personal resources, rang-
ing from physical and intellectual resources to social and
psychological resources” (p. 219). In addition, positive af-
fect compensates the detrimental effects of negative affect
and moreover triggers so-called upward spirals toward
increased well-being (Fredrickson and Joiner 2002). Thus,
if CSS decrease positive affective states, this might prevent
employees to benefit from the favourable consequences
emerging from positive affective states. Thus, we have the
following hypotheses:

H1: CSS increase employees’ negative affect (one week
later).

H2: CSS decrease employees’ positive affect (one week
later).

2.1 Impact of Age on the Relation between CSS and
Affective Stress Reactions

Age is theoretically relevant for affective stress reactions.
One of the most important theories concerning age and
lifespan development is the Socioemotional Selectivity
Theory (SST) by Carstensen (2006; Ready and Robinson
2008). According to SST, individual’s perception of re-
maining lifetime influences motivation, cognition, and
emotions. When the time left decreases, people tend to be-
come increasingly motivated to maximize positive and to
minimize negative affective experiences (Charles and
Carstensen 2007; Ready and Robinson 2008). Older peo-
ple, thus, are more motivated to regulate their emotions.
In addition, older people are not only more motivated to
focus on positive states; they also have better emotion reg-
ulation skills (e.g., Gross et al. 1997; Röcke et al. 2009).

Emotion-regulation occurs when a conflict situation with
customers arises. Younger employees might be more pro-
motion-oriented whereas older employees probably have
a prevention focus (cf. Higgins 2000). In a study by Freund
(2006), younger adults appeared to be more concerned
with optimizing their performance, while older adults
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were more concerned with minimizing losses. Employees
aiming at optimizing their performance in a social conflict
situation probably try to gain control over the customer
with whom there is a struggle, whereas employees trying
to minimize losses are more interested in conflict resolu-
tion. This does not imply that older employees are less
proactive or less efficient (cf. Bertolino et al. 2011). Both
strategies, that is, trying to gain control or to solve the con-
flict, may in principal lead to success. Rather, older emplo-
yees are more strongly motivated to prevent emotional
stress than to gain status.

The theoretical propositions of an age-related shift in mo-
tivation and skills to regulate emotions provide a good ex-
planation why aging is related to a decrease in negative
affect (e.g., Charles et al. 2003; Charles et al. 2001; Kobau
et al. 2004). Moreover, this age-related shift in motivation
and emotion regulation skills could explain why older
people show weaker affective reactions to stressful social
situations. Birditt et al. (2005) found that older partici-
pants experience interpersonal problems as less stressful
than younger and middle-aged participants. In addition,
older participants feel anger and psychological distress
less frequently when being confronted with interpersonal
problems or stressors (Birditt and Fingerman 2003; Neu-
pert et al. 2007). Moreover, Birditt et al. (2005) found that
older people react to interpersonal problems less frequent-
ly with arguing than younger participants do; instead,
older individuals primarily react with ‘doing nothing’.
This might prevent small interpersonal conflicts from es-
calating.

The effects of age discussed earlier built on SST (Carsten-
sen 2006). Although the core variable according to SST is
individual’s perception of remaining lifetime, research on
SST frequently used age as a proxy for the remaining life-
time (e.g. Breslin and Safer 2012; Carstensen et al. 2011).
We believe this is reasonable and we therefore propose:

H3: Employees’ age will moderate the relation between
CSS and negative affect, such that the older the em-
ployee, the lower the effect of CSS on the increase in
negative affect.

H4: Employees’ age will moderate the relation between
CSS and positive affect, such that the older the em-
ployee, the lower the effect of CSS on the decrease of
positive affect.

2.2 Impact of Gender on the Relation between CSS
and Affective Stress Reactions

Gender is an important personal variable when interper-
sonal processes are investigated. Even though there are
different theoretical perspectives explaining gender differ-
ences in behavior, they frequently make similar predic-
tions. On the one hand, according to the socialization per-

spective, different expectations regarding appropriate fe-
male and male behaviors exist in society. In childhood, in-
dividuals begin to learn “sex-appropriate” behaviors
through the process of reinforcement and role modeling.
On the other hand, Social role theory (SRT) proposes that
behavior is influenced by individuals’ social roles (e.g.,
Eagly et al. 2000). Men and women assume different roles,
role expectations, and norms and standards. These expec-
tations and norms are transmitted to future generations
and become sexual stereotypes (e.g., males are assertive,
women take care), which explain gender differences in be-
havior.

Empirical evidence of gender differences in attitudes and
behavior suggests differential effects of CSS on affective
stress reactions for male and female employees: First, men
are more task- or goal-oriented (agentic); women are more
relationship-oriented (communal; e.g. Karatepe et al.
2006). Studies investigating gender differences in selling
behaviors confirm females’ greater relationship-orienta-
tion and customer-orientation (e.g., Singuaw and Honey-
cutt 1995). CSS make successful interactions difficult and
impede employees’ achievement of objectives. Thus, CSS
can be expected to be more frustrating for male than for
female employees. Since women are more relationship-
oriented, female employees are likely to be more motivat-
ed and skilled in handling difficult interactions with cus-
tomers than male employees. Furthermore, customer-ori-
entation is an important resource, particularly in interac-
tions with difficult customers, because customer-oriented
service providers might interpret ambiguous or dispro-
portionate customer expectations as part of their job. For
female employees, a customer-oriented attitude might be
also an important resource in interactions with difficult
citizens. Consequently, female employees should experi-
ence less negative stress reactions.

Second, according to SRT (Eagly 1987) men are more ag-
gressive than women, which is also evidenced in empiri-
cal research. For instance, men tend to show more physi-
cal aggression (e.g., Archer 2004). Kukiainen et al. (2001)
found higher rates of aggression in predominantly male
workplaces than in predominantly female workplaces.
Male employees reported more frequently to engage in
workplace aggression than female employees (Baron et al.
1999; Rutter and Hine 2005). A meta-analytic approach
showed that male employees apply more aggression to
other members of the organization than female employees
(Hershcovis et al. 2007) do. Higher prevalence of aggres-
sive behavior among men probably indicates that men are
experiencing more stress in certain social situations.
Knight et al. (2002) found in their meta-analysis that gen-
der differences in aggressive responses were smaller in no
or highly stressful interpersonal situations and larger in
slightly or moderate stressful interpersonal situations.
This has implications for our study because we focus on
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CSS, which are comprised of disproportionate expecta-
tions, ambiguous expectations and personal aversions
that can be considered to be moderately stressful social
situations. Accordingly, gender differences in employees’
affective stress reactions to CSS might be particular likely.

Finally, women outperform men in decoding or reading
nonverbal behavior and in perceiving an interaction part-
ners’ emotions (e.g., Hall 1978; Hall et al. 2000; Hall and
Matsumoto 2004). Accordingly, female employees proba-
bly detect CSS much earlier than male co-workers do.
Therefore, they may apply emotional coping strategies
(e.g., emotion regulation of their own negative affective
states, i.e., antecedent-focused emotion regulation, Gross
1998) as well as instrumental coping strategies (e.g., trying
to calm citizens down) earlier.

In sum, we propose a weaker relation between CSS and
affective stress reactions for female employees than for
male employees and have the following hypotheses:

H5: Employees’ gender will moderate the relation be-
tween CSS and negative affect, such that female em-
ployees will react with a smaller increase in negative
affect to CSS than male employees will.

H6: Employees’ gender will moderate the relation be-
tween CSS and positive affect, such that female em-
ployees will react with a smaller decrease in positive
affect to CSS than male employees will.

2.3 Stress among Police Officers and Customer-
related Stressors

In the present study, we investigate police officers. Police
officers provide several services to the community and
their residents. Thus, their job can be considered as a ser-
vice job. It is widely recognized that working as a police
officer is stressful (e.g. Brown and Campbell 1994; Van
Hasselt et al. 2003). For instance, retirement ages of police
officers in many European countries are quite low – not
seldom by law – because it is supposed to be a highly de-
manding occupation (The Social Protection Committee
2004). However, dealing with difficult citizens – compared
to dealing with offenders or victims of criminal acts – has
not yet received much attention. Previous research has
mainly focused on the large-scale critical incidents or ma-
jor criminal acts, whereas police officers’ smaller scale
events such as stressfully behaving citizens is what so
many officers encounter on the job (Sheehan and van Has-
selt 2003). The potential interactions of age and gender
with police officers’ CSS are thus both theoretically impor-
tant in order to better understand occupational stress and
practically important for job design and HR-related activi-
ties.

2.4 Contributions to the Literature

By investigating the impact of CSS on affective stress reac-
tions, and investigating if age and gender moderate this
relationship among police officers, we add to the literature
in several ways. First, Johnson et al. (2013) showed that
age relates to higher stress reactions, and the relation be-
tween customer-related stressors and stress reactions is
moderated by age. However, their study was only cross-
sectional, leaving some ambiguity if these relations can be
causally interpreted. In particular, the most strongly af-
fected dependent variable was a cynical attitude towards
customers, which shares some conceptual overlap with
CSS. We add to the study by Johnson et al. (2013) by ana-
lyzing possible cross-lagged effects in a short panel study
using positive and negative affect and CSS. Further, we al-
so used gender as a moderator in addition to age.

Second, little is known about the mitigating and enhanc-
ing factors, which moderate the impact of demands on
strain among police officers (Chrisopoulos et al. 2010;
Kaufman and Beehr 1989). Neither study analyzed age
nor gender as potential moderators. In general, demo-
graphic variables, including age and gender were fre-
quently considered as control variables (main effects) in
studies investigating stressful social interactions. To our
knowledge, however, there is no study, which investigat-
ed the moderating effect of age and gender on the relation
between citizen-related stressors and employees’ well-be-
ing. Thus, investigating how effects of CSS on well-being
vary with age and gender among police officers could
provide a more profound insight into how negative social
encounters can be handled.

Third, the present study adds to the literature by refining
and extending a study by Dudenhöffer and Dormann
(2013), which demonstrated the effect of CSS on service
providers’ negative affect using a mid-term panel design
and a sample of employees of public service organiza-
tions. We extend the work by Dudenhöffer and Dormann
in two directions: We investigate the effects of CSS not on-
ly on increased negative affect but also on reduced posi-
tive affect. Furthermore, we examine age and gender as
potential moderators in the relation between CSS and ser-
vice providers’ negative and positive affect.

Fourth, our study adds to the literature by analyzing the
mid-term consequences of CSS; previous studies mainly
focused on short-term or on long-term consequences of
stress at work. Investigating mid-term stress reactions is
theoretically quite important, which we explained earlier,
however, few studies have considered mid-term stress re-
actions yet. Furthermore, there is no generally accepted
taxonomy classifying stressors or strains with reference to
their time frame. Payne (2001), for instance, used the term
“short” if referring to a duration of minutes up to hours,
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“medium” if lasting days up to weeks, and “long” for cov-
ering month and years. More recently, Dudenhöffer and
Dormann (2013) added a forth category and they defined
“immediate” reactions (lasting for seconds to minutes),
“short-term” reactions (hours up to a day), “mid-term”
(several days or weeks), and “long-term” (across one
month to several years). Based on this classification
scheme, our study uses a one-week interval and focuses
on mid-term strain reactions. Thus, analyzing age and
gender as possible moderators of the relation between de-
mands and mid-term stress reactions among police offi-
cers make substantial contributions to the literature.

3. Method

We collected data by two intranet-based online surveys.
The interval between the surveys was one week. We asked
participants concerning the level of CSS experienced dur-
ing the present working day and examined the effect on
police officers’ mid-term affective reactions one week lat-
er. As we aimed at examining mid-term changes in affec-
tive reactions, based on suggestions by Payne (2001) and
by Dudenhöffer and Dormann (2013) a one-week lag is
appropriate.

3.1 Sample and Procedure

Our participants were police officers from police head-
quarters of a larger German city that overall employs
1.350 police officers. In order to participate, police officers
must have had personal contact with citizens on a regular
basis. We have no definite numbers how many of these
police officers did not have regular contact with citizens,
but presumably these were just a few. After the chief of
police had given his agreement to perform the study, we
informed police officers about it via intranet.

During the time of the study, approximately 1.200 police
officers used the intranet and, thus, could potentially par-
ticipate. Participating police officers responded to the on-
line questionnaire via intranet, too. They responded to the
surveys at the end of their work shift. Overall, n = 332 offi-
cers participated in either of the two waves of data collect-
ed (n = 153 at Wave 1 only, n = 71 at Wave 2 only), which
were separated by one week. Those police officers who
filled out both questionnaires were included in our analy-
ses (n = 108).

Participants were on average 42.97 years old (Range = 26–
59, SD = 8.64). Job tenure was measured in terms of cate-
gories. Tenure in the current position ranged from 3–6
months (2.30 %), 6–12 months (11.40 %), 1–2 years
(10.20 %), 2–5 years (17.00 %), 5–10 years (30.70 %), 10–15
years (15.90 %), 15–20 years (6.8 %), 20–30 years (4.50 %),
and 30–40 years (1.10 %).

3.2 Measures

3.2.1 Citizen-related social stressors

We measured CSS with the CSS-items of Dormann and
Zapf (2004). For all items, we replaced the word “custom-
er” with “citizen.” In a group discussion with representa-
tives of the police, we agreed on adding two further items,
which were supposed to reflect characteristic require-
ments of police service. One item was “I had to deal with
citizens that felt unfairly treated by me,” and the other
item was “I had to deal with citizens that felt personally
attacked by me.” Participants responded to items concern-
ing the present working day on a five-point agreement scale
ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (totally true). When mea-
suring CSS of the present working day (daily CSS), Du-
denhöffer and Dormann (2013) recommended integrating
all items into a single scale rather than using four scales,
because the likelihood of any of the single events captured
by each item during a single day is rather low. Cronbach’s
alpha was .96.

3.2.2 Positive and negative affect.

We measured negative affect and positive affect with all
ten items of the German version of the Positive and Nega-
tive Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al. 1988) by Kroh-
ne et al. (1996). We asked for negative and positive affect
‘right now’ using a five-point agreement scale from 1 (not
at all) to 5 (totally). Cronbach’s alpha for negative affect
was .86 (t1) and .88 (t2), for positive affect Cronbach’s al-
pha was .92 (t1) and .94 (t2).

4. Results

All hypotheses were tested using p < .05 as significance
level. Descriptive statistics are shown in Tab. 1. Citizen-re-
lated social stressors correlated significantly with positive
and negative affective reactions, as expected. Correlations
show that main effects of age and gender were generally
weak and not significant. Correlations between positive
and negative affective stress reactions were negative;
however, in absolute size they were all smaller than .40,
which is certainly sufficient to treat them as distinct out-
comes. Test-retest correlations of positive affect (.77) and
negative affect (.82) were not too high suggesting a one-
week interval between measurement occasions to be long
enough to expect some change.

Next, we tested our main effect and moderating effect hy-
potheses using negative affect as an outcome. The results
are shown in Tab. 2. As could have been expected from in-
specting the correlations, the main effects of age and gen-
der (Step 2) on the change in negative affect were only
small; still the effect of age was marginally significant
with older police officers experiencing slightly less nega-
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M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 Age 40.88 9.21        

2 Gender
1)

 .46**       

3 CSS T1 2.03 .67 -.40** -.08 .96     

4 Positive Affect T1 3.24 .66 .05 .02 -.29** .90    

5 Positive Affect T2 3.23 .72 -.00 .09 -26** .77** .93   

6 Negative Affect T1 1.63 .49 -.04 .06 .37** -.29** -.31** .82  

7 Negative Affect T2 1.58 .50 -.11 .07 .43** -.40** -.36** .82** .85 

Note.
1) Male = 2, Female = 1. CSS= Citizen-related social stressors. Cronbach’s alpha in the diagonal. ** p < .01 (two-tailed). 

Model B SE t p

1 constant 0.24 0.10 2.56 0.01

 Negative Affect T1 0.81 0.05 0.82 14.96 0.00

R
2
 = .679. F = 223.84. p < .001

2 Constant 0.34 0.18 1.90 0.06

 Negative Affect T1 0.80 0.05 0.82 14.84 0.00

 Age  -0.01 0.00 -0.12 -1.86 0.07

 Gender
1)

 0.10 0.08 0.08 1.22 0.22

R
2

= .011. F = 1.818. p < .067 

3 Constant 0.11 0.21 0.50 0.62

 Negative Affect T1 0.76 0.06 0.77 13.16 0.00

 Age  0.00 0.00 -0.06 -0.90 0.37

 Gender
1)

 0.08 0.08 0.06 1.03 0.31

 CSS  0.10 0.05 0.13 1.94 0.06

R
2
 = .011. F = 3.758. p < .055 

4 Constant 0.19 0.21 0.90 0.37

 Negative Affect T1 0.76 0.06 0.78 13.65 0.00

 Age  0.00 0.00 -0.05 -0.69 0.49

 Gender
1)

  0.04 0.08 0.03 0.43 0.67

 CSS  0.07 0.05 0.09 1.33 0.19

 CSS x Age -0.08 0.04 -0.12 -2.08 0.04

 CSS x Gender
1)

  0.10 0.04 0.16 2.71 0.01

R
2
 = .024. F = 4.311. p < .017 

Note.
1)

Male = 2, Female = 1. CSS= Citizen-related social stressors.

Tab. 1: Descriptive statistics of
study variables (N = 108)

Tab. 2: Hierarchical regression of negative affect time 2 (N = 108)

tive affective reactions. When CSS were added, the effect
was positive as expected and marginally significant; the
more CSS were reported, the more increased the negative
affect across the subsequent week. Since the effect was on-
ly marginally significant, however, the support for H1 was
not fully convincing. In the fourth step, the moderator ef-
fects of age and gender were tested. Both interaction ef-
fects became significant, and both interactions exhibited
the shape that was expected in our hypotheses. Thus, H3
and H5 were supported.

Figure 1 shows the graphical representation of the interac-
tions of CSS with age and of CSS with gender. To draw
this figure, we used CSS and age scores one standard de-
viation below and above the mean. Since the standard de-
viation of gender is difficult to interpret, we used the un-
standardized regression weights, which are easier to inter-

pret because they directly re-present differences between
men and women. All coefficients were taken from Step 4
of the regression equation shown in Tab. 2. The slopes
show that for both, men and women, younger police offi-
cers showed a clear increase in negative affect when ex-
posed to CSS. This increase was not as strong for older
male officers. For older female officers, the regression
slope showed even a slight decrease of negative affect.
Taken together, the two regression slopes for men and the
two regression slopes for women show that men showed
a steeper overall increase in negative affect when exposed
to CSS than women did, which reflects the moderating ef-
fect of gender on the CSS-negative affect relations.

Next, we tested our main effect and moderating effect hy-
potheses using positive affect as an outcome. The results
are shown in Tab. 3. As it turned out, none of our hypothe-
ses with regard to reduced positive affect as a reaction to
CSS (H2, H4, and H6) was supported.

Compared to negative affect, regressing positive affect on
age and gender yielded different results. Whereas gender
had no significant effect on negative affective well-being,
a – sometimes only marginally – significant and positive
effect of gender on positive affective well-being was
found; male officers tend to experience more positive af-
fect. Similarly, age was marginally significant throughout
the different steps of the hierarchical regression analysis
showing that older officers experience less positive affect.

5. Discussion

In the last decades, working environment has changed in
various ways. Major changes are the aging workforce, the
increasing proportion of women in previously male-domi-
nated jobs, and an ongoing shift of jobs from the primary
and the secondary sector into the service sector. Thus, it is
important to understand how older workers employed in
a service job that does not stereotypically match their gen-
der cope with extant job demands. In many jobs, demands
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+1SD

Model B SE t p

1 constant .49 .224 2.199 .030

 Positive Affect T1 .84 .067 .769 12.404 .000

R
2
 = .592. F = 153.848. p < .001

2 constant .36 .33 1.09 .280

 Positive Affect T1 .84 .07 .77 12.55 .000

 Age  -.01 .01 -.10 -1.47 .145

 Gender
1) .26 .14 .13 1.85 .067

R
2
 = .015. F = 1.946. p > .144 

3 constant .75 .46 1.61 .111

 Positive Affect T1 .82 .07 .75 11.67 .000

 Age  -.01 .01 -.14 -1.83 .070

 Gender
1) .28 .14 .14 2.00 .048

 CSS  -.10 .09 -.08 -1.19 .239

R
2
 = .005. F = 1.404. p > .238 

4 constant .75 .47 1.604 .112

 Positive Affect T1 .81 .07 .75 11.54 .000

 Age  -.01 .01 -.14 -1.82 .072

 Gender
1) .28 .15 .14 1.95 .054

 CSS  -.10 .09 -.08 -1.11 .269

 CSS x Age .04 .07 .04 .53 .597

 CSS x Gender
1) .01 .07 .01 .07 .941

R
2
 = .001. F = 0.186. p > .830 

Note.
1) Male = 2, Female = 1. CSS= Citizen-related social stressors. 

Fig. 1: The moderating effect of
age and of gender on the effect of
citizen-related social stressors
on the change in negative affect.

Tab. 3: Hierarchical regression of positive affect time 2 (N = 108)

have changed from physical demands to emotional and
social demands (e.g., Hochschild 1983). Interacting with
customers or clients has now become a serious source of
stress in various jobs (e.g., Grandey et al. 2004) and re-
search has been accumulating on effects of customer-relat-
ed social stressors (CSS; e.g., Ben-Zur and Yagil 2005; Dor-
mann and Zapf 2004; Volmer et al. 2012). In the current
study, we investigated the main and moderating effects of
citizen-related stressors and age on police officers’ affec-
tive well-being. The major finding is that the effect of CSS

on negative affective reactions is stronger for younger
than for older police officers.

Age-related differences are in accordance with the propo-
sition of the Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST; Cars-
tensen 2006), which proposes ageing to be related to an in-
creased motivation to minimize negative affective experi-
ences by applying emotion regulation strategies (Charles
and Carstensen 2007; Ready and Robinson 2008). Howev-
er, whether or not age-related changes in motivation are
the key explanation of our results is not entirely clear. We-
aker negative affective reactions of older employees, for
example, might also be due to age differences in emotion
regulation skills, which are increasing with age, too (e.g.,
Gross et al. 1997; Röcke et al. 2009). Chronological age, as
we measured it in our study, per se does not identify the
psychological mechanisms through which these differ-
ences emerge. Future studies could address this issue in
more depth.

Female employees’ show weaker negative affective reac-
tions to CSS than men. Sexual stereotypes, which are
formed over generations through socialization processes,
social role expectations and norms, explain gender differ-
ences in behavior and attitudes. We believe females’ lower
aggressive tendencies, females’ greater relationship-orien-
tation (e.g. Karatepe et al. 2006), greater customer-orienta-
tion (e.g., Singuaw and Honeycutt 1995), and greater skills
in perceiving nonverbal behavior and interaction part-
ners’ emotions (e.g., Hall and Matsumoto 2004), make fe-
male officers less likely to interpret a social conflict with a
citizen as a personal issue. They are better able to mentally
separate their self from their role as police officer in such
situations. Dollard et al. (2003) proposed that the ability
for role separation is a crucial coping resource in stressful
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service interactions. Male police officers probably feel more
personally involved in conflicts with citizens and feel re-
jected. Gardner, Pickett and Brewer (2000) demonstrated
that rejection experiences resulted in selective memory for
the explicitly social events. This could result in a prolonged
mental struggle with experienced social conflicts. Every
time a police officer thinks about the job, negative citizen-
related memories and feelings of rejection are retrieved,
which cause higher levels of negative affect. In the long
run, this might lead to more severe affective disorders.

Our results suggest that it could be worthwhile to investi-
gate in more detail how older and female employees cope
with social stressors in terms of emotion regulation strate-
gies. For example, it has been suggested that a particular
emotional demand in security-related jobs is to appear
neutral. Martin (1999) reported that for police officers in-
volved in conflict resolutions, a neutral emotional display
is required. This fits to the wide-held belief that behaving
neutral is possibly the best way to prevent social conflicts
from escalating. When involved in a conflict or in minor
social issues like being confronted with CSS, however,
maintaining a neutral display might be much more diffi-
cult for young officers who have more aggressive tenden-
cies, including, for example, behaviors such as yelling,
swearing at others, and fighting (Ng and Feldman 2008).
Hence, we believe that the dissonance emerging by estab-
lishing a neutral display could be an important mediator
in the link between CSS and negative reactions. More spe-
cifically, we believe that age moderates the effect of CSS
on emotional dissonance rather than moderating the effect
of emotional dissonance on negative outcomes. Unfortu-
nately, we did not have data collected on emotional disso-
nance to test this possibility.

Differences in emotion regulation strategies or regulation
skills may not be the only reason why CSS vary in their
impact on stress reactions among police officers. It could
also be possible that – depending on age and gender ste-
reotypes of the citizens involved – particular emotional re-
actions of the officers are expected and, thus, more suc-
cessful in reducing CSS. For example, it might be a suc-
cessful strategy for a young male officer to react with a
strong negative emotional reaction in the early beginning
of a social discourse with a citizen. This might tempt the
citizen to show more compliance and thus, might prevent
the situation from escalating further. For instance, police
interrogators deliberately exhibit negative emotions to
suspects to gain confessions (Arther and Caputo 1959; cit-
ed in Sutton and Rafaeli 1988). However, negative emo-
tions displayed by older or by female officers could be less
successful. They could even turn the situation into the
worse, if these emotions contradict the expectations of the
citizen. Such a mismatch between stereotypically expect-
ed and actual officers’ behavior could potentially cause

stress for the citizen, which could further heat up the at-
mosphere. How age and gender as important demograph-
ic variables impact on the escalation of social conflicts at
work is certainly worth future investigation.

5.1 Limitations

Our study has some limitations. First, results might be
confounded by common method variance, since the data
are based on self-reported measures. However, since we
analyzed repeated measures, response tendencies and
other confounding third variables are less likely to have
led to spurious relations (e.g., Zapf et al. 1996). Further-
more, we are not aware of any methodological literature
claiming that third variables can account for spurious
moderated effects; third variables may only account for
main effects. Even if third variables could account for
moderated relations, one has to take into account that age
and gender could be only related (but not caused) by such
third variables. Hence, we are convinced that a causal in-
terpretation of the effects discovered can be made, even
though with caution. Age and gender might not be the re-
al causal agents, but whatever variable it is, it must be
closely related to age, like job status or some sort of expe-
rience being unrelated to the current position.

Second, we investigated police officers’ mid-term affective
reactions to CSS. Mid-term reactions are important for our
understanding how effects of stressors unfold and long-
term stress consequences develop. We did not investigate
long-term stress consequences and the mediating effect of
mid-term reactions. However, since research on mid-term
reactions is rather limited, our results provide an impor-
tant step to better understanding the time-related dynam-
ics of the whole stress process.

Finally, we investigated affective stress reactions only.
Stress reactions might occur on the psycho-physiological,
on the affective, on the cognitive, and on the behavioral
level, too (Lazarus 1990; Sonnentag and Frese 2003).
Whereas a few mainly laboratory studies investigated
short-term psycho-physiological (Wegge et al. 2007), cog-
nitive (e.g., Goldberg and Grandey 2007; Wegge et al.
2007), and behavioral (Wang et al. 2011; Yang and Diefen-
dorff 2009) stress reactions, findings concerning affective
and mid-term reactions are lacking. Further research
should fill in this gap leading to a better understanding
for the development of long-term stress reactions like psy-
chosomatic complaints or depressive symptoms.

5.2 Practical Implications

Our findings offer a number of practical implications. We
would like to discuss briefly possible implications for
selection and placement, for training, and for team com-
position.
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First, personnel selection and placement will benefit from
our results. We could show that older police officers cope
particularly well when confronted with stressfully behav-
ing citizens. Thus, police headquarters should be open to
hiring, employing, and retaining more older officers, in
particular if they are supposed to serve in areas with (mi-
nor) stressful encounters with citizens. Moreover, police
headquarters should try to retain older police officers by
creating working conditions that consider the needs of
this group. Police headquarters should also create work-
ing conditions for younger officers in order to reduce their
level of stress. For instance, younger police officers – in
particular officers with children at home – should get sup-
port in combining family- and work-related duties and
goals (e.g., family-friendly schedules). As younger officers
show stronger affective reactions to CSS, rotating
schemes, which could prevent younger officers from pro-
longed exposure to CSS, seem to be another promising
strategy.

Furthermore, officers’ age should be considered if teams
are composed. Police officers usually work in teams or dy-
ads. When dyads and teams are composed of older and
younger police officers, younger officers might benefit
from the support and the role modeling they receive from
older officers. Received social support from older officers
may moderate (i.e., reduce) the negative effects of CSS. So-
cial support can be provided in various ways. Emotional
support can be provided by expressing appreciation, re-
spect, comprehension, or acceptance toward a co-worker.
Instrumental social support, i.e. helping a co-worker in a
difficult interaction with a citizen might be useful as well.
If teams consist of younger as well as of older officers, old-
er officers of the team can handle potential difficult inter-
actions with citizens while younger team members stay in
the background. This could prevent stress reactions and
could foster learning through role modeling of older offi-
cers.

Finally, there are several implications for occupational
training. First, there is a need to prepare particularly
young officers to deal with citizens. Training could try to
enhance emotion regulation strategies to cope better with
negative affective reactions caused by citizens’ behaviors.
Moreover, police officers should learn how to deal with
frustration and aggressive tendencies elicited by negative-
ly behaving citizens. To do so, HR-departments should
use the competence of their employees, for instance, by es-
tablishing mentoring programs in which younger officers
can profit from the experiences and competences of older
officers.

5.3 Conclusion

Regarding employee health and well-being, our results
show that the demographic change in terms of more older
employees being active in the labor market could offer op-
portunities for a healthy workforce. Older versus younger
employees do not cope with job demands equally well. In
particular, given the growing proportion of jobs with con-
tacts to citizens, customers, and clients, our results show
that older workers seem to be better prepared to cope
with exciting social demands than younger employees,
who made up the lion’s share of the workforce in the pre-
vious decades. Thus, the demographic change is not just a
“great challenge” as it has been frequently labeled; it is al-
so a great opportunity for the older members of our socie-
ties, which have been disregarded by many employers for
a long time.
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