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Full length article
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A B S T R A C T

Although no evidence suggests that young leaders are less effective than older ones, lowered perceptions of 
leadership suitability may limit their career advancement. This research examines age bias against young leaders 
by investigating why they are perceived as less leader-like and identifying observers more likely to endorse these 
perceptions. Drawing on role congruity theory and age stereotypes, we argue that young adults are perceived as 
incongruent with leader roles because they are stereotyped as agentic-dominant (e.g., demanding, risky) while 
lacking agentic-competence (e.g., intelligent, dedicated) and communal qualities (e.g., caring, honest). From a 
lifespan perspective, we propose that stereotypes become more salient with observer age, amplifying the 
perceived incongruity between young adults and leader roles. We test these hypotheses in an experimental study 
with two independent samples: Sample 1 (N = 201) assessed attributes for typical and ideal leaders, while 
Sample 2 (N = 711) evaluated young, middle-aged, and older adults on the same attributes. Findings indicate 
that young adults are perceived as incongruent with both leader roles, with this effect being stronger among 
older observers. This research advances understanding of age bias by highlighting the distinct challenges young 
leaders face and the role of observer age in shaping leadership perceptions.

Introduction

Although over half of the U.S. population is under 40 (e.g., U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2021), young adults occupy only 21 % of the nearly 19 
million management positions (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). 
This statistic contrasts with young adults’ 34 % representation in the 
workforce and highlights their significant underrepresentation in leader 
roles. Interestingly, this underrepresentation cannot be explained by a 
lack of qualified young individuals (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019), nor is 
there evidence to suggest that young adults are less effective leaders 
than older adults. Existing research even suggests that young leaders 
might be more effective than older leaders, at least in some situations, as 
they often exhibit more change-oriented and less passive leadership 
behaviors (e.g., Walter & Scheibe, 2013; Zacher, Rosing, & Frese, 2011). 
This aligns with previous findings that people prefer young leaders in 
times of change compared to stability (e.g., Spisak et al., 2014), and that 
revolutionary political leaders and entrepreneurs tend to be younger in 
age (e.g., Rudic et al., 2021; Spisak et al., 2014).

Given that young leaders are not necessarily less effective and are 
even preferred under certain conditions, young individuals should be 

represented at least as much as middle-aged and older individuals in 
leader roles. Consequently, other factors must explain current leader 
demographics favoring middle-aged and older workers. We propose that 
perceptions of young adults’ ineffectiveness or inability, rather than their 
actual performance, underlie their underrepresentation in leadership 
positions. This prediction is rooted in general age stereotypes and biases 
against young leaders. Past research provides evidence of age-biased 
perceptions of young leaders, which lead them to face more negative 
evaluations (Buengeler et al., 2016), more negative emotions from older 
subordinates (Kunze & Menges, 2016), higher demands with lower ac
cess to resources (Irehill et al., 2023), and more negative self- 
perceptions (Zhang & North, 2020) compared to middle-aged or older 
adults.

This age bias thus results in young leaders being undervalued because 
of their age, much like older employees (North, 2019). Age bias is 
largely “prevalent, unrecognized, [and] unchallenged” (World Health 
Organization, 2021), particularly against young adults. Some in
dividuals and organizations may even explicitly endorse age bias 
(Martin & North, 2022). However, while older U.S. workers are legally 
protected against workplace discrimination under the Age 
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Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967, young adults under 40 lack 
such protections.1 A relative dearth of scholarly attention parallels this 
situation (e.g., de la Fuente-Nunez et al., 2021). Although researchers 
have widely recognized the importance of preventing discrimination 
against older employees (e.g., Boehm et al., 2021; Hertel & Zacher, 
2018), discrimination against young adults remains a blind spot in the 
literature. To better understand age discrimination, potential mecha
nisms and contingencies of age bias against young leaders need to be 
investigated.

First, we aim to uncover a potential mechanism of age bias against 
young leaders. To determine why young adults are perceived as less 
typical and less effective leaders, we examine whether they face greater 
perceptions of role incongruity in leader roles than middle-aged and older 
adults. Role incongruity refers to the mismatch between stereotypes 
based on social categories, such as age, and the expectations of a func
tional role, like being a leader (Eagly & Karau, 2002). In building our 
role incongruity hypothesis, we combine theorizing on leader role ex
pectations (i.e., implicit leadership theories; Lord et al., 2020; Lord 
et al., 1984) and age-based stereotypes, drawing from social role theory 
(Eagly & Wood, 2012; Koenig & Eagly, 2014) and the stereotype content 
model (Fiske et al., 2002).

Second, we examine a potential contingency factor influencing age 
bias toward young leaders. As biases, including age bias, are in the eye of 
the beholder, we aim to determine who perceives young adults as less 
typical and ideal leaders. Given that biases develop over time, as we 
know from general stereotypes (e.g., Gorham, 1999; Sherman, 1996), 
observer age might be one of the most evident observer-specific charac
teristics that can influence perceptions of young adults in leader roles. As 
individuals age, they accumulate experiences with people at different 
stages of employment, thereby developing clearer societal expectations 
for themselves and others (e.g., Kornadt et al., 2017). Therefore, by 
employing a lifespan approach (e.g., Kornadt et al., 2020), our study 
examines how increased observer age may intensify age bias toward 
young leaders.

We tested our role incongruity hypothesis regarding young adults in 
leader roles by combining data from two samples in an experimental 
study (N = 912). In Sample 1 (n = 201), we established typical and ideal 
leader roles with an exhaustive list of leader attributes (Den Hartog 
et al., 1999; Offermann & Coats, 2018). Spanning dimensions of agency 
(competence, dominance) and communion (friendliness, morality), 
these attributes serve as a reference point for comparing age stereotypes. 
In Sample 2 (n = 711), we established age stereotypes for young, middle- 

aged, and older adults using the same leader attributes as in Sample 1. 
Combining data from both samples, we evaluated role incongruity for 
young adults compared to middle-aged and older adults within typical 
and ideal leader roles. Furthermore, we identified the observer’s age as a 
critical contextual factor. We present our conceptual model in Fig. 1.

Our manuscript offers three main contributions to the literature on 
leader roles (Lord et al., 2020; Lord et al., 1984) and role congruity 
theory (del Carmen Triana et al., 2023; Eagly & Karau, 2002). First, we 
examine typical and ideal leader roles, comparing them with age-related 
stereotypes for different age groups. Building on this, we introduce our 
role incongruity hypothesis, which specifically addresses young adults 
in leader roles. This perspective broadens previous research on the ste
reotypical perception of leadership, which has predominantly centered 
on social roles tied to gender (del Carmen Triana et al., 2023). Second, 
we enrich current theoretical insights into age stereotypes by empha
sizing the distinct challenges young leaders face, which have often been 
overlooked in previous studies. We tie age stereotypes to different stages 
of employment and consider observer age as an important contextual 
factor in age stereotyping. Finally, we build upon and extend recent 
work on agentic stereotypes (e.g., Ma et al., 2022; Rosette et al., 2016). 
We argue that a clear distinction between agentic-competence and 
agentic-dominance is crucial for understanding the perceived in
congruity of young adults with leader roles.

Theory and hypotheses development

Role congruity theory suggests that group stereotypes based on age, 
gender, or race can influence outcomes for individuals in functional 
roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 1983). This theory is grounded in 
the central tenet of social role theory, which posits that group stereo
types arise from attitudes, values, and behaviors associated with typical 
social and occupational roles (Eagly & Steffen, 1984; Eagly & Wood, 
2012; Koenig & Eagly, 2014). Role congruity theory expands upon social 
role theory by considering the congruity between group stereotypes and 
functional roles, such as being a leader (Eagly & Karau, 2002). When 
forming perceptions of leaders, people consider the congruity of two sets 
of expectations: group stereotypes and leader role expectations. Role 
congruity can foster positive outcomes due to anticipated success in the 
leader role, while role incongruity can have negative consequences due 
to lower expectations of success and higher expectations of failure.

Research has confirmed the negative consequences that leaders face 
due to role incongruity based on gender (Koenig et al., 2011; Paustian- 
Underdahl et al., 2014) and race (e.g., Rosette et al., 2018; Rosette et al., 
2008). The largest body of work focuses on bias rooted in the in
congruity of leader roles with gender stereotypes (del Carmen Triana 
et al., 2023). For instance, as compared to men, women tend to emerge 
less frequently as leaders (Badura et al., 2018), receive less endorsement 
for leader roles (Dwivedi et al., 2021), delegate tasks less often (Akinola 
et al., 2018), and be more prone to dismissal from leadership positions 
(Gupta et al., 2020). Further, scattered attention has been paid to the 
incongruity of leader roles with racial stereotypes. For example, 
compared to White individuals, Black and Asian individuals are less 
likely to emerge as leaders (e.g., Gündemir et al., 2019), are perceived to 
have less leadership potential, and are rated as less effective (Carton & 

Fig. 1. Conceptual Model.

1 We use the chronological age of 25 as a starting point because most adults 
have entered the workforce by this age. Given the U.S. Age Discrimination in 
Employment Act of 1967, we use 40 years as an upper boundary for young 
adults to address individuals at the beginning of their careers. According to the 
OECD’s Directorate for Employment, Labor, and Social Affairs and the statis
tical office of the European Union (Eurostat, 2022; OECD, 2021), the boundary 
between middle-aged adults and older adults in the workplace is 55 years. 
Older age in the workplace ends at 69 years, as this boundary represents a 
person approaching retirement age. In line with recommendations for bias-free 
language, we use the term “older adults” instead of “old adults” (American 
Psychological Association, 2020).
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Rosette, 2011; Sy et al., 2010). However, to our knowledge, role in
congruity has not yet been studied as a potential source of age bias 
against young leaders. To investigate the potential incongruity of leader 
roles with young adults, we first focus on people’s expectations of leader 
roles.

Leader roles: expectations about typical and ideal leaders

When people evaluate potential leaders, they use internal bench
marks defined by leader role expectations (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heil
man, 1983), which delineate characteristic attributes of leaders (Eden & 
Leviatan, 1975; Lord et al., 2020; Lord et al., 1984). Individuals develop 
these categories based on abstract characteristics of actual leaders, 
which are often influenced by socialization processes and past 
experiences.

Leader role expectations can be either descriptive or prescriptive, 
represented by distinct cognitive categories. The descriptive leader role, 
or “typical leader,” reflects attributes that leaders typically possess, while 
the prescriptive leader role, or “ideal leader,” reflects attributes that 
leaders ideally possess (Barsalou, 1985; Junker & van Dick, 2014; Lord 
et al., 1984). Although individual expectations regarding typical and 
ideal leaders may vary (Lord et al., 2001), there exist shared expecta
tions about leader attributes that are generally stable across organiza
tional settings (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004), cultures (Den Hartog & De 
Hoogh, 2024), rater genders, and professions (Offermann et al., 1994), 
as well as over time (Epitropaki & Martin, 2004; Offermann & Coats, 
2018). Many of these typical and ideal leader attributes closely align 
with the fundamental stereotype dimensions of agency (i.e., compe
tence, dominance) and communion (i.e., friendliness, morality; Abele 
et al., 2021).

Agency encompasses attributes like self-direction, competence, and 
proficiency (Bakan, 1966; Eagly, 1987). Building on recent studies on 
group stereotypes and functional roles (Koenig & Eagly, 2014; Ma et al., 
2022; Rosette et al., 2016), we further decompose agency into two 
facets: competence and dominance. Competence represents functional and 
instrumental aspects of leaders, while dominance involves the pursuit of 
power, self-promotion, and ambition (Rosette et al., 2016).

Competence attributes, such as intelligence and dedication, are seen as 
typical and ideal for leaders (House et al., 1999; Offermann & Coats, 
2018), given their crucial role in effective decision-making, problem- 
solving, and goal achievement. Dominance attributes, such as strength 
and tyranny, are traditionally linked with leaders due to their focus on 
power, authority, and control (Maner & Mead, 2010). While competence 
attributes seem universally valued in leaders (House et al., 1999), 
dominance attributes may not consistently lead to perceptions of leader 
effectiveness (Schyns & Schilling, 2010). Nonetheless, evidence suggests 
that during crises, such as economic uncertainty (Kakkar & Sivanathan, 
2017), war and conflicts (Laustsen & Petersen, 2017; Spisak, 2012), or 
periods of economic inequality (Sprong et al., 2019), dominance seems 
to be desirable in leaders (see Lonati & Van Vugt, 2024, for an inte
grative review on ecological factors and implicit leadership theories). 
Other work has further contextualized these findings by illustrating that 
dominance without prestige or competence is insufficient for being 
perceived as an effective leader (e.g., Homan et al., 2024; Van Kleef 
et al., 2023). Signaling high dominance and low competence or friend
liness through actions such as bullying (e.g., Ferris et al., 2007) or rule- 
breaking (Homan et al., 2024) may undermine leadership granting and 
might not be ideal for leaders in general.

Adding to the more traditional dimensions of competence and 
dominance (Lord et al., 1986), modern conceptualizations of leader 
roles emphasize more collaborative, inclusive, and empowering quali
ties that promote communication, trust, and teamwork (Junker & van 
Dick, 2014). Consequently, recent work has highlighted the relevance of 
communion for leader roles (e.g., Ponce de Leon & Bailey, 2025), which 
encompasses the two facets of friendliness and morality (Abele et al., 
2021). In leadership, friendliness represents elements of a leader’s role 

that are relationship-oriented, team-focused, and participatory (e.g., 
McCauley, 2004). Morality, on the other hand, embodies the attributes 
typically associated with ethical leaders, such as principled decision- 
making and altruistic motivations (e.g., Brown & Treviño, 2006). 
However, studies have indicated that the facet of morality, which in
cludes attributes like fairness, honesty, and trustworthiness, is more 
closely associated with people’s perception of a sensitive leader—one 
who is sympathetic, understanding, and caring—rather than being 
recognized as a distinct facet (Offermann & Coats, 2018). Consequently, 
we consider friendliness and morality in the broader dimension of 
communion.2 Whereas these qualities are often perceived as less char
acteristic of typical leaders (e.g., Offermann & Coats, 2018), they are 
viewed as desirable and ideal in leaders (e.g., Schyns & Schilling, 2010; 
Vial & Napier, 2018).

In conclusion, the attributes that characterize typical and ideal 
leaders align well with the dimensions of competence, dominance, and 
communion (e.g., Johnson et al., 2008; Sy et al., 2010). The agentic 
dimensions of competence and dominance are characteristic of typical 
leaders, while competence and communion characterize ideal leaders. 
After delineating the expectations for typical and ideal leader roles, we 
now turn to the theorization of work-related age stereotypes toward 
young, middle-aged, and older adults. We employ the underlying 
framework of competence, dominance, and communion to speak to the 
idea that young individuals do not match typical and ideal leader role 
expectations, which forms the basis of our role incongruity hypothesis.

Occupational roles and (work-related) age stereotypes

Age stereotypes serve as cognitive categories used to evaluate others 
based on their age (e.g., Hummert, 1990). To understand age stereotypes 
in the dimensions of competence, dominance, and communion, we build 
on insights from social role theory (Eagly, 1987; Koenig & Eagly, 2014) 
and the stereotype content model (Fiske et al., 2002). Stereotypes 
regarding competence, dominance, and communion are likely to be 
linked to distinct stages of employment, which typically align with 
different age groups (Bedeian et al., 1991). These stages of employment 
carry specific expectations about the attitudes, values, and behaviors 
appropriate for each age group, thereby shaping the associated stereo
type content (Koenig & Eagly, 2014). Consequently, we anticipate that 
age stereotypes for various age groups will correspond with these 
distinct employment stages.

We categorize young adults as those aged 25 to 39 years (repre
senting the early-career stage), middle-aged adults as those aged 40 to 
54 years (representing the mid-career stage), and older adults as those 
aged 55 to 69 years (representing the late-career stage; in line with 
DeArmond et al., 2006; Super, 1980). Young adults, typically associated 
with early-career roles (North, 2025), are often found in entry-level 
positions, service-related subordinate jobs, and roles involved with ed
ucation or training (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). Such roles 
include servers, retail and sales associates, and food service workers (Koenig 
& Eagly, 2014). In contrast, middle-aged adults are commonly seen in 
mid-career stage roles, and older adults in late-career stage roles (North, 
2025). These age groups are often overrepresented in senior employee 
and management positions (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). For 
instance, occupations such as doctors, lawyers, researchers, and engineers 
are usually associated with middle-aged and older adults (Koenig & 
Eagly, 2014; Reeves et al., 2021).

There are reasons to assume that age stereotypes associated with the 

2 In many cases, evaluating friendliness and morality as a unified dimension 
of communion might be sufficient. In specific contexts like self-efficacy as
sessments and life-satisfaction ratings, it becomes relevant to differentiate be
tween the facets of friendliness and morality (e.g., Abele, 2022). However, as 
we noted in the context of leadership, these facets are seen as integral to 
communion.

C. Daldrop et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                The Leadership Quarterly 36 (2025) 101878 

3 



occupational roles of the early-, mid-, and late-career stages differ in 
terms of competence, dominance, and communion. Whereas compe
tence and communion might be associated more strongly with the mid- 
and late-career stages, dominance might be associated more with the 
early-career stage. As we argue, distinguishing age stereotypes by 
employment stage requires decomposing agency into a competence 
facet and a dominance facet. The subsequent task is to identify which 
specific age stereotypes can be derived from the characteristics tied to 
these typical occupational roles at different employment stages. 
Furthermore, why would these specific age stereotypes emerge from the 
characteristics associated with these typical occupational roles at 
different employment stages?

First, we argue that young adults are typically perceived as less 
competent due to the entry-level positions they commonly hold. These 
roles often involve fewer responsibilities, manual labor, and knowledge- 
receiving behavior (e.g., Burmeister et al., 2018; Reeves et al., 2021; 
Strinić et al., 2021). In contrast, middle-aged and older adults may 
frequently be perceived as more competent because they are typically 
seen in roles with greater responsibilities and required expertise, roles 
that require extensive training or education, and roles that involve 
knowledge-sharing behavior. Preliminary findings portraying young 
adults as inexperienced (Chasteen et al., 2002) and unseasoned 
(Francioli & North, 2021) support our reasoning.

Second, we suggest that the typical occupational roles of young 
adults are more likely to be associated with stereotypes of dominance, 
characterized by attributes such as self-direction, ambition, and moti
vation. Given that young adults are often in the early-career stage, which 
emphasizes self-development and career advancement (e.g., through 
exploring educational choices and work experiences; Arnett, 2000) 
rather than nurturing others, they might be perceived as more self- 
directed, competitive, and bold. As older adults move toward retire
ment (i.e., the late-career stage), they may be seen as less dominant, 
exhibiting attributes such as lower motivation and ambition, a stereo
type that may not apply to middle-aged adults in their mid-career stage. 
Existing research supports these assumptions, portraying young adults 
as motivated, energetic, and ambitious (e.g., Francioli & North, 2021; 
Posthuma & Campion, 2009), while older adults are frequently seen as 
less dominant (e.g., Kite et al., 2005; Sng et al., 2020).

Finally, we suggest that the occupational roles typically held by 
young adults, which demand greater self-direction and entail fewer re
sponsibilities, may lead to perceptions of lower communion. These roles 
do not require high cooperation, relationship-building, or interpersonal 
skills. In contrast, middle-aged adults, who are often observed in senior 
employee and management roles, may be associated with higher inter
personal skills compared to young adults. We further argue that people 
typically associate older adults with communal attributes such as 
consideration, warmth, and friendliness. This perception likely stems 
from the diminished need for competition, increased generativity, and 
altruistic or prosocial tendencies prevalent in the late-career stage (e.g., 
Zacher, Rosing, Henning et al., 2011). In line with these assumptions, 
preliminary evidence indicates that young adults are often perceived as 
less respectful, reliable, and trustworthy (e.g., de la Fuente-Nunez et al., 
2021), while older adults are believed to exhibit greater warmth (e.g., 
Krings et al., 2011).

In conclusion, we posit that young adults will be perceived as less 
competent and communal than middle-aged and older adults, yet 
potentially more dominant. Middle-aged adults, conversely, will be 
perceived as more competent than young adults and more dominant but 
less communal than older adults. Finally, we predict that older adults 
will be perceived as more competent and communal than young adults, 
yet less dominant than young and middle-aged adults.

The incongruity of leader roles and age stereotypes

Combining the derived insights into leader roles and age stereotypes, 
we propose that young adults face a perceived incongruity with typical 

and ideal leader roles due to three main aspects of these roles. First, and 
primarily, competence is characteristic of both typical and ideal leaders 
(Den Hartog et al., 1999; Offermann & Coats, 2018). Thus, the stereo
type that young adults are less competent than middle-aged and older 
adults should contribute to the perceived leader role incongruity of 
young individuals. Second, dominance is characteristic of typical leaders 
but uncharacteristic of ideal leaders. Thus, although observers might 
view young adults as equally or more dominant than middle-aged or 
older adults, attributions of lack of competence should outweigh those of 
dominance in determining perceived incongruity with the leader role. 
Third, communion is associated with leaders, and particularly with the 
ideal leader. The perception of young adults as less communal could 
accentuate their perceived leader role incongruity, especially with the 
ideal leader role. In sum, for these reasons, people are likely to perceive 
young adults as less similar to typical and ideal leaders than middle-aged 
or older adults. Therefore, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 1a/b. Leader role incongruity exists for young adults, 
such that age stereotypes of young adults are more incongruent with (a) 
typical and (b) ideal leader roles compared to age stereotypes of middle- 
aged or older adults.

The role of observer age in the perceived incongruity of young adults with 
leader roles

Having highlighted why young adults are often perceived as less 
typical and ideal leaders, we now consider which observers are most 
likely to hold these age-biased perceptions. According to the lifespan 
approach (Kornadt et al., 2020), people’s views on aging, including the 
age stereotypes they hold, are by definition linked to their own aging 
and the age-related experiences they collect as they get older. Conse
quently, we investigate observers’ age as a crucial contingency factor that 
may influence age bias toward young leaders. Specifically, we examine 
whether age bias against young leaders increases with observers’ age, 
driven by more entrenched age stereotypes about young adults.

A lifespan approach to age stereotypes considers not only an in
dividual’s anticipation of their future but also their understanding of 
their present and past (Kornadt et al., 2020). In other words, the extent 
of an observer’s stereotyping may depend on their exposure to and 
experience with the stereotyped group (e.g., Bordalo et al., 2016; Gor
ham, 1999; Sherman, 1996). Young adults’ perceptions of aging and age 
stereotypes may be rooted in their early-career experiences, such as 
entering the workforce and, for example, paying taxes (North & Fiske, 
2012). As they transition to mid-career, their application of an “age lens” 
is expected to intensify due to increased exposure to and accumulation 
of age-related experiences (Kornadt et al., 2020). During the mid-career 
stage, age-related experiences and fears may be heightened by the 
prospect of aging and transitioning to the late-career stage (e.g., Kornadt 
et al., 2016). Further, experiences in the mid- and late-career stages, 
such as shifts in family dynamics and aging markers (e.g., becoming an 
“empty nester,” having aging parents, experiencing menopause; Kornadt 
et al., 2019), become more prevalent and difficult to ignore (Kornadt 
et al., 2020).

We argue that these age-based experiences throughout the lifespan 
not only influence but also intensify the use of an “age lens” by middle- 
aged and especially older observers compared to younger observers. 
This process likely fuels and reinforces middle-aged and older observers’ 
age stereotypes about young adults. Specifically, middle-aged and older 
individuals may rely more heavily on stereotypical attributes of young 
adults in entry-level roles, forming stereotypes of lower competence and 
communion toward them. This may involve viewing young adults as less 
experienced, knowledgeable, and unreliable over time. Further, middle- 
aged and older observers might feel their tangible resources threatened 
by young adults (North & Fiske, 2012). This, in turn, could lead middle- 
aged and older adults to attribute stronger dominance stereotypes to 
young adults, perceiving them as more self-directed or even as entitled 
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and spoiled (e.g., Francioli & North, 2021). These stereotypes toward 
young adults should further amplify the incongruity that middle-aged 
and older adults perceive between young adults and typical and ideal 
leader roles. This leads us to hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 2a/b. The role incongruity of young adults with (a) 
typical and (b) ideal leader roles is greater among relatively older 
compared to younger observers.

Methods

We conducted an experimental study with two samples to test our 
role incongruity hypotheses. Using two separate samples allowed us to 
independently assess leader attribute ratings (Sample 1) and age ste
reotypes (Sample 2), ensuring that the beliefs about either typical/ideal 
leaders or age-specific attributes were not cross-contaminated by 
responding to questions about the respective other (this approach is 
further explained under “procedure and design”). Based on our original 
analysis plan (which was changed during the review process; the orig
inally planned analyses are reported as robustness check), we deter
mined the sample sizes a priori to ensure covariate balance and robust 
statistical power (Lonati et al., 2018). In Sample 1, we aimed to collect 
data from 100 participants per target condition (i.e., 200 participants in 
two conditions). For Sample 2, we aimed to collect data from 75 par
ticipants per Target x Rater group condition (i.e., 675 participants in 
nine conditions).

Participants

Using panel pre-selection through a third-party provider, we 
recruited 912 U.S. participants online via Amazon Mechanical Turk 
(Aguinis et al., 2021; Litman et al., 2017). Of these, 201 participants 
comprised Sample 1, and 711 participants comprised Sample 2. All 
participants met general eligibility criteria, including U.S. citizenship, 
ages 25 to 69, and employment of at least 26 h per week across various 
industries. Additionally, Sample 2 was stratified by age quotas to ensure 
a balanced age distribution representative of the U.S. workforce (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). This stratification allowed us to test 
the moderating effect of rater age on age stereotypes, as specified in 
Hypotheses 2a and 2b.

To evaluate the statistical power following the revised analysis plan, 
we performed a sensitivity analysis to determine the minimum detect
able effect size for a multiple regression model with nine predictors 
(Faul et al., 2009). With a total (combined) sample size of 912, a power 
level of 0.90, and an alpha level of 0.05, the analysis revealed that this 
model could detect an effect size as small as f2 = .02. This indicates that 
the study is adequately powered to detect even small effects across all 
predictors in the model.

Participants were compensated based on an estimated average 
completion time at a rate of $0.15 to $0.20 per minute. All participants 
confirmed adequate English proficiency. To further ensure data quality, 
we required participants to have an approval rate of 95 % or higher on 
prior tasks (Gloor et al., 2020). Additionally, we screened for non- 
serious responses using a self-report item (Meade & Craig, 2012) that 
asked participants whether their data could be used for scientific pur
poses, with the clarification that their response would not impact pay
ment. Thirteen participants (four from Sample 1 and nine from Sample 
2) reported careless responses (Arthur et al., 2021); however, no par
ticipants were excluded from our analyses. By retaining all participants 
in our analyses, we minimized potential biases from selective exclusion 
and captured the natural variability in the sample; sensitivity analyses 
excluding inattentive participants produced similar results (see Online 
Supplements, section 2.2). Table 1 provides detailed demographic 
characteristics of both samples.

We acknowledge that Sample 1 comprises a somewhat politically 
liberal-leaning demographic, consistent with previous research on po
litical ideology in crowdsourcing pools (e.g., Clifford et al., 2015; Levay 
et al., 2016). However, research indicates that leader role expectations 
remain relatively stable across demographic contexts (Junker & van 
Dick, 2014). Furthermore, if a potential mismatch between leader roles 
and young adults is observed in this liberal-leaning sample, it would 
provide a conservative test of our hypotheses. A more politically con
servative sample might hold more traditional leader expectations, 
emphasizing competence and status, whereas a liberal-leaning sample 
may exhibit less bias against young leaders (e.g., Daldrop et al., 2023). 
Notably, Sample 2′s characteristics closely mirror the U.S. population in 
terms of political orientation (e.g., Hawkins et al., 2019). We report 
findings related to the influence of political attitudes on age stereotypes 
in the Online Supplements, section 2.4.

Procedure and design

We employed a between-participant design using two separate 
samples to compare leader attributes with age stereotypes while 
avoiding cross-contamination. In Sample 1, participants were randomly 
assigned to rate how characteristic different attributes are of either a 
typical or an ideal leader. In Sample 2, a different group of participants 
rated the same leader attributes, but in relation to individuals from one 
of three target age groups: young (25–39 years), middle-aged (40–54 
years), or older (55–69 years). By separating the two samples, we could 
measure whether the beliefs that participants have about attributes of 
typical and ideal leaders are similar to or different from the beliefs about 
attributes of members of the three age groups.

In all conditions, participants rated the same list of leader attributes; 
however, instructions varied by target condition. In the leader condi
tions, raters in the typical leader group were asked to consider leaders in 
general, whereas those in the ideal leader group were prompted to 
envision an ideal leader. In the age group conditions, participants were 
instructed to consider the respective age group of the target person 
(young, middle-aged, or older) as if they were meeting a person for the 
first time and only knew the person’s age group (Schein, 1973; 1975; see 

Table 1 
Participant Demographics for Sample 1 and Sample 2.

Demographic Sample 1: Leader Roles  
(N = 201)

Sample 2: Age Stereotypes  
(N = 711)

Conditions Typical Leader (99) 
Ideal Leader (102)

Young Target (240) 
Middle-aged Target (235) 
Older Target (236)

Gender 38.3 % Women 
61.7 % Men

50.9 % Women 
48.4 % Men 
0.6 % Other 
0.1 % Not disclosed

Race 69.7 % European American 
8.0 % African American 
8.0 % Asian American 
14.5 % Other

79.9 % European American 
9.4 % African American 
5.1 % Asian American 
5.4 % Other 
0.3 % Not disclosed

Age 38.71 years (SD = 9.47) 46.23 years (SD = 11.97)
Work Hours per 

Week
41.67 years (SD = 6.57) 40.95 years (SD = 5.94)

Tenure 6.83 years (SD = 5.22) 9.75 years (SD = 8.26)
Work Experience 16.06 years (SD = 11.08) 23.67 years (SD = 12.78)
Supervisory Roles 45.8 % Supervisors 

54.2 % Non-supervisors
42.5 % Supervisors 
57.5 % Non-supervisors

Education Level 74.1 % with bachelor’s 
degree or higher

73.9 % with bachelor’s 
degree or higher

Political Ideology 44.8 % Liberal 
35.8 % Moderate 
19.4 % Conservative

31.1 % Liberal 
46.1 % Moderate 
22.8 % Conservative

Note. Percentages may not add up to exactly 100% due to rounding. “Other” in 
Race includes participants who identified with racial groups not listed 
individually.
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Online Supplements sections 1.1 and 1.2 for stimuli texts). Consistent 
with Offermann and Coats (2018), we did not provide definitions for our 
target groups (e.g., “ideal leader”). This study design has been effec
tively used in studies of incongruity between leader roles and stereo
types (e.g., Morgenroth et al., 2020; Ryan et al., 2011).

Measures

Leader attributes
To assess the incongruity between established leader roles and age 

stereotypes, participants in both samples rated target groups on 46 at
tributes drawn from the most recent leader attribute scales (Offermann 
& Coats, 2018). Using the same leader attribute measures across both 
samples allowed us to assess incongruity between ratings about leaders 
(Sample 1) with those about age groups (Sample 2). The scale encom
passes a broad range of attributes organized into nine leadership di
mensions: sensitivity, dedication, tyranny, charisma, strength, creativity, 
well-groomed, masculinity, and intelligence. To capture the dimension of 
integrity, which is not included in the original scale, we added three 
additional items (Den Hartog & De Hoogh, 2024; House et al., 1999).3

These ten dimensions reflect key aspects of leadership as conceptu
alized in agency–communion frameworks: dominance (strength, tyr
anny, masculinity) and competence (dedication, intelligence) capture 
agency-related traits, while sensitivity and integrity capture commu
nion-related traits. In addition, charisma, creativity, and being well- 
groomed represent further leadership characteristics that do not map 
directly onto the agency–communion distinction. Participants indicated 
the extent to which each attribute was characteristic of the specified 
target on a 5-point scale (1 = not characteristic; 5 = characteristic). At
tributes were presented in blocks, with the order of attributes within 
each block and the order of blocks randomized. The list of attributes is 
presented in Table 3.

Rater age (moderator)
Participants were asked to report their chronological age in years.

Control variables
Age group identification may account for differences in age-based 

stereotypical beliefs across rater ages, serving as an alternative explan
atory factor (e.g., Finkelstein & Burke, 1998). To control for potential in- 
group bias, we thus included group identification as a variable in our 
analyses. Participants rated their identification with their respective 
target group using a four-item scale (Steffens et al., 2018). Responses 
were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = completely disagree; 5 =
completely agree).

Further, gendered aspects might influence how age-related experi
ences affect age stereotypes (Kornadt et al., 2020). Therefore, we 
included rater gender as a control variable (men, women, others, I prefer 
not to answer this question) and recoded it as a dichotomous variable (men 
vs. women).

Additional measures (exploratory)
In our initial plan, we intended to use Intraclass Correlation Co

efficients (ICCs; e.g., Koenig et al., 2011) to assess the degree of in
congruity between leader roles and age stereotypes. Because ICCs treat 
the number of attributes as the sample size, we needed a large set of 

attributes. To achieve this, we added 27 leader attributes from the 
GLOBE scale (House et al., 1999), three integrity items, and 42 items 
from an extended version of the Schein Descriptive Index (Schein, 1973, 
1975), which is commonly used to examine gendered perceptions of 
leadership (Duehr & Bono, 2006). As we deviated from our initial plan, 
these additional items are not discussed further here, but all data are 
available on OSF (https://osf.io/bc59v/).

Further, given established links between political attitudes and age- 
based perceptions (Asbrock et al., 2010; Francioli et al., 2024), we 
explored whether political attitudes influence age stereotypes. Our 
supplemental analyses focus on right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) and 
social dominance orientation (SDO), as these well-validated measures 
specifically tap into hierarchical beliefs and leadership-related attitudes, 
which are theoretically relevant to age stereotypes. RWA and SDO were 
measured using established scales (i.e., Aichholzer & Zeglovits, 2015; 
Ho et al., 2015). Detailed information on the measurements and results 
is available in the Online Supplements, sections 1.3 and 2.4.

Manipulation check
To verify the effectiveness of the age manipulation in Sample 2, 

participants indicated the age they envisioned for “young,” “middle- 
aged,” or “older” adults (i.e., instructional manipulation check; 
Oppenheimer et al., 2009). This check was placed at the end of the 
survey, before the demographic questions, to minimize potential bias 
(Lonati et al., 2018). An ANOVA confirmed significant differences in 
perceived age across the three conditions: F(2, 710) = 2366.76, p < .001, 
with means of 28.66 (SD = 4.55) for the young target, 47.39 (SD = 4.14) 
for the middle-aged target, and 61.06 (SD = 6.49) for the older target.

Transparency and openness

Our study complies with ethical regulations and was approved by the 
University of Amsterdam’s Economics & Business Ethics Committee 
(protocol number: 20200526100524). In line with open science prac
tices, our data, analysis code, and Online Supplements are publicly 
available on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/bc59v/). No 
participants were excluded from the analyses, and data collection was 
completed before any statistical analysis was conducted. Although we 
did not preregister our hypotheses or analysis plan, our initial strategy 
involved using Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICCs; e.g., Koenig 
et al., 2011) to test both our role incongruity hypotheses and the 
moderating effect of rater age. Informed by insights from the review 
process, we ultimately applied a regression-based approach separately 
to each of the ten leader attribute dimensions (e.g., intelligence, integ
rity). Compared to ICCs, this approach allows identifying which leader 
attribute dimensions drive role incongruity and enhances clarity by 
treating rater age as a continuous moderator (Lauritsen, 2023). To 
ensure the robustness of our findings, we also conducted the planned ICC 
analyses on the same 49 leader attributes used in the regression-based 
approach. All statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Sta
tistics (Version 30), and visualizations were created using RStudio 
(Version 2024.12.0).

Results

We report our findings on the role incongruity hypothesis and the 
moderating effects of rater age in four steps: (1) descriptive statistics, (2) 
establishing typical and ideal leader ratings per dimensions as reference 
scores, (3) regression analyses, and (4) robustness checks using ICCs.

Descriptive statistics

Table 2 provides the means, standard deviations, and correlations for 
all variables, including demographic characteristics, leader roles, age 
groups, and perceived leader attributes.

3 Offermann and Coats (2018) did not identify integrity as a distinct 
dimension, as they collapsed ratings for typical and ideal leaders (originally 
labelled “leaders” and “effective leaders”) in their scale development into a 
single scale. While some ethical attributes (e.g., fairness, honesty) showed as
sociations with sensitivity in their research, they were not formally categorized 
within it. Because our study distinguishes between typical and ideal leaders, we 
treated integrity as a separate dimension to capture its unique role in percep
tions of ideal leaders (e.g., Ponce de Leon & Bailey, 2025).
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Establishing reference scores for leader roles

Using ratings from Sample 1, we established reference scores for 
typical and ideal leaders across ten leader attribute dimensions (e.g., 
intelligence, tyranny, integrity). We performed independent-samples t- 
tests to compare ratings of typical versus ideal leaders for each dimen
sion (see Table 3). Further, we grouped these dimensions into three 
overarching categories informed by agency-communion frameworks (e. 
g., Abele et al., 2021): competence (intelligence, dedication), domi
nance (strength, tyranny, masculinity), and communion (sensitivity, 
integrity).

Our results indicate that typical leaders received higher ratings on 
dominance-related attributes (i.e., tyranny, strength, and masculinity) 
and were perceived as more well-groomed, whereas ideal leaders were 
rated more highly on communion-related attributes (e.g., sensitivity and 
integrity) as well as on creativity. Our results did not reveal significant 
differences in competence-related attributes (intelligence, dedication) 
or charisma between typical and ideal leader ratings. These leader 
attribute ratings serve as fixed reference points for examining our role 
incongruity hypothesis in subsequent analyses. Specifically, we 
compared ratings of young, middle-aged, and older adults on the same 
ten leader dimensions to the fixed reference of typical and ideal leaders 
using a regression-based approach.

A regression-based approach to role incongruity for young adults with 
leader roles

Our overarching goal was to determine role incongruity by 
comparing ratings of a leader reference category (i.e., typical or ideal 
leader) with ratings of three target age groups (young, middle-aged, and 
older adults) using data from two sources (N = 912). Sample 1 rated 
leader roles (ntypical = 99, nideal = 102), while Sample 2 rated age groups 
(N = 711). Because both samples used identical measures, we merged 
them into a single dataset with a categorical variable for the five con
ditions (typical/ideal leaders, young/middle-aged/older adults). We 
created dummy variables to compare the three age groups with each 
leader reference category, coding the respective age group as 1 and the 
leader reference category as 0. As a result, we generated three age 
group–typical leader dummy variables and three age group–ideal leader 
dummy variables.

We ran two sets of hierarchical regression analyses, one focusing on 
the comparison to the typical leader (H1a/H2a) and one on the com
parison to the ideal leader (H1b/H2b). For each set, we first entered 
control variables (i.e., age-group identification, rater gender, rater age), 
followed by three age group–leader dummy variables (Step 1) and their 
interaction terms with rater age (Step 2). Consequently, three age groups 
plus one leader reference category were included in each set, resulting in 
different sample sizes for the typical (n = 805, see Table 4) and ideal (n 
= 808, see Table 5) leader comparisons.4

In each regression analysis, the intercept represents the perceived 
mean rating for the respective leader reference (typical or ideal). Each 
unstandardized coefficient estimates the mean difference between an 
age-group rating and that leader reference and serves as a direct indi
cator of role incongruity. Specifically, negative coefficients suggest a 
perceived “lack-of-fit” and positive coefficients imply an “over-fit” (i.e., 
exceeding the perceived leader reference score). For instance, a coeffi
cient of –0.75 for the “Young–Typical Leader” dummy on intelligence 
suggests that young adults are, on average, perceived as 0.75 points less 
intelligent than the typical leader (e.g., MYoung = 3.50 vs. MTypical =

4.25).
To formally test Hypotheses 1a/b (i.e., whether young adults are 

perceived as more incongruent with the typical or ideal leader than 
middle-aged or older adults), we conducted pairwise z-tests comparing 
the coefficients for the “Young–Typical/Ideal Leader” dummy variable 
with those for the “Middle-aged–Typical/Ideal Leader” and “Older– 
Typical/Ideal Leader” dummy variables (e.g., Cohen et al., 2003).5

Finally, to test Hypotheses 2a/b (i.e., whether the role incongruity of 
young adults with leader roles is stronger for relatively older compared 
to younger observers), we examined whether the interaction between 
the “Young–Typical/Ideal Leader” dummy variable and rater age was 
significant, indicating differential perceptions among younger versus 
older raters in young adults’ leader role incongruity.

Role incongruity for young adults with typical leaders
In general, the negative regression coefficients for the “Young

–Typical Leader” dummy variable indicate that young adults were 
perceived as incongruent with the typical leader role on nine out of ten 
dimensions (i.e., all except sensitivity; see Table 4).

Comparison: young versus middle-aged adults. In line with Hy
pothesis 1a, direct comparisons between young and middle-aged adults 
further revealed that young adults were rated as more incongruent with 
typical leaders on five dimensions (intelligence: z = − 4.55, p < .001; 
dedication: z = − 11.65, p < .001; strength: z = − 7.96, p < .001; 
integrity: z = − 6.52, p < .001; well-groomed: z = − 3.21, p = .001), but 
less incongruent on two dimensions (tyranny: z = 2.96, p = .003; 
charisma: z = 3.06, p = .002), with no significant differences on two 
other dimensions (masculinity: z = 0.67, p = .50; creativity: z = 1.38, p 
= .17).

Comparison: young versus older adults. Comparing ratings of 
young and older adults on role incongruity with a typical leader yielded 
mixed results. Young adults were perceived as more incongruent on four 
dimensions (intelligence: z = − 2.96, p = .003; dedication: z = − 8.43, p 
< .001; strength: z = − 6.37, p < .001; integrity: z = − 9.25, p < .001), 
but less incongruent on four other dimensions (tyranny: z = 5.03, p <
.001; masculinity: z = 3.55, p < .001; charisma: z = 4.71, p < .001; 
creativity: z = 3.44, p < .001). No significant difference emerged for 
being well-groomed (z = − 1.21, p = .23).

Overall, this pattern indicates support for our role incongruity hy
pothesis of young adults with the typical leader when compared with 
middle-aged adults (H1a), whereas the young–older comparison yielded 
mixed results as older adults were more distant to the typical leader 
reference as well. Fig. 2 presents a forest plot of the unstandardized 
regression coefficients, illustrating how each age group’s ratings differ 
from the typical leader reference across the dimensions.

Role incongruity for young adults with ideal leaders
When examining role incongruity with an ideal leader, our regres

sion analyses indicated that young adults were perceived as incongruent 
on eight of the ten leadership dimensions (except for masculinity and 
being well-groomed; see Table 5).

Comparison: young versus middle-aged adults. In line with Hy
pothesis 1b, direct comparisons between young and middle-aged adults 
showed that young adults were rated as more incongruent with the ideal 
leader on six of the eight focal dimensions—intelligence (z = − 4.87, p <
.001), dedication (z = − 7.92, p < .001), strength (z = − 7.94, p < .001), 
sensitivity (z = − 3.69, p < .001), integrity (z = − 5.99, p < .001), and 
tyranny (z = 2.45, p = .014; higher tyranny scores indicate greater de
viation from the ideal leader). In contrast, young adults were rated as 
less incongruent with the ideal leader on charisma compared to middle- 
aged adults (z = 3.26, p = .001), whereas no significant differences 

4 Five participants who identified as "other" or did not specify their gender 
were excluded from regression analyses that included rater gender as a control 
variable, due to the small size of this group.

5 To test whether two regression coefficients (b1 and b2) estimated within the 
same model differ significantly, we calculate a z-value as z 
= b1 − b2̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅

SE(b1)
2
+SE(b2)

2
− 2 Cov(b1 ,b2)

√ where SE(b1) and SE(b2) are the standard errors of 

the coefficients and Cov(b1,b2) is the covariance between them.
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Fig. 2. Forest Plot of Mean Differences from the Typical Leader Rating across Leadership Dimensions. 
Notes. Unstandardized regression coefficients, as direct indicators of role incongruity, and 95% confidence intervals are presented for each age group, indicating 
deviations from the typical leader (represented by the zero line).

Table 4 
Regression Analyses Comparing Age Group Ratings to Typical Leader Ratings as Indicators of Role Incongruity.

Perceived Competence Perceived Dominance

Variable Intelligence Dedication Tyranny Strength Masculinity

Constant (Typical Leader Rating) 4.25** (.08) 4.47** (.07) 3.52** (.08) 4.20** (.07) 3.42** (.06)
Rater Age (centered) 0.00 (.00) 0.00 (.00) − 0.01** (.00) 0.00 (.00) 0.00 (.00)
Group Identification (centered) 0.17** (.02) 0.17** (.02) 0.01 (.03) 0.10** (.02) 0.08** (.02)
Rater Gender (women = 1) 0.18** (.05) 0.11* (.05) 0.01 (.05) 0.11* (.05) − 0.06 (.04)
Young–Typical Leader (H1a) − 0.75** (.09) − 1.28** (.08) − 0.41** (.09) − 1.14** (.08) − 0.19** (.07)
Middle-aged–Typical Leader − 0.43** (.09) − 0.63** (.08) − 0.61** (.09) − 0.67** (.08) − 0.23** (.07)
Older–Typical Leader − 0.54** (.09) − 0.81** (.08) − 0.75** (.09) − 0.76** (.08) − 0.39** (.07)
R2 .146** .289** .114** .245** .068**
Young–Typical Leader × Rater Age (H2a) − 0.02* (.01) − 0.03** (.01) 0.02* (.01) − 0.01 (.01) 0.01* (.01)
Middle-aged–Typical Leader × Rater Age − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.003 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) 0.01 (.01)
Older–Typical Leader × Rater Age − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) 0.01 (.01)
R2 .153** .311** .139** .248** .074**

Perceived Communion Other Dimensions

Variable Sensitivity Integrity Well-groomed Creativity Charisma

Constant (Typical Leader Rating) 3.46** (.07) 3.75** (.08) 4.04** (.08) 4.11** (.07) 4.19** (.06)
Rater Age (centered) 0.00 (.00) 0.00 (.00) 0.00 (.00) 0.00 (.00) 0.00 (.00)
Group Identification (centered) 0.21** (.02) 0.21** (.02) 0.14** (.03) 0.23** (.02) 0.17** (.02)
Rater Gender (women = 1) 0.06 (.05) 0.08 (.05) 0.06 (.06) 0.08 (.05) 0.06 (.04)
Young–Typical Leader (H1a) − 0.08 (.08) − 0.48** (.09) − 0.58** (.09) − 0.62** (.09) − 0.59** (.07)
Middle-aged–Typical Leader 0.12 (.08) − 0.08 (.09) − 0.34** (.09) − 0.71** (.09) − 0.75** (.07)
Older–Typical Leader 0.24** (.08) 0.09 (.09) − 0.49** (.09) − 0.85** (.08) − 0.84** (.07)
R2 .144** .175** .078** .188** .203**
Young–Typical Leader × Rater Age (H2a) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.03** (.01) − 0.02* (.01) − 0.02** (.01) − 0.02* (.01)
Middle-aged–Typical Leader × Rater Age 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) 0.00 (.01) 0.00 (.01)
Older–Typical Leader × Rater Age 0.02* (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.00 (.01) − 0.00 (.01)
R2 .173** .190** .083** .212** .216**

Notes. N = 805. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed with standard errors in parentheses. Coefficients for the constant, rater age, group identification, rater 
gender, and leader-age group dummies are reported from the step in which these variables were included for the first time (main effect-model; see Aiken & West, 1991). 
Interaction terms are reported from the final step of the regression analysis where interaction terms were added. Extended stepwise regression models are available in 
the Online Supplements (see section 2.1, Tables S1–S10). *p < .05, **p < .01.
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emerged for creativity (z = 1.55, p = .12).
Comparison: young versus older adults. Direct comparisons be

tween young and older adults indicated that young adults were 
perceived as more incongruent with the ideal leader on the same six 
dimensions—intelligence (z = − 3.25, p = .001), dedication (z = − 5.80, 
p < .001), strength (z = − 6.44, p < .001), tyranny (z = 4.26, p < .001), 
sensitivity (z = − 5.93, p < .001), and integrity (z = − 8.86, p < .001). In 
contrast, young adults were viewed as less incongruent with the ideal 
leader on creativity (z = 3.82, p < .001) and charisma (z = 4.98, p <
.001) compared to older adults.

Overall, these findings support Hypothesis 1b, showing that young 
adults are perceived as more incongruent with the ideal leader role 
compared to both middle-aged and older adults on most leadership di
mensions. These dimensions include competence (intelligence, dedica
tion), communion (sensitivity, integrity), and dominance-related 
attributes (strength, tyranny). Besides, the results also reveal certain 
attributes where young adults are perceived as less incongruent with the 
ideal leader compared to middle-aged (i.e., charisma) and older adults 
(i.e., creativity, charisma). Fig. 3 presents a forest plot illustrating how 
each age group’s ratings differ from the ideal leader reference.

The role of the observer in perceived incongruity of young adults with leader 
roles

To test Hypothesis 2a, which posits that older raters perceive young 
adults as more incongruent with typical leader roles than younger raters, 
we examined the interaction between the “Young–Typical Leader” 
dummy variable and rater age (see Table 4). Across the six dimensions 
intelligence (b = − 0.02, p = .015), dedication (b = − 0.03, p < .001), 
integrity (b = − 0.03, p = .003), well groomed (b = − 0.02, p = .047), 
creativity (b = − 0.02, p = .004), and charisma (b = − 0.02, p = .038), the 
interaction terms were negative as expected. In contrast, the interaction 
term for tyranny (b = 0.02, p = .035) was positive, consistent with the 
negative valence of tyranny. Fig. 4 presents simple slopes for four 
exemplar key dimensions: intelligence, dedication, integrity, and tyr
anny (additional attributes are presented in the Online Supplements, 
section 2.3).

Conditional effects analysis showed that for intelligence, relatively 
older raters (+1 SD) perceived young adults as incongruent with the 
typical leader (b = − 1.08, SE = 0.17, p < .001), with a weaker effect 
among relatively younger raters (− 1 SD; b = − 0.60, SE = 0.11, p <
.001). A similar pattern emerged for dedication, where older raters rated 
young adults as incongruent with the typical leader (b = − 1.77, SE =
0.15, p < .001), with a smaller effect among younger raters (b = − 1.01, 
SE = 0.10, p < .001). For integrity, relatively older raters perceived 
young adults as incongruent with the typical leader (b = − 0.86, SE =
0.17, p < .001), while the effect was weaker among younger raters (b =
− 0.26, SE = 0.11, p = .017). For tyranny, the effect was not significant 
for older raters, (b = − 0.20, SE = 0.17, p = .244). In contrast, younger 
raters perceived young adults as more incongruent with the typical 
leader (b = − 0.42, SE = 0.10, p < .001).

Overall, these findings support Hypothesis 2a, showing that rela
tively older raters perceived young adults as more incongruent with the 
typical leader role than younger raters, particularly in terms of compe
tence (i.e., intelligence, dedication) and communion (integrity), with 
the exception of tyranny. Notably, rater age did not moderate the 
comparisons of middle aged or older adults to the typical leader role in 
any dimension, except for sensitivity among older targets. Here, the 
interaction revealed differences in how older and younger raters eval
uated older adults relative to the typical leader role (b = 0.02, p = .043), 
such that older raters perceived older adults as incongruent relative to 
the typical leader (b = 0.46, SE = 0.16, p = .003), whereas the effect for 
younger raters was nonsignificant (b = 0.09, SE = 0.10, p = .358).

To test Hypothesis 2b, which posits that older raters perceive young 
adults as more incongruent with the ideal leader than do younger raters, 
we examined the interaction between the “Young–Ideal Leader” dummy 
variable and rater age (see Table 5). For most dimensions, the 

interaction effects were nonsignificant, indicating that rater age did not 
consistently moderate perceptions of young adults’ incongruity with the 
ideal leader. However, significant interactions emerged for tyranny (b =
0.022, p = .014) and sensitivity (b = –0.023, p = .005), suggesting that 
older raters view young adults as more incongruent with the ideal leader 
on these dimensions than younger raters. These results provide partial 
support for Hypothesis 2b. Fig. 5 presents the simple slopes for these 
interactions, illustrating how perceived incongruity varies as a function 
of rater age.

Conditional effects analysis showed that for tyranny, older raters (+1 
SD) perceived young adults as more tyrannical relative to the ideal 
leader (b = 0.65, SE = 0.18, p < .001), whereas the effect was nonsig
nificant among younger raters (− 1 SD; b = 0.12, SE = 0.11, p = .308). 
For sensitivity, older raters perceived young adults as less sensitive 
relative to the ideal leader (b = –0.98, SE = 0.16, p < .001) compared 
with a smaller effect among younger raters (b = –0.44, SE = 0.10, p <
.001).

Robustness check: role incongruity for young adults with leader roles

To check the robustness of our regression findings, we conducted 
additional analyses using Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICCs). ICCs 
are a widely employed reliability index for test–retest, intra-rater, and 
inter-rater assessments (LeBreton & Senter, 2008) and have been used 
previously in research on incongruity between gender or racial stereo
types and leader roles (e.g., see Koenig et al., 2011, for a description of the 
use of these statistics). Here, ICCs were used as an indicator of the role 
incongruity of the ratings of the various groups (e.g., manager, women/ 
men, Black/White) with a high ICC reflecting congruity and a low ICC 
reflecting incongruity (e.g., Paluch & Shum, 2024; Ryan et al., 2011).

We adopted this approach and calculated ICCs for each leader and 
age-group comparison using the 49 leadership attributes examined in 
our regression analyses. In this approach, each attribute (rather than 
each participant) is treated as the unit of analysis. Specifically, we 
merged and restructured data from Sample 1 and Sample 2 so that each 
of the 49 attributes became a single case (row), and the mean ratings for 
each target group (e.g., typical leaders, young adults) were treated as 
separate variables (columns). Consequently, the sample size in our ICC 
analyses was the number of attributes (n = 49). For our robustness 
check, we performed this attribute-level approach rather than aggre
gating attributes into ten leader attribute dimensions as in our 
regression-based approach to ensure sufficient statistical power for 
detecting differences in ICCs. The restructured dataset, including mean 
ratings for each age group, both overall and by rater age groups, is 
available on OSF (https://osf.io/bc59v/).

We employed a two-way, single-rater, mixed-effects model (absolute 
agreement; see Koenig et al., 2011) to assess the extent to which each 
age group’s ratings aligned with the typical or ideal leader reference 
category (see Table 6). ICCs range from –1 to 1, with values closer to 1 
indicating higher congruity and lower values indicating higher in
congruity. The ICCs of leader roles and group stereotypes can be tested 
against each other using Fisher’s z-transformation (e.g., Ryan et al., 
2011).

Role incongruity for young adults with typical/ideal leaders
In support of Hypothesis 1a, the ICC for young adults and the typical 

leader (ICC = .17) was significantly lower than that for middle-aged 
adults (ICC = .58; z = − 2.32, p = .02), but did not differ signifi
cantly from that for older adults (ICC = .42; z = − 1.32, p = .19), 
indicating that young adults are perceived as more incongruent with the 
typical leader compared to middle-aged adults. In support of Hypothesis 
1b, the ICC for young adults and the ideal leader (ICC = .36) was 
significantly lower than that for both middle-aged adults (ICC = .72; z 
= − 2.56, p = .01) and older adults (ICC = .72; z = − 2.52, p = .01), 
supporting the conclusion that young adults are perceived as more 
incongruent with the ideal leader.
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Fig. 3. Forest Plot of Mean Differences from the Ideal Leader Rating across Leadership Dimensions. 
Notes. Unstandardized regression coefficients, as direct indicators of role incongruity, and 95% confidence intervals are presented for each age group, indicating 
deviations from the ideal leader (represented by the zero line).

Table 5 
Regression Analyses Comparing Age Group Ratings to Ideal Leader Ratings as Indicators of Role Incongruity.

Perceived Competence Perceived Dominance

Variable Intelligence Dedication Tyranny Strength Masculinity

Constant (Ideal Leader Rating) 4.35** (.08) 4.52** (.07) 2.75** (.08) 3.84** (0.07) 3.11** (0.06)
Rater Age (centered) 0.00 (.00) − 0.002 (.00) − 0.01** (.00) − 0.002 (0.00) − 0.002 (0.00)
Group Identification (centered) 0.15** (.02) 0.17** (.02) 0.06* (.03) 0.14** (0.02) 0.10** (0.02)
Rater Gender (women = 1) 0.18** (.05) 0.10* (.05) − 0.006 (.06) 0.10* (0.05) − 0.07 (0.04)
Young–Ideal Leader (H1b) − 0.85** (.09) − 1.32** (.08) 0.36** (.09) − 0.77** (0.08) 0.12 (0.07)
Middle-aged–Ideal Leader − 0.52** (.09) − 0.67** (.08) 0.16 (.09) − 0.30** (0.08) 0.08 (0.07)
Older–Ideal Leader − 0.64** (.09) − 0.85** (.08) 0.02 (.09) − 0.39** (0.08) − 0.09 (0.07)
R2 .168** .319** .051** .179** .048**
Young–Ideal Leader × Rater Age (H2b) 0.001 (.01) − 0.014 (.01) 0.022** (.01) 0.006 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
Middle-aged–Ideal Leader × Rater Age 0.007 (.01) 0.003 (.01) 0.001 (.01) 0.001 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
Older–Ideal Leader × Rater Age 0.010 (.01) 0.004 (.01) − 0.002 (.01) 0.003 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
R2 .171** .334** .077** .180** .053

Perceived Communion Other Dimensions

Variable Sensitivity Integrity Well-groomed Creativity Charisma

Constant (Ideal Leader Rating) 4.07** (.07) 4.43** (.08) 3.62** (.08) 4.37** (.07) 4.22** (.06)
Rater Age (centered) 0.001 (.00) 0.002 (.00) − 0.003 (.00) 0.002 (.00) − 0.002 (.00)
Group Identification (centered) 0.16** (.02) 0.16** (.03) 0.14** (.03) 0.21** (.02) 0.18** (.02)
Rater Gender (women = 1) 0.06 (.05) 0.06 (.05) 0.11 (.06) 0.07 (.05) 0.03 (.04)
Young–Ideal Leader (H1b) − 0.69** (.08) − 1.14** (.09) − 0.18 (.09) − 0.88** (.08) − 0.60** (.07)
Middle-aged–Ideal Leader (H1b) − 0.48** (.08) − 0.74** (.09) 0.07 (.09) − 0.97** (.08) − 0.77** (.07)
Older–Ideal Leader (H1b) − 0.36** (.08) − 0.56** (.09) − 0.09 (.09) − 1.10** (.08) − 0.86** (.07)
R2 .138** .228** .054** .250** .219**
Young–Ideal Leader × Rater Age (H2b) − 0.023** (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) − 0.01 (.01)
Middle-aged–Ideal Leader × Rater Age − 0.001 (.01) 0.004 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) 0.01 (.01) 0.01 (.01)
Older–Ideal Leader × Rater Age 0.001 (.01) 0.005 (.01) − 0.01 (.01) 0.01 (.01) 0.00 (.01)
R2 .168** .239** .057** .272** .231**

Notes. N = 808. Unstandardized coefficients are displayed with standard errors in parentheses. Coefficients for the constant, rater age, group identification, rater 
gender, and leader-age group dummies are reported from the step in which these variables were included for the first time (main effect-model; see Aiken & West, 1991). 
Interaction terms are reported from the final step of the regression analysis, where interaction terms were added. Extended stepwise regression models are available in 
the Online Supplements (see section 2.1, Tables S11–S20). *p < .05, **p < .01.
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The role of the observer in incongruity of young adults with leader roles
Lastly, to evaluate H2a and H2b—whether young adults’ leader-role 

incongruity is amplified among older observers—we employed Fisher’s 
z-transformations to compare ICCs across rater-age groups. For this 
analysis, rater age was classified into four groups: 20/30s (ages 25–39), 
40s (ages 40–49), 50s (ages 50–59), and 60s (ages 60–69).

For the young adults–typical leader comparison (H2a), ICCs did not 
differ across rater-age comparisons (e.g., 20/30s vs. 40s: z = 0.86, p =
.39; 20/30s vs. 50s: z = 0.71, p = .48; 20/30s vs. 60s: z = 0.71, p = .48). 
In contrast, for the young adults–ideal leader comparison (H2b), the ICC 
among raters in their 20/30s (ICC = .56) was higher than that among 
raters in their 60s (ICC = − .12; z = 3.58, p < .001). ICCs did not differ 
for raters in their 20/30s and those in their 40s or 50s (20/30s vs. 40 s: z 
= 1.15, p = .25; 20/30s vs. 50s: z = 1.30, p = .19). These results provide 
support for H2b, but only regarding older observers’ more pronounced 
perceptions of young adults’ incongruity with ideal leader roles.

Overall, the ICC-based analyses largely replicated our regression 
findings. In support of Hypothesis 1a, the ICC for young adults and the 
typical leader was significantly lower than for middle-aged adults, 
indicating stronger role incongruity for young adults, whereas the dif
ference between typical leader ICCs for young and older adults remained 
nonsignificant, mirroring the mixed results observed in the regression 
analyses for that comparison. Consistent with our regression-based 
approach, the ICC for young adults and the ideal leader was significantly 
lower than that for both middle-aged and older adults, supporting Hy
pothesis 1b. Regarding the moderation by rater age in Hypothesis H2a/ 
b, the ICCs for the typical leader comparison (H2a) did not show sig
nificant differences across rater-age groups—diverging from the 

regression results, which showed a clear moderation effect. In contrast, 
for the ideal leader (H2b), older raters perceived young adults as more 
incongruent than did younger raters, aligning partially with the 
regression-based findings for H2b. Specifically, in H2b, rater age 
moderated perceptions of tyranny and sensitivity, with older raters 
viewing young adults as more tyrannical and less sensitive than the ideal 
leader.

Discussion

While age bias against young leaders has been recognized in prior 
research (e.g., Buengeler et al., 2016; Kunze & Menges, 2016), our study 
extends the literature by identifying role incongruity with leader role 
expectations as an underlying mechanism and highlighting the ob
server’s age as an important moderating factor. First, consistent with 
Hypothesis 1a and 1b, our findings demonstrate that young adults are 
perceived as more incongruent with both typical and ideal leader roles 
than middle-aged adults, and (in most comparisons) also more incon
gruent than older adults. This incongruity is especially pronounced for 
competence-related attributes (e.g., intelligence, dedication) and 
communion-related attributes (e.g., sensitivity, integrity), suggesting 
that perceptions of young adults’ “lack” in these critical dimensions 
may, at least in part, underlie age-based leadership biases.

Second, our regression-based findings indicate that relatively older 
observers tend to view young adults as more incongruent with leader 
roles than younger observers, particularly for typical leader roles (H2a). 
This greater incongruity was most evident in competence-related attri
butes (e.g., intelligence, dedication) and communion-related attributes 

Fig. 4. Simple Slopes of Age Group Comparisons to Typical Leaders as a Function of Rater Age. 
Notes. Coefficients, as direct indicators of role incongruity, are reported as a function of rater age. Dotted lines represent the typical leader rating.

C. Daldrop et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                The Leadership Quarterly 36 (2025) 101878 

12 



(e.g., sensitivity, integrity), underscoring the role of rater age as a key 
contextual factor in age stereotypes. Although the effect was less pro
nounced for ideal leader roles, older raters still perceived young adults 
as lacking more in sensitivity and exhibiting higher levels of tyranny.

Finally, our Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICC) results largely 
converged with the regression findings, showing that young adults are 
perceived as more incongruent with leader roles than middle-aged 
adults and, for ideal leaders, also more incongruent than older adults 
(H1a/b). However, the ICC approach yielded a less clear effect of rater 
age moderation, detecting a rater-age difference only when comparing 
the youngest (20/30s) to the oldest (60s) raters in the ideal leader 
condition. These discrepancies likely stem from methodological 

differences in how each approach aggregates and weights leadership 
attributes. Specifically, the ICC analyses rely on a full set of 49 individual 
items, allowing dimensions with more items (e.g., sensitivity, tyranny; 
see Table 3) to carry greater weight than in the regression approach, 
which treats each attribute dimension as equally important. Conse
quently, the observed effect of rater age on the ideal leader comparison 
in the ICCs may be particularly driven by these two dimensions (see 
Table 5). Further, categorizing rater age into groups (i.e., 20/30s, 40s, 
50s, 60s) rather than a continuous measure of rater age can obscure 
subtler variations captured by continuous measures. Despite these dif
ferences, both methods converge on the central conclusion that young 
adults are generally perceived as less “leader-like” than middle-aged and 
older adults, reinforcing the overarching patterns of age-based role in
congruity identified in this study. In the following, we discuss the 
theoretical and practical implications of our findings for leadership 
evaluations and organizational practices.

Theoretical implications

The first main contribution of our work is its extension of the liter
ature on leader roles (i.e., implicit leadership theories; Lord et al., 2020; 
Lord et al., 1984) and role congruity theory (del Carmen Triana et al., 
2023; Eagly & Karau, 2002). Building upon classic work on leader roles 
and gender stereotypes (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Koenig et al., 2011), we 
expand on role congruity theory to age groups. With our role incongruity 
hypothesis, we identify why people perceive young adults as less typical 
and less ideal leaders. Typical and ideal leaders are expected to be highly 
competent. In addition, typical leaders are often expected to be 

Fig. 5. Simple Slopes of Age Group Comparisons to Ideal Leaders as a Function of Rater Age. 
Notes. Coefficients, as direct indicators of role incongruity, are reported as a function of rater age. Dotted lines represent the ideal leader rating.

Table 6 
Intraclass Correlation Coefficients between Ratings of Typical or Ideal Leaders 
(Sample 1) with Ratings of Target Age Groups (Sample 2).

Overall (H1a/ 
b)

Rater Age Group (H2a/b)

Comparison 20/ 
30s

40s 50s 60s

Young Adults vs. Typical Leader .17 .28 .10 .13 .13
Middle-aged Adults vs. Typical 

Leader
.58 .53 .53 .55 .63

Older Adults vs. Typical Leader .42 .46 .35 .40 .42
Young Adults vs. Ideal Leader .36 .56 .36 .32 − .12
Middle-aged Adults vs. Ideal 

Leader
.72 .43 .80 .83 .77

Older Adults vs. Ideal Leader .72 .61 .75 .75 .82

Note. N = 49 (attributes). Rater age groups were categorized as follows: 20/30s 
(ages 25–39), 40s (ages 40–49), 50s (ages 50–59), and 60s (ages 60–69).
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relatively dominant, whereas ideal leaders are expected to be 
communal. We find that young adults are perceived as neither compe
tent (e.g., educated, informed) nor communal (e.g., caring, trust
worthy), which creates incongruity with the ideal leader role. Although 
young adults are seen, at least partly, as dominant (e.g., demanding, 
pushy) and creative (e.g., innovative, creative), their perceived lack of 
competence diminishes their congruity with both typical and ideal 
leader roles.

Second, our study advances research on stereotype content and 
structure by addressing complexities within stereotype dimensions (e.g., 
Abele, 2022; Ma et al., 2022; Rosette et al., 2016). Specifically, 
contributing to the ongoing discourse on agency, our findings support a 
multidimensional perspective on agency rather than treating it as a 
unidimensional construct. While the two-dimensional model of stereo
type content (agency and communion) provides a useful framework, it 
oversimplifies the nuanced stereotypes attributed to different age groups 
in the workplace. We propose and demonstrate that decomposing 
agency into competence and dominance is crucial to understanding how 
different age groups face leader role incongruity. Our findings reveal a 
distinct divide in competence stereotypes. Young adults receive lower 
ratings on intelligence and dedication, whereas both middle-aged and 
older adults are rated higher on these attributes. This suggests that 
competence is not attributed to individuals until they reach a certain 
career stage. Interestingly, dominance stereotypes are less clear-cut 
across age groups, with young adults being rated slightly higher in 
tyranny yet lower in strength than middle-aged and older adults. These 
results contrast with gender stereotypes, where dominance plays a more 
pronounced role (with men perceived as more dominant than women) 
than competence (where women hold a slight advantage nowadays; 
Eagly et al., 2020). Our findings on age stereotypes highlight the 
equivalence of age and gender stereotypes and the need to account for 
them in research on leadership perception.

Our third main contribution is to extend theorizing on age stereotype 
content. With our theoretical rationale linking different employment 
stages to age stereotypes, we offer a new perspective on social role theory 
(Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Wood, 2012) from an age lens. Specifically, we 
challenge existing theoretical insights by demonstrating how age stereo
types are derived from the typical occupational roles of young, middle- 
aged, and older adults. For example, the emphasis of past research on a 
social role distinction of age groups (i.e., employee vs. non-employee 
roles; Kite et al., 2005) tends to oversimplify stereotypes about age 
groups found in the workforce. Our approach focuses on the typical 
occupational roles of age groups at different employment stages. As we 
illustrate, early-career (i.e., young adults), mid-career (i.e., middle-aged 
adults), and late-career (i.e., older adults) occupational roles are associ
ated with attributes that shape stereotypes about different age groups.

The present work further contributes to theoretical perspectives 
suggesting that age stereotypes rely on contextual factors (e.g., Kite 
et al., 2005; Kornadt & Rothermund, 2011). Incorporating the ob
server’s age as a contextual factor, we argued that observers’ age ste
reotypes intensify due to their exposure to and experience with age 
groups and their typical occupational roles at different employment 
stages. In line with this lifespan perspective, we found that older ob
servers exhibit stronger biases against young adults in leader attributes. 
By applying a stronger “age lens,” older observers may be especially 
attuned to resource threats posed by young adults (i.e., higher tyranny 
and lower sensitivity perception), thus reinforcing their sense of lead
er–age incongruity for the younger age group. Interestingly, younger 
observers seem not to display a strong age bias against young adults (or 
exhibit similar biases toward both young and older adults). Age ste
reotypes may be less crucial for younger observers; they might prioritize 
gender or other salient characteristics, whereas middle-aged and older 
adults may rely more on age as a distinguishing factor. Our findings 
suggest that the observer’s age is a crucial contingency factor in age 
stereotyping, playing a key role in uncovering role incongruity and the 
bias against young leaders.

Our research also offers insights into the (in)congruity of middle- 
aged and older adults with leader roles. Middle-aged adults, who were 
perceived as the least incongruent with both typical and ideal leader 
roles, appear to set the age-related standard for leadership expectations. 
Notably, older adults were perceived as overly communal in the context 
of typical leader roles, particularly in attributes like sensitivity (see 
Fig. 2), whereas this pattern did not emerge for ideal leader roles. This 
finding contributes to ongoing debates about age bias toward older 
leaders, where previous research has yielded mixed results. Some 
studies suggest that older leaders are perceived as having lower lead
ership potential (e.g., Guillén & Kunze, 2019; Hirschfeld & Thomas, 
2011), whereas others indicate they are viewed as more effective in 
relationship-oriented leadership behaviors (e.g., Thrasher et al., 2020). 
Our framework and empirical findings, particularly the perception of 
older adults as excessively communal for typical leader roles yet 
appropriately communal for ideal leader roles, may help reconcile these 
divergent perspectives. These insights underscore the need to differen
tiate between leader prototypes (e.g., typical vs. ideal) and highlight the 
broader impact of age-related biases. They reinforce the importance of 
organizations critically assessing how leadership expectations are 
framed to prevent age-based stereotypes from influencing leader selec
tion and evaluation.

Limitations and future research directions

While our research on age bias toward young leaders has broad 
theoretical implications, it is important to acknowledge certain limita
tions that constrain the generality of our findings (Simons et al., 2017). 
These constraints include contextual factors at different levels, including 
societal (e.g., cultural influences), organizational (e.g., industry and 
organizational specifics), and individual (e.g., leader gender) factors. 
Further, our study does not address the potential influence of genera
tional differences in shaping leader role incongruity. Additionally, there 
is a need for a more nuanced understanding of the dominance di
mensions and a deeper investigation into the discrepancy between 
perceived and actual leader effectiveness across age groups. We discuss 
these constraints in detail below.

First, given that our findings are based on data from U.S. partici
pants, they reflect the sociocultural and political context of the United 
States. As such, the generalizability of our results regarding age ste
reotypes and leadership perceptions may be limited to similar Western 
contexts. Although our U.S.-based data may not cover all global per
spectives, it still provides insights relevant to various cultural contexts. 
Moreover, we argue, the incongruity in perceptions of young leaders is 
likely a universal phenomenon. While age stereotypes toward older 
adults vary across cultures, with Eastern cultural contexts often exhib
iting stronger biases, no differences in stereotypes toward young adults 
were observed between Western and Eastern cultures (North & Fiske, 
2015). Further, we suggest that young adults’ frequent association with 
non-managerial roles that lack responsibilities, as evident in Western 
countries, reflects a pattern consistent across various cultures. For 
instance, in Asian countries, young adults are often overrepresented in 
service and lower-level positions, despite their interest and engagement 
in leader roles, as highlighted in the ASEM Youth Report (2021). 
Consequently, the role incongruity experienced by young leaders might 
not vary significantly across cultures. In fact, the bias against young 
leaders could be more pronounced in many Asian cultures due to their 
higher power distance and greater cultural “tightness.” For instance, the 
greater tightness of Eastern cultures as compared to Western cultures (e. 
g., stricter social norms, a lower tolerance for deviant behavior; Gelfand, 
2012) has been linked to a preference for older leaders (e.g., Vaughan- 
Johnston et al., 2021). We encourage future research in diverse cultural 
settings to validate and expand upon our conclusions in a global context.

Second, role incongruity implies a mismatch between stereotypes 
based on social categories such as age and the expectations of a func
tional role like a leader (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Whereas we recognized 
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the crucial role of observer age in forming age stereotypes, our exami
nation of leader roles was intentionally broad, not confined to any 
specific industry or organizational context. Certain industries, such as 
the military (Hirschfeld & Thomas, 2011) or startup and technology 
sectors (Hubner et al., 2021; Reeves et al., 2021), might be more 
conducive to positive reactions to young leaders. Our findings on age 
stereotypes specific to young adults—such as being creative, innovative, 
bold, and dynamic—may explain associations of young leaders with 
organizational change (e.g., Daldrop, 2020; Spisak et al., 2014). In 
addition to role incongruity regarding leader roles, young individuals 
may face age bias in other functional roles perceived to require high 
competence and expertise, such as those of surgeons, lawyers, and re
searchers (e.g., Reeves et al., 2021; Strinić et al., 2021), or in roles 
associated with high levels of communion, like teachers or nurses (e.g., 
Koenig & Eagly, 2014), given lower perceived matches with these 
qualities. Future research could expand on our findings by exploring 
how different industry norms, organizational contexts, and functional 
roles might influence age bias toward young adults.

Third, while offering valuable insights into age bias against young 
leaders, our research also paves the way for intersectional research 
(Cole, 2009; Crenshaw, 1990). While our research has primarily focused 
on biases toward young leaders (i.e., an “age lens”), we recognize the 
critical need to examine further how age and gender intersect to shape 
leadership perceptions (i.e., an intersectional lens). In other words, do 
perceptions change when the leader is a young woman or a young man? 
Initial empirical results reveal that both young women and young men 
may face negative age bias in leader status ascriptions (Daldrop et al., 
2023). This emphasizes the need to consider (young) age as a powerful 
demographic characteristic in leadership perceptions, one that can even 
overshadow the role of gender. Further, examining how age intersects 
with racial or ethnic identities, sexual orientation, or social class could 
yield more nuanced and layered insights. An intersectional approach (e. 
g., Hall et al., 2019; Petsko et al., 2022) to age bias in leadership may 
help further elucidate challenges facing young leaders.

Fourth, we considered chronological age as an antecedent as we 
aimed to uncover the effects of age stereotypes on role incongruity for 
young adults in leader roles. Our approach also accounted for in-group 
dynamics, asking participants to self-identify their age group to capture 
nuanced perceptions and stereotypes across different age groups. 
Nevertheless, we acknowledge that the conception of age in the work
place is multifaceted, encompassing generation, age, tenure, and expe
rience (North, 2019). However, we did not explicitly examine the 
potential role of generational stereotypes on leader role incongruity for 
young adults. Given that attitudes toward specific young generations (e. 
g., “Millennials” in the U.S.; “post-1980 s/1990 s generation” in China) 
are generally more negative than attitudes toward young adults as an 
age group (Weiss & Zhang, 2020), biases against young leaders might be 
even more pronounced when employing generational labels. The 
various conceptualizations of age, such as chronological age, life stages, 
experience, and generations present a rich avenue for research to 
enhance our understanding of age stereotypes and their consequences.

Fifth, there is a need for a more nuanced examination of the domi
nance dimension in the relationship between leader age and leader 
perception. This is primarily because the subdimensions of strength (i.e., 
assertive, commanding) and tyranny (i.e., power-hungry or pushy; e.g., 
Offermann & Coats, 2018) yield mixed findings regarding what is 
considered typical versus ideal for leaders, as well as in comparisons 
between young versus middle-aged/older adults. Specifically, our re
sults align with findings by Offermann et al. (1994), showing that at
tributes related to “strength” and “tyranny” are typical for leaders. 
However, while “strength” is considered ideal, “tyranny” is counter- 
ideal, which suggests that ideal leaders are not tyrannical. Addition
ally, our findings indicate that tyranny is associated more with young 
adults, whereas strength is associated more with middle-aged and older 
adults. These patterns in the subdimensions of dominance may explain 
mixed findings regarding leader age and perceptions of dominance. For 

example, anthropological studies suggest that older leaders are seen as 
more dominant because age tends to correlate with access to social 
networks (Spisak, 2012). In contrast, testosterone–a marker of domi
nance–has been found to correlate positively with dominant behaviors 
among young leaders (van der Meij et al., 2016). We argue that per
ceptions of dominance in individuals of certain age groups might be 
contingent upon the operationalization of dominance as either more 
“tyrannical” and “autocratic” or as “strength.” Therefore, we call for 
further research to examine the age-contingent perceptions of domi
nance in leadership.

A final limitation is our focus on biased perceptions toward young 
leaders without directly addressing whether these perceptions and ste
reotypes hold any truth. A literature review on the role of leader age and 
actual leader effectiveness “paints a rather inconsistent picture” (Walter 
& Scheibe, 2013, p. 887), suggesting that the perception of young and 
older adults as less effective leaders leans more toward myth than re
ality. If anything, the age bias toward older leaders may have at least 
some basis in fact (Walter & Scheibe, 2013). Suggestive evidence in
dicates that younger leaders may exhibit less ineffective leadership be
haviors, such as passive-avoidant leadership, than older leaders (Zacher, 
Rosing, & Frese, 2011). Further, younger age was related to higher 
mastery of teamwork and strategic knowledge, which partly explains the 
negative association between an individual’s older age and lower 
perceived leadership potential (Hirschfeld & Thomas, 2011). The 
discrepancy between young adults’ actual effectiveness and their biased 
perceptions as leaders highlights the need for more research on the 
leader age and (perceived) effectiveness relationship, a topic less 
explored than, for instance, leader gender and (perceived) effectiveness 
(Eagly et al., 2003; Paustian-Underdahl et al., 2014).

Practical and societal implications

Our results offer valuable practical implications for recognizing and 
combating age bias toward young adults at individual, organizational, 
and societal levels. First, role incongruity with leader roles can have 
personal consequences for young adults, especially as it is more pro
nounced among middle-aged and older observers. As middle-aged and 
older observers often represent the majority of decision-makers in pro
motion decisions, performance evaluations, and terminations, leader
ship positions may be less accessible and more precarious for young 
individuals than for middle-aged and older adults. In particular, role 
incongruity may prevent young individuals from being considered 
competent enough to occupy leadership positions. This can create a self- 
perpetuating cycle in which middle-aged and older individuals are 
selected as leaders over young individuals, leading to people having 
more experience with middle-aged and older leaders than young 
leaders. Furthermore, role incongruity could result in negative evalua
tions and a higher likelihood of dismissal for young individuals in 
leadership positions, thereby reinforcing bias against young leaders. 
Notably, young individuals may be unable to compensate for age bias by 
displaying greater competence (or cues of competence, such as confi
dence and self-promotion) and communion (e.g., sensitivity and integ
rity). While these competent and communal young leaders match leader 
role expectations, they may violate age role expectations and receive 
backlash and negative reactions (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Rudman & 
Phelan, 2008). This idea aligns with research showing that participative 
leadership behavior (i.e., being communal) is less beneficial for young 
than for older leaders (Buengeler et al., 2016).

Second, our research suggests that organizations should address age 
bias against young adults in leader roles from ethical and business 
perspectives. Ethically, organizations should incorporate young age into 
their compliance practices and anti-bias and anti-discrimination pol
icies. This approach can assist organizations in managing the full spec
trum of age bias and discrimination in the workplace (Hebl et al., 2020). 
From a business perspective, organizations could benefit from increased 
age diversity among their leaders. Previous work has indicated that age 
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diversity can positively influence organizational performance by 
enhancing human and social capital (Li et al., 2021); for instance, 
leadership teams with a diverse age range are more effective at moni
toring managerial decision-making than homogeneous teams with less 
age variation, as diverse teams bring a broader range of perspectives and 
experiences to oversight processes (Janahi et al., 2023). Organizations 
aiming for greater age diversity in their leadership teams could imple
ment age-diversity-friendly HR policies (e.g., Boehm et al., 2013; Kunze 
et al., 2013) and diversity training (e.g., Homan et al., 2015). Further
more, organizations with multiple leadership teams can optimize their 
performance by ensuring each team includes a diverse range of ages 
(Szatmari, 2022).

Third, age bias has implications not just for young individuals and 
organizations but also for society. Negative bias against young leaders 
coincides with a positive age bias, or privilege, favoring middle-aged and 
older leaders, especially among older observers. Since privilege is 
frequently overlooked because it is perceived as well-intentioned 
(Phillips & Jun, 2022), such biased favoritism can lead to inequalities 
for young adults. This is consequential, as young people are seriously 
underrepresented in political and legislative spheres. Whereas the 
minimum age for serving in the U.S. Congress is 25 years (Congressional 
Research Service, 2023), most of the 118th U.S. Congress is older than 
58. To achieve proportional representation, about 100 U.S. Congress 
members should be under 40 (Blazina & DeSilver, 2021). However, the 
Congress included only 38 members under age 40, fewer than those over 
age 75 (Congressional Research Service, 2023). In other words, in
dividuals over 75 are more represented in politics than the younger half 
of the U.S. population. Reevaluating certain restrictions, such as the 
minimum age for candidacy, or introducing term limits could foster 
more opportunities for young political leaders and help counteract the 
underrepresentation of young adults in political leadership roles.

Conclusion: Think Leader, Think “Not Younger”

This paper aimed to reveal an antecedent of the negative age bias 
against young leaders. Our research shows that young adults, relative to 
middle-aged and older adults, face a perceived incongruity with leader 
roles. This incongruity stems predominately from observers perceiving 
young adults as less competent and communal, especially when ob
servers are relatively older themselves. As a result, leadership positions 
are likely to be less accessible to and more precarious for young in
dividuals than for middle-aged or older individuals. Our role- 
incongruity hypothesis offers important theoretical and practical in
sights into age bias against young adults at work.

Funding source declaration

This research was partly supported by the German Federal Ministry 
of Education and Research under grant number 01PL17068. The content 
of this article lies entirely with the authors.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Christoph Daldrop: Writing – review & editing, Writing – original 
draft, Methodology, Formal analysis, Data curation, Conceptualization. 
Astrid C. Homan: Writing – review & editing, Methodology, Concep
tualization. Claudia Buengeler: Writing – review & editing, Method
ology, Conceptualization.

Declaration of competing interest

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial 
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence 
the work reported in this paper.

Data availability

We have shared the link to our data/code in the manuscript.

References

Abele, A. E. (2022). Evaluation of the self on the big two and their facets. International 
Review of Social Psychology, 35(1), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.5334/irsp.688

Abele, A. E., Ellemers, N., Fiske, S. T., Koch, A., & Yzerbyt, V. (2021). Navigating the 
social world: Toward an integrated framework for evaluating self, individuals, and 
groups. Psychological Review, 128(2), 290–314. https://doi.org/10.1037/ 
rev0000262

Aguinis, H., Villamor, I., & Ramani, R. S. (2021). MTurk research: Review and 
recommendations. Journal of Management, 47(4), 823–837. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/0149206320969787

Aichholzer, J., & Zeglovits, E. (2015). Balancierte Kurzskala autoritärer Einstellungen (B- 
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