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Employee age moderates within-person associations of daily negative work events 
with emotion regulation, attention, and well-being
Susanne Scheibe

Department of Psychology, University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Does advanced age give employees an advantage in face of negative work experiences through their 
higher emotion-regulation competence? Across days, the occurrence of negative work events is asso-
ciated with fluctuations in attention, motivation, and well-being. This study examined whether these 
within-person associations are reduced at advanced employee age, indicating higher resilience. The 
study further investigated the role of emotion-regulation goal activation and strategy use in these 
associations. Across two work weeks, 123 employees aged 22 to 63 years provided 1,092 daily reports 
on affective work events, emotion regulation, attentional focus, persistence, and end-of-day affect. On 
days with negative-events, participants reported higher activation of emotion-regulation goals, lower 
attentional focus, and higher negative affect at the end of the workday. Effects were intensified on days 
with highly negative events. Yet, within-person associations of high-intensity events with emotion- 
regulation goals, attention, and end-of-day negative affect were reduced at higher age. Further analyses 
that accounted for age differences in emotion-regulation goals suggested that these play a role in age- 
related reductions in the event-related disturbance of attentional focus and well-being. There was no 
evidence of age-differential strategy use on eventful days. Findings are in line with proposed mechanisms 
underlying older employees’ resilience to daily stress.
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Employees’ effectiveness and well-being at work has been 
shown to fluctuate over time: On some days, employees are 
better able to keep their attention on task, persist in their 
work-related goal pursuits, and maintain well-being than on 
other days (Beal & Ghandour, 2011; Fisher & Noble, 2004). 
Research suggests that within-person variability in well- 
being and work effectiveness co-varies with fluctuations in 
affective experiences (Merlo et al., 2018). Affective events 
and states are thought to impact performance and well- 
being because they can – at times – distract attention 
away from one’s work-related goal pursuits and activate 
regulatory processes that have various cognitive, motiva-
tional, and affective consequences (Beal et al., 2005). 
However, not everyone shows the same degree of covaria-
tion between affective events, effectiveness, and well-being 
(Hagemeister & Volmer, 2018; Kuba & Scheibe, 2017; Yang & 
Diefendorff, 2009). Advanced age is often linked with 
improved emotion-regulation competence, which is thought 
to manifest in less severe perturbations in well-being in face 
of daily stressors (Sliwinski & Scott, 2014). Several age- 
comparative studies outside the work setting have revealed 
that older adults tend to experience less pronounced stres-
sor-related negative affect than younger adults, that is, 
increases in negative affect in close proximity to negative 
daily events (Stawski et al., 2019). This points at the intri-
guing possibility that older employees are more resilient to 
daily work stress than younger employees – such that their 
daily well-being and effectiveness are less perturbed by 
negative affective experiences.

A possible age-related advantage in managing daily work 
stress would be of interest to organizations in light of wide-
spread fears that the ageing workforce leads to a loss in com-
pany productivity (Oude Mulders et al., 2020), to policy makers 
who push for an increased labour force participation of older 
workers, as well as to ageing workers who face the prospect of 
working longer (Boissonneault et al., 2020). For example, orga-
nization can better leverage their multi-age workforce by tai-
loring support to those age groups who need it most and by 
stimulating knowledge and skill transfer between different 
generations at work.

Although age differences in within-person associations 
between daily stressors and indicators of well-being have been 
investigated in the general population (Sliwinski & Scott, 2014 for 
review) and in employee samples (Scheibe et al., 2019), impor-
tant questions remain unanswered. First, there is a lack of evi-
dence on age differences in the within-person correlates of 
negative daily events beyond well-being. Work settings are typi-
cally characterized by a strong focus on effectiveness and per-
formance. Organizational theories (e.g., Beal et al., 2005) 
postulate that affective experiences at work should have cogni-
tive and motivational consequences that feed into job perfor-
mance. Yet, it remains open whether there are age differences in 
event-associated fluctuations in cognitive and motivational pro-
cesses that underly job performance. Hence, it remains open 
whether an age-related advantage in maintaining well-being 
when facing emotional challenges at work is accompanied by 
an age-related advantage in maintaining effectiveness – 
a question that is imminently important to organizations. 
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Second, assumptions about the role of emotion regulation in age 
differences in daily event-related outcomes remain largely 
untested. Theories of emotional ageing postulate that emotion 
regulation improves as people get older (Charles, 2010). Emotion 
regulation, in turn, is a demonstrated mediator of links between 
affective work experiences and outcomes (Adams & Webster, 
2013; Totterdell et al., 2012). Yet, while age differences in emo-
tion regulation have been studied in the laboratory (Brady et al., 
2018) and in daily life without accounting for daily stressors (e.g., 
Eldesouky & English, 2018), the interplay of age, stressful daily 
events, and spontaneous emotion regulation has rarely been 
assessed directly in the work setting.

Addressing these gaps, the current study investigates the 
moderating role of employee age in within-person associations 
(subsequently also referred to as “couplings”) between daily 
negative work events, emotion-regulatory processes, and daily 
work outcomes. Negative work events are relatively easy to 
remember at the end of the day and are, by definition, an 
indicator of changes in state affect (Weiss & Cropanzano, 
1996). Drawing on Beal et al. (2005) model of affect and episo-
dic job performance, we postulate that negative events can 
activate emotion-regulatory processes that diminish attention 
and motivation related to one’s work assignments, next to 
affecting employees’ well-being. Specifically, we focus on emo-
tion-regulation goal activation, or the degree to which employ-
ees deliberately try to change their emotions (Gross, 2015) and 
test whether there is shared variance between events and 
emotion regulation in predicting attentional focus (the ability 
to maintain attention on-task throughout the workday; Beal 
et al., 2005; Kahn, 1990), persistence (the ability to pursue 
a work task until it is done even in the face of difficulties; 
Kanfer, 1990), and end-of-day negative affect (as indicator of 
daily well-being; Scheibe et al., 2016). The three indicators were 
chosen to capture cognitive, motivational, and well-being con-
sequences of affective work events. Integrating work on ageing 
and emotion regulation (Charles, 2010), we expect that event- 
associated fluctuations in emotion regulation, attention, persis-
tence, and well-being are reduced at higher work age, signal-
ling higher resilience to daily work stress. Supplementary 
analyses further explore whether it matters through which 
strategies emotion-regulation goals are pursued. Based on 
emotion-regulation research, two putatively costly strategies 
(expressive suppression, distraction) and one putatively adap-
tive strategy (reappraisal) were considered (Aldao et al., 2010). 
In today’s workplace where younger and older employees 
increasingly work side-by-side, understanding age differences 
in daily drivers of effectiveness and well-being gives important 
clues for successfully managing the multi-age workforce and 
designing age-supportive interventions (Truxillo et al., 2015).

Daily correlates of negative work events: attention, 
motivation, and well-being

Beal et al. (2005) provided a theoretical account of how affec-
tive experiences impact on episodic job performance across 
the day. The model postulates that job performance varies over 
time, with the level of performance being dependent on the 
amount of cognitive and self-regulatory resources that employ-
ees can devote to their work assignments. Temporary increases 

in negative affect are predicted to diminish the resources avail-
able for one’s work tasks. Fluctuations in affect often result from 
discrete events such as mistreatments by clients or colleagues, 
technical failures, or negative feedback (Wang et al., 2013; Yang 
& Diefendorff, 2009). Discrete negative events are used here as 
proxy measure for temporary variations in state affect; they are 
defined as changes in present circumstances, bounded in space 
and time, that interrupt the regular flow of work activities and 
elicit emotional responses (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Thus, 
changes in state affect are a defining feature of affective work 
events. Experiencing negatively charged events is assumed to 
lead employees to reflect on and appraise their current circum-
stances, ruminate about their emotions, and attempt to regu-
late emotions (Beal et al., 2005). Consequently, when negative 
affect is elevated (for example, in the aftermath of negative 
events), fewer resources may be available to keep attention on 
work tasks and persist in work-related goal pursuit.

Confirming these ideas, Porath and Erez (2007) found 
across three experiments that experiencing rudeness dis-
rupts cognitive processes that underlie task performance. 
Brose et al. (2012) found in a study of daily assessments 
across 100 days that fluctuations in negative affect are 
coupled with fluctuations in subjective control of attention 
and motivation to do well on a working memory task. 
Moreover, an experience-sampling study by Merlo et al. 
(2018) showed that within-person changes in negative affect 
predicted changes in attentional allocation and regulation in 
real-life work settings, which in turn predicted episodic job 
performance. In another diary study with employees, 
Demerouti and Cropanzano (2017) found daily couplings 
between negative work events and daily work engagement. 
For present purposes, we captured event-related changes in 
work effectiveness by assessing daily levels of attentional 
focus (the extent to which employees were focused on 
their work throughout the workday) and persistence (the 
extent to which employees kept pursuing work-related 
goals despite obstacles).

In addition to affecting the level of attention and motivation 
that employees can devote to their work during the day, nega-
tive work events may also lead employees to experience dimin-
ished well-being at the end of the day. Ruminations about 
affective experiences encountered during worktime may per-
sist until the evening causing negative feelings (Demerouti & 
Cropanzano, 2017; Wang et al., 2011). Moreover, the disruptive 
effects on work effectiveness mean that work goals were not 
attained, or only incompletely. Negative affect is experienced 
when people reflect on their day and sense discrepancies 
between goals and goal attainment, as part of a feedback 
loop that supports self-regulation (Carver & Scheier, 1990). 
This makes it likely that on days with negative events, employ-
ees leave their work feeling more annoyed, worried, or anxious 
than on other days without negative events. Diary studies 
confirm that well-being is perturbed at the end of a workday 
full of stressors, as shown by event-related increases in negative 
affect (Eatough et al., 2016; Kuba & Scheibe, 2017; Volmer et al., 
2012) or emotional exhaustion (Totterdell et al., 2012). In this 
study, we captured the well-being correlates of negative work 
events by asking employees to report their level of current 
negative affect at the end of each workday.
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Age differences in daily correlates of negative work 
events

As people get older, emotional experience changes in sys-
tematic ways. Studies on the development of personality 
and emotional well-being during adulthood suggest that 
affect becomes overall more positive and stable, while 
negative states become less long-lasting (Carstensen et al., 
2011; Roberts et al., 2006). Multiple studies on affect and 
ageing at work report age-related advantages in workplace 
affect, with older workers reporting higher levels of positive 
affect and/or lower levels of negative affect (Dahling & 
Perez, 2010; Konstantinos Kafetsios & Loumakou, 2007; 
Scheibe et al., 2019, Study 1; Wegge et al., 2006) albeit 
other studies found age to be unrelated to workplace affect 
(Bindl et al., 2012; Scheibe et al., 2019, Studies 2 and 3). 
Paralleling age-related reductions in neuroticism (Roberts 
et al., 2006), negative affect in daily life appears to be 
more stable at higher age (Brose et al., 2011; Röcke et al., 
2009). Most importantly, when affect is assessed in close 
proximity to real-life negative events, older adults tend to 
show weaker stressor-related negative affect, according to 
a coordinated analysis of multiple experience-sampling stu-
dies with age ranges from 18 to 84 years (Stawski et al., 
2019).

Although interest in ageing in the workplace is increas-
ing steeply and findings on affect and ageing in the work-
place accumulate, few studies to day have examined 
whether age moderates the cognitive, motivational, and 
well-being correlates of day-to-day changes in affective 
experiences at work. We are aware of only two studies on 
this topic, and these are limited in examining only event- 
related fluctuations in indicators of well-being. In a series of 
three daily diary studies with employee samples, Scheibe 
et al. (2019) examined age differences in within-person 
associations between work events and negative affect dur-
ing the event (assessed in retrospect) or on days surround-
ing events (assessed at the end of the workday). Two of the 
three studies revealed that event-affect couplings were 
reduced at higher worker age, indicating higher resilience, 
while the third study revealed that older workers are more 
worried than younger workers in response to negative work 
events. Scheibe and Moghimi (2021) conducted a daily diary 
study testing age differences in within-person associations 
between different characteristics of negative work events 
(for example, their emotional intensity) and well-being at 
the end of the workday (job satisfaction and fatigue). Their 
findings suggest that older employees are better able to 
maintain well-being on days with high-intensity negative 
events relative to days with low-intensity negative events, 
as compared to younger employees.

Although existing evidence is still scarce and equivocal, 
these initial findings suggest that older workers, by and 
large, enjoy higher affective stability and may be less dis-
rupted by negative daily work events. Thus, event-related 
perturbations of daily levels of attention, motivation, and 
well-being as implicated by Beal et al.’s (2005) model may 
also be less pronounced at higher age. Assuming that older 
adults enjoy higher affective stability and thus experience 

less state fluctuations in affect in the aftermath of negative 
work events, more regulatory resources should remain avail-
able to cognitively and motivationally engage with one’s 
work tasks. Hence, age may buffer event-associated fluctua-
tions in attention, motivation, and end-of-day levels of well- 
being. Formally, this leads to: 

Hypothesis 1: The within-person associations between negative 
daily work events and daily work outcomes are moderated by 
age, such that (a) the negative relationship between negative 
events and attentional focus, (b) the negative relationship 
between negative events and persistence, and (c) the positive 
relationship between negative events and end-of-day negative 
affect are weaker among older as compared to younger 
employees.

Age, negative work events, and emotion regulation

Why would older employees enjoy more stable affect in 
face of stressful daily events? Here, we focus on the poten-
tial role of emotion regulation. Prior research revealed that 
emotion regulation is one mechanism that indirectly links 
negative work events, such as interpersonal mistreatment 
by customers and co-workers, to distress (Adams & Webster, 
2013; Scheibe & Moghimi, 2021; Toomey & Rudolph, 2017; 
Totterdell & Holman, 2003). Regulating emotions is effortful 
and occupies cognitive and self-regulatory resources 
(Sheppes & Gross, 2011). Hence, the extent to which 
employees are engaged with regulating their emotions 
throughout the workday will determine employees’ daily 
outcomes (Beal et al., 2005). Theories and research on emo-
tional ageing suggest improvements in emotion regulation 
with age, which can alter the occupational stress process 
(Scheibe & Zacher, 2013). Building on this work, the current 
study examined whether age differences in emotion regula-
tion may account for age differences in event-outcome 
couplings.

Specifically, emotion regulation was captured in this study as 
the activation of emotion-regulation goals during the workday. 
According to Gross (2015) model of emotion regulation, any 
emotion regulatory activity starts with a goal to influence the 
unfolding trajectories of one’s various emotions. For example, 
employees may become aware that their current anxiety level is 
undesirably high and may consequently form a goal to reduce 
anxiety. Emotion-regulation goals are thus the impetus for effort-
ful emotion-regulation activity. They are distinct from the specific 
strategies or tactics (such as suppression or reappraisal) that are 
subsequently recruited to achieve such goals (Gross, 2015). When 
at work, employees typically focus their cognitive and self- 
regulatory resources on their immediate work tasks. Yet, when 
negative emotions arise, these move into the focus of attention 
and activate emotion-regulation goals which hamper job perfor-
mance (Beal et al., 2005). People can be motivated to regulate 
their emotions for hedonic reasons (in order to regain a sense of 
well-being), or for instrumental reasons (to help them achieve 
other goals; Tamir, 2016). Instrumental reasons, for instance, 
include adherence with organizational display rules that prohibit 
the free expression of negative emotions in interactions with 

874 S. SCHEIBE



customers and co-workers (Kramer & Hess, 2002). For these various 
reasons, negative work events tend to lead employees to form 
a goal to change their emotions into more suitable levels 
(Totterdell et al., 2012; Totterdell & Holman, 2003). Such goals 
will remain salient until they have been achieved, at which point 
there is no longer a discrepancy between desired and actual 
emotions and emotion-regulation goals get deactivated (Gross, 
2015). Faster achievement of emotion-regulation goals therefore 
helps limit event-related perturbations in attention, motivation, 
and well-being.

Based on strength and vulnerability integration theory 
(Charles, 2010), a theory of emotional well-being in adult-
hood, it can be expected that older employees are more 
effective and efficient in achieving emotion-regulation goals 
than younger employees, which leads to a faster deactiva-
tion of such goals and less impact of emotion-regulation 
activity on outcomes. Over the years, most people are able 
to learn from their experiences, accumulate emotional 
expertise and develop improved ways to regulate emotions. 
Supporting this proposition, older adults were found to 
report enhanced subjective control over their emotions 
compared to younger adults (Kessler & Staudinger, 2009; 
Lawton et al., 1992). Evidence from experience-sampling 
research suggests that older compared to younger adults 
experience a closer correspondence between current and 
desired levels of affect in everyday life, and consequently 
less strongly activated goals to regulate emotions (Scheibe 
et al., 2013). Older working-aged adults were further found 
to score higher than young adults on the emotion manage-
ment subtests of an emotional intelligence battery, which 
requires participants to judge the effectiveness of different 
emotion-regulatory strategies in various interpersonal sce-
narios (Cabello et al., 2016; Kafetsios, 2004). Experimental 
evidence also suggests that implementing emotion- 
regulation goals is less cognitively effortful for older than 
younger adults, presumably because practice leads to 
higher efficiency (Scheibe & Blanchard-Fields, 2009).

Based on these prior findings, we assume that age- 
related differences in emotion-regulation play a role in the 
buffering effect of age on event-couplings with effective-
ness and well-being. This buffering effect can occur in two 
ways. First, if older employees are more efficient and effec-
tive in regulating their emotions in the face of negative 
work events, emotion-regulation goals should be less long- 
lasting than would be the case for younger employees. 
Thus, the coupling between negative-event occurrence 
and the duration of emotion-regulation goal activation 
should be weaker at higher age. Second, even while emo-
tion-regulation goals are activated, they should be less det-
rimental for job performance and well-being to the extent 
that older adults are more skilled in pursuing these goals 
effectively and with lower effort. Thus, the coupling 
between emotion-regulation goal activation and negative 
outcomes should be weaker at higher age. 

Hypothesis 2: Weaker event-outcome couplings at higher age 
are related to age differences in emotion regulation goal acti-
vation. The within-person association between negative daily 
work events and emotion regulation goal activation (a), and in 

turn the within-person associations of emotion regulation goal 
activation with attentional focus (b), persistence (c), and end-of 
-day negative affect (d) should all be reduced at higher age.

Do emotion-regulation strategies matter?

Although the pursuit of emotion-regulation goals is generally 
effortful, people tend to use different regulatory strategies. These 
differ widely in the amount of self-regulatory resources they 
occupy and in their effectiveness in achieving emotion- 
regulation goals (Aldao et al., 2010; Sheppes & Gross, 2011). An 
additional exploratory question was, therefore, whether there 
are age differences in couplings between negative work events 
and specific regulation strategies.

Further building on Gross (2015) emotion-regulation model, 
two presumably costly strategies (distraction and suppression) 
and one presumably effective strategy (reappraisal) were consid-
ered in the current study. Cognitive distraction entails redirecting 
attention from the emotional situation to other, more pleasant 
matters. Although distraction can provide quick relief from nega-
tive emotions, this affective benefit tends to be short-lived and 
thoughts about the stressor will likely continue to crop up. 
Expressive suppression, defined as the avoidance of outward 
expressions of (negative) emotions, does little to change experi-
enced affect and is cognitively effortful. This strategy primarily 
serves to regulate interpersonal impressions. Continued use of 
distraction and suppression should therefore lead to an off-task 
focus and negative outcomes. A generally effective strategy is 
reappraisal, which entails reinterpreting a stressful situation in 
order to alter its emotional impact, for example, by changing 
perspectives or considering positive side effects (Gross, 2015). 
Reappraisal successfully diminishes negative emotions and sup-
ports the long-term adaptation to stressful stimuli. Although 
reappraisal requires moderate cognitive effort to override incom-
ing emotional information with an alternative interpretation, the 
effort expenditure should be short-lived to the extent that the 
negative emotions subside relatively quickly. Using reappraisal 
during the workday should therefore be less disruptive to effec-
tiveness and relate positively with well-being.

Prior research has yielded mixed results regarding age dif-
ferences in the use of emotion-regulation strategies. Some 
studies suggest that older employees are less inclined than 
younger employees to use distraction and the related strategy 
of avoidance coping in daily life (Hertel et al., 2015; Kim & 
Agrusa, 2011; Scheibe & Moghimi, 2021). There is also evidence 
in community samples that suppression is used less often at 
higher age (English & John, 2013; John & Gross, 2004), whereas 
reappraisal is used more often (Diehl et al., 1996; John & Gross, 
2004; Yeung et al., 2011). However, studies on the relationship 
of age with reappraisal and suppression in worker samples are 
inconclusive (Doerwald et al., 2016). A final research question in 
the current study therefore was whether relatively older 
employees would recruit distraction, suppression, and reap-
praisal to a different extent than younger employees on work-
days during which they experience negative work events. An 
answer to this question will provide a more fine-grained under-
standing of age-related differences in the intricate emotion- 
regulation processes that underlie daily resilience at work.
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Method

Participants and procedure

A sample of 151 working adults living in Germany and 
employed in various occupational backgrounds and job posi-
tions was recruited for a 10-day diary study between 
October 2015 and September 2016. Participants were recruited 
from the wider personal network of three master students and 
by word-of-mouth, which resulted in a heterogeneous sample. 
As incentive, participants who completed at least seven daily 
surveys received personalized feedback after study completion 
on how they handle emotions, which they could retrieve online 
via a self-generated code. They also participated in a raffle for 
a € 50 voucher for an online store, one per 30 eligible partici-
pants. Of the 151 participants who completed the baseline 
survey, 17 did not leave their email address for the diary part 
of the study, 10 did not complete any daily surveys, and one did 
not have paid employment.

The final sample therefore included 123 participants living in 
Germany. Age ranged from 22 to 63 years with a mean age of 
40.8 years (SD = 13.8); job tenure ranged from less than 1 to 
35 years with a mean of 8.4 years (SD = 8.3). Of the sample, 55% 
were women, 48% attained a college or university degree, 69% 
worked full-time, and 42% held a leadership position. On aver-
age, participants estimated to work 7.8 hours (SD = 2.0) per day, 
of which they interacted 4.4 hours (SD = 2.5) with clients or 
patients. Participants represented a broad range of occupa-
tional sectors, including health and social welfare (39%), 
research and education (14%), ICT and consulting (8%), trade 
(8%), finance (7%), and industry and production (6%).

The study plan comprised a web-based general survey and 
10 web-based daily surveys at the end of the work day over the 
period of two regular workweeks. The general survey assessed 
demographics and general work characteristics; the daily ques-
tionnaires assessed momentary affect, day-specific attentional 
focus and task persistence, affective work events, and day- 
specific emotion regulation. Participants received personalized 
links to the daily surveys each workday until they completed 10 
daily entries. Due to a system error, some participants were able 
to provide more than 10 daily entries. We screened out daily 
entries in which participants reported being off work, double 
entries (retaining only the first entry per day), and entries with 
a large number of missings. The total number of valid daily 
entries was 1092, with an average of 8.8 (SD = 2.9, range 1 to 14) 
entries per participant (response rate of 86% out of 10 planned 
entries). Study procedures were approved by the Ethical 
Committee Psychology at the author’s university.

Measures

The following measures were included in the daily surveys in 
the order listed.

End-of-day negative affect
Participants first reported their momentary affect using an 
affect checklist developed by Kessler and Staudinger (2009) 
for age-comparative work. The list included four items to assess 
negative affect of high arousal (anxious, annoyed, worried, ner-
vous) as well as 12 further items assessing positive affect and 

negative affect of low arousal (not included in analyses).1 

Participants were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much) to what degree they 
currently experienced each state. The within-person reliability 
estimate (McDonald’s Omega; Geldhof et al., 2014) was .68.

Daily attentional focus
Participants next rated the extent to which they had felt atten-
tive, absorbed, uninvolved, detached, and distracted that day 
while at work, on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). 
The last three items were reverse-coded. The measure was 
developed based on qualitative data by Kahn (1990) and had 
been successfully used in a prior study (Armenta et al., 2018). 
The within-person reliability estimate omega was .75.

Daily persistence
Participants completed the Persistence subscale of the Work 
Effort Scale (De Cooman et al., 2009), which was adjusted to 
the day-level. The three items (Today I did not give up quickly 
when something did not work well; Today I did my best to get my 
work done, regardless of potential difficulties; Today, when 
I started an assignment I pursued it to the end) were rated on 
a 5-point scale from 1 (does not apply at all) to 5 (applies fully). 
The within-person reliability estimate omega was .63.

Daily affective work events
In order to capture meaningful daily events without imposing 
any fixed categories on respondents, we used an open answer 
format, followed by a rating scale to evaluate the events’ 
valence (see also Kuba & Scheibe, 2017; Matta et al., 2014). 
Respondents were asked to name up to six meaningful work 
events that they found “straining” or “pleasant” that day at 
work, and to describe them briefly. We inquired not only 
about negative daily events (our focal predictor) but also posi-
tive events to avoid a one-sided focus on negative experiences. 
However, positive events were not considered in analyses. On 
average, participants reported 2.9 work events per day 
(SD = 1.7, range 0 to 6), which concerned interpersonal issues 
(e.g., “I had a big argument with one of my subordinates about 
unfinished work tasks”), issues related to the work task or work 
environment (“Access to the intranet is finally working”) or 
personal issues (“I had a headache”). Subsequently, participants 
rated each event’s valence as very negative, negative, neutral, 
positive, or very positive. Analyses focused on those events rated 
as negative or very negative.

Because of the non-normal distribution of event occurrence 
(there tend to be multiple days without any events and few 
days with many events) and following standard procedures in 
daily stress research (e.g., Stawski et al., 2019), we created 
a dummy variable at the day-level indicating days with at 
least one negative or very negative event (coded 1) as com-
pared to days without such events (coded 0). In some analyses, 
we further distinguished negative from very negative events. 
For this purpose, we recoded negative events into two dummy 
variables. The first dummy variable compared non-negative 
event days (coded 0) to negative or very negative events 
(coded 1). The second dummy variable compared non- 
negative and negative events (coded 0) to very negative events 
(coded 1). Thereby, this second dummy variable represents the 
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additional “change” in the outcome variables when the day had 
highly intense negative events, rather than “only” moderately 
intense negative events. Across the 1092 daily reports, there 
were 548 (50.2%) days with no negative events and 544 (49.8%) 
days with negative events. Across the 544 days with negative 
events, very negative events were reported on 247 days (22.6% 
of all daily reports).

Daily emotion regulation
Each day, participants reported the duration of emotion regula-
tion goal activation during the workday on three items (Today, 
I wanted to . . . change how I feel, . . . feel better, . . . feel less bad) 
on a scale ranging from 1 (rarely or never) to 5 (always). The first 
item was taken from a prior study (Scheibe et al., 2013), while 
the other two items were newly created. For our exploratory 
analyses on strategy use, participants further indicated how 
they dealt with their feelings during worktime when facing 
unpleasant or difficult situations. Because employees can use 
multiple strategies to deal with a given event and may change 
strategies over time, we assessed strategy use in general, rather 
than related to specific events. Distraction was assessed with 
the 3-item Positive Refocusing scale of the Cognitive Emotion- 
Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ; Garnefski et al., 2001), 
adjusted to the day-level (Today, I thought of nicer things than 
what I have experienced). Expressive suppression and reappraisal 
were assessed with three items each from the Emotion- 
Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John, 2003), also 
adapted to the day level. Sample items are Today, I controlled 
my feelings by not expressing/showing them and Today, 
I controlled by feelings by thinking differently about the situation. 
All nine emotion-regulation strategy items were rated on 
a 5-point scale from 1 (rarely or never) to 5 (always). The within- 
person reliability estimates (McDonald’s Omega; Geldhof et al., 
2014) were .89 for emotion-regulation goals; .67 for distraction; 
.63 for suppression; and .54 for reappraisal.

A multilevel confirmatory factor analysis (MCFA) was con-
ducted using MPlus 8 software (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017) 
to test construct validity of the different aspects of daily emo-
tion regulation at the within-person level. A model with four 
factors (emotion regulation goals, distraction, suppression, 
reappraisal) at the day level, combined with a saturated 
model at the person level (see Ryu & West, 2009), yielded 
a good fit, χ2 = 77, df = 48; RMSEA = .02; CFI = .99; TLI = .98. 
Moreover, it fit the data better than a single-factor model 
(χ2 = 1027, df = 54; RMSEA = .13; CFI = .70; TLI = .27, Satorra– 
Bentler scaled Δ χ2 = 942, df = 84, p < .001); and a 2-factor 
model distinguishing emotion-regulation goals from a strategy 
composite factor (combining suppression, reappraisal and dis-
traction; χ2 = 423, df = 53; RMSEA = .08; CFI = .89; TLI = .72, 
Satorra–Bentler scaled Δ χ2 = 257, df = 5, p < .001). Thus, specific 
strategies were distinguishable from the general level of emo-
tion-regulation goal activation at the daily level and from each 
other, and all four scales were retained for further analyses.

Analytic approach

Given the nested data structure, multilevel path analysis was 
performed with Mplus 8 software. Model 1 tested Hypothesis 1 
that age moderates event-outcome couplings. Attentional 

focus, persistence, end-of-day negative affect were each pre-
dicted by negative-event occurrence (dichotomized) at 
the day-level and age (grand-mean centred) at the person- 
level. The model further included the cross-level effect of age 
on the three event-outcome slopes. Significant cross-level 
moderation effects were probed through simple slope analysis 
at low (−1SD) and high (+1SD) levels of age, using the MODEL 
CONSTRAINTS function in MPlus. The three day-specific out-
comes were allowed to co-vary with each other. A pattern of 
findings in which age moderates the slope from events to the 
daily outcomes would be in line with Hypothesis 1. Note that 
due to the event coding and grand-mean centering of age, the 
intercepts indicate levels of the daily outcomes on days without 
negative events for a person of average age, whereas the event 
main effect indicates the in- or decrease in daily outcomes on 
days with negative events for a person of average age. 
Relatedly, the age coefficients indicate age-related differences 
in the daily outcomes on days without events. The age x events 
cross-level interaction coefficients show how much the event- 
outcome slopes differ per year of age.

Model 2 tested Hypothesis 2 on the role of emotion- 
regulation goals in accounting for age differences in event- 
outcome couplings. At the day-level, emotion-regulation 
goals were predicted by negative-event occurrence; while the 
three daily outcomes (attentional focus, persistence, and end- 
of-day negative affect) were each predicted by negative-event 
occurrence and emotion-regulation goals (grand-mean 
centred). At the person level, emotion-regulation goals were 
predicted by age; the three daily outcome variables were each 
predicted by emotion-regulation goals and age. The three out-
come variables were again allowed to co-vary with each other. 
The model further included the cross-level effect of age on all 
within-person slopes. A pattern of findings in which age mod-
erates the coupling between events and emotion-regulation 
goals (indicating that older adults are less focused on emotion 
regulation on event days compared to non-event days) and/or 
the coupling between emotion-regulation goals and daily out-
comes (indicating that emotion regulation is less costly for 
older than younger employees) – while age would no longer 
moderate the direct slope from negative-event occurrence on 
the outcome as in Model 1 – would be in line with Hypothesis 2.

Model 3 examined the research question on potential age 
differences in recruiting specific emotion-regulation strategies 
on days with negative events. The model predicted the three 
emotion-regulation strategies (distraction, suppression, reap-
praisal) by negative-event occurrence at the day-level and age 
at the person-level. Age was further included as cross-level 
moderator of the event-strategy slopes, and the three strategy 
variables were allowed to co-vary. Significant cross-level inter-
action effects of age and event on strategies would be indica-
tive of age-conditional use of strategies on eventful days.

To account for the non-normal distribution of parameters, 
all models were estimated using Bayesian analysis with default 
starting values; 95% credibility intervals are reported for all 
coefficients. To obtain an estimate of the effect sizes of the 
significant cross-level interaction effects of age, we compared 
the between-person variance of the slopes (e.g., between nega-
tive events and attentional focus) in base models that did not 
include age as Level 2 predictor with the between-person 
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residual variance of the slopes after adding age as predictor of 
intercept and slope (see Nezlek, 2012). Specifically, we sub-
tracted the residual variance of a given Level 2 slope variable 
in the final model from the variance of that Level 2 slope 
variable in the base model, divided by the variance in the 
base model (but see Nezlek, 2012, for a cautionary note on 
the validity of this method).

Results

Descriptive analyses

Table 1 presents descriptives, intra-class correlations, and cor-
relations between the person-level and day-level variables. 
Day-level correlations were obtained by estimating 
a multilevel model in MPlus in which all variables were set to 
co-vary at both levels. Interclass-correlations ranged from .23 
(negative event occurrence) to .66 (suppression), indicating 

sufficient variation at both the person- and day-level to pro-
ceed with multilevel analyses.

As can be seen in Table 1, age was unrelated to negative- 
event occurrence. Age correlated negatively with emotion- 
regulation goals and the strategy of distraction, but not with 
reappraisal or suppression. Among the outcomes, age was 
positively related to attentional focus and negatively related 
to end-of-day negative affect; yet age was unrelated to persis-
tence. Gender and organizational tenure were unrelated to the 
three daily work outcomes (attentional focus, persistence, and 
negative affect) and emotion-regulation goals, and are there-
fore not further considered in analyses.

Testing hypothesis 1: age and bivariate relationships 
between events and outcome

The results of Model 1, which specified the three work out-
comes as a function of event occurrence and age, are shown in 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics, Intra-Class Correlations, and Correlations Between Study Variables.

Mean (SD) ICC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Person-level
1. Age 40.83 (13.76) –
2. Gender – .25 –
3. Job tenure 8.41 (8.28) .69 .20 –

Day-level
4. Negative event occurrence .50 (.30) .23 −.08 −.30 −.01 – −.17 −.09 .24 .30 .07 .16 .21
5. Attentional focus 4.09 (0.48) .40 .26 .08 .12 −.15 – .42 −.31 −.31 −.13 −.16 .01
6. Persistence 3.99 (0.64) .47 −.14 −.14 −.17 .18 .62 – −.19 −.14 −.05 −.01 .06
7. End-of-day negative affect 1.62 (0.58) .45 −.27 −.08 −.10 .25 −.61 −.32 – .36 .02 .11 .03
8. Emotion regulation goals 1.92 (0.81) .45 −.27 −.16 −.09 .27 −.55 −.19 .73 – .06 .18 .08
9. Distraction 1.78 (0.68) .55 −.31 −.21 −.11 .14 −.31 .06 .37 .56 – .21 .29
10. Suppression 2.45 (1.01) .66 .01 −.09 .02 .25 −.05 .21 .15 .27 .34 – .26
11. Reappraisal 2.17 (0.76) .54 −.17 −.11 −.10 .22 −.05 .25 .26 .34 .60 .61 –

Note. Level 1 N = 1092; Level 2 N = 123. Event occurrence was coded as 0 = no negative event and 1 = one or more negative events. Gender was coded as 0 = women 
and 1 = men. Correlations below the diagonal are between-person correlations. Correlations above the diagonal are within-person correlations, obtained in 
a multilevel analysis in MPlus. Correlations displayed in bold are significant at p < .05.

Table 2. Multi-level Estimates for Model 1 Predicting Three Daily Outcomes by Events and Age.

Attentional focus Persistence End-of-day negative affect

Predictors Estimate (SE) 95% CI Sign. Estimate (SE) 95% CI Sign. Estimate (SE) 95% CI Sign.

Model with all negative events grouped together
Day-level

Neg. events −.209 (.041) [−.278, −.135] *** −.111 (.047) [−.185, −.008] * .290 (.046) [.190, .373] ***
Residual variance .246 (.013) [.225, .279] *** .376 (.019) [.340, .413] *** .236 (.012) [.213, .257] ***

Person-level
Intercept 4.199 (.043) [4.122, 4.272] *** 4.040 (.061) [3.912, 4.157] *** 1.445 (.049) [1.353, 1.537] ***
Age .007 (.003) [.001, .013] ** −.006 (.005) [−.014, .004] −.006 (.003) [−.013, −.001] *
Age x Neg. events .003 (.003) [−.002, .007] −.002 (.004) [−.008, .007] −.004 (.004) [−.013, .002]
Residual variance .164 (.030) [.111, .231] *** .373 (.066) [.276, .529] *** .153 (.031) [.096, .223] ***

Model with negative and very negative events distinguished
Day-level

Neg. events −.167 (.042) [−.245, −.073] *** −.079 (.062) [−.208, .036] .194 (.044) [.110, .276] ***
Very neg. events −.129 (.056) [−.242, −.028] ** −.064 (.068) [−.184, .076] .258 (.051) [.154, .356] ***
Residual variance .240 (.012) [.219, .264] *** .376 (.019) [.341, .413] *** .225 (.011) [.206, .248] ***

Person-level
Intercept 4.203 (.043) [4.119, 4.286] *** 4.037 (.065) [3.915, 4.177] *** 1.443 (.042) [1.361, 1.530] ***
Age .006 (.003) [.000, .013] * −.006 (.005) [−.015, .003] −.007 (.003) [−.013, .000] *
Age x Neg. events .000 (.003) [−.007, .006] −.002 (.004) [−.010, .006] .000 (.003) [−.007, .006]
Age x Very neg. events .009 (.004) [.002, .018] ** .003 (.005) [−.008, .012] −.010 (.004) [−.018, −.003] **
Residual variance .159 (.028) [.114, .223] *** .372 (.060) [.275, .511] *** .153 (.029) [.109, .219] ***

Note. Level 1 N = 1092; Level 2 N = 123. Neg. events = Negative event occurrence coded as 0 = no event and 1 = one or more event(s). Very neg. events = Coded as 
0 = no very negative event and 1 = one or more very negative event(s). CI = Bayesian credibility interval. 

* p < .05. ** p < .10. *** p < .001.
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Table 2 (upper part). Attentional focus and persistence were 
lower, and negative affect at the end of the workday was 
higher, on days with negative events, relative to days without 
negative events. Age predicted attentional focus positively and 
negative affect negatively, but age did not predict persistence. 
Thus, on days without negative events, older employees were 
more cognitively engaged with their work than younger 
employees, and they also experienced less anger, worry, and 
other high-arousal negative emotions at the end of the 
working day.

Unexpectedly, there were no cross-level interactions 
between age and negative-event occurrence on any of the 
three work outcomes. To further inquire whether an age advan-
tage may only appear for more intense negative events, we 
reran Model 1 while distinguishing moderately intense from 
highly intense negative-event occurrence (i.e., using the two 
dummy variables described in the section on event measure-
ment). Results (Table 2, lower part) show that the occurrence of 
very negative events predicted an additional drop in atten-
tional focus and an additional increase in end-of day negative 
affect, beyond the effect of moderate negative events. 
Moreover, there were cross-level interactions between age 
and the occurrence of very negative events on attentional 
focus and end-of-day negative affect. These imply that rela-
tively older participants experienced a smaller decrease in 
attentional focus and a smaller increase in negative affect on 
days with intense negative events, relative to days with only 
moderately negative events, than younger participants. The 
simple slope analysis, shown in Figure 1(a), yielded a negative 
relationship between very negative-event occurrence and 
attentional focus for younger participants (roughly age 27; 
B = −0.251, SE = 0.085, p < .001, 95% CI [−0.419, −0.105]) but 
this relationship was non-significant for older participants 
(roughly age 55; B = −0.008, SE = 0.075, p = .459, 95% CI 
[−0.154, 0.135]). Moreover, there was a significant and positive 
relationship between very negative-event occurrence and end- 
of-day negative affect for younger participants (B = 0.398, 
SE = 0.074, p < .001, 95% CI [0.245, 0.539]) but this relationship 
was reduced to trend-level for older participants (B = 0.119, 
SE = 0.076, p = .067, 95% CI [−0.041, 0.259]), see Figure 1(b). Age 
did not moderate the relationship between very negative 
events and persistence. After accounting for age, the between- 
level variances in the negative event and very negative-event 
slopes on attentional focus were reduced by 18% and 2%, 

respectively. The corresponding values for end-of-day negative 
affect were 8% and 28%2.

Taken together, older employees fared better in terms of 
attentional focus and end-of-day negative affect across days, 
but age differences were especially pronounced on days with 
intense negative events. Hypothesis 1a and 1 c were therefore 
partially supported; older employees demonstrated compar-
able reactivity to moderate negative events, yet lower reactivity 
to highly intense negative events than younger employees on 
two of the three daily outcomes. Hypothesis 1b regarding the 
age moderation effect on persistence was not supported.

Testing hypothesis 2: accounting for daily 
emotion-regulation goals

The results of Model 2, which additionally accounted for emo-
tion-regulation goals, are reported in Table 3. Given that the 
age moderation effect obtained in Model 1 only occurred for 
the occurrence of very negative events, we coded negative 
events again in terms of two dummy variables (with the first 
dummy variable accounting for differences between non- 
negative event days vs. negative-event days, and the second 
dummy variable accounting for the additional change in out-
comes on very negative-event days over and above only mod-
erately intense negative-event days). Regarding main effects, 
emotion-regulation goals were positively predicted by nega-
tive-event occurrence and very negative event occurrence at 
Level 1, and negatively by age at Level 2. Thus, emotion- 
regulation goals were more strongly activated on negative- 
event days compared to non-event days, with an additional 
increase in activation on very negative event days. At the 
person-level, emotion-regulation goals were less strongly acti-
vated in older than younger employees. Age further moderated 
the within-person association between very negative event 
occurrence and emotion-regulation goals (but not the within- 
person association between any negative-event occurrence 
and age), as shown in Figure 1(c). The simple slope test 
revealed that the increase in emotion-regulation goals from 
moderate to strong negative-event days was stronger for 
younger participants (B = 0.729, SE = 0.114, p < .001, 95% CI 
[0.526, 0.972]) than for older participants (B = 0.273, SE = 0.114, 
p = .011, 95% CI [0.046, 0.473]). After accounting for age, the 
between-level variances in the very negative event slope on 
emotion-regulation goal activation was reduced by 17% 

Figure 1. Cross-level moderation between age and negative event occurrence in predicting daily attentional focus (a), end-of-day negative affect (b), and emotion 
regulation goals (c). Note. The response scale ranged from 1 to 5 for all three outcome variables
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(although note that the variance in the negative-event slope 
was increased by 10%; see Nezlek, 2012 for the limitations of 
comparing variances across multi-level models). These findings 
are in line with Hypothesis 2a, although limited to very negative 
event days.

At the day-level, emotion-regulation goals, in turn, predicted 
lower attentional focus and persistence and higher end-of-day 
negative affect. In line with Hypothesis 2d, age moderated the 
coupling between emotion-regulation goals and end-of-day 
negative affect. Simple slope tests revealed that the within- 
person association between chronic emotion-regulation goals 
and negative affect at the end of the day was stronger for 
younger participants (B = 0.220, SE = 0.040, p < .001, 95% CI 
[0.139, 0.296]) than for older participants (B = 0.114, SE = 0.041, 
p = .002, 95% CI [0.034, 0.199]). The between-individual var-
iance explained by age in these slopes was 14%. Age did not 
moderate the coupling of emotion-regulation goals with atten-
tional focus and persistence, failing to support Hypothesis 2b 
and 2 c. Importantly, the previously identified cross-level effects 
of events and age on attentional focus and end-of-day negative 
affect were no longer significant (see Table 3). Although 
a causal interpretation cannot be made, the pattern of findings 
is in line with the assumption that the age-related reductions in 
event-strain associations are associated with emotion- 
regulation differences.

Supplementary analyses: the role of strategies

Model 3 examined potential age differences in event- 
associated use of emotion-regulation strategies. We first 
accounted for event occurrence with a single dummy variable 
(distinguishing non-negative vs. any negative-event days). At 
the day-level, negative-event occurrence was positively related 
to all three strategies: distraction (B = 0.087, SE = 0.041, p = .010, 
95% CI [0.012, 0.165]), suppression (B = 0.267, SE = 0.049, 
p = .001, 95% CI [0.177, 0.370]), and reappraisal (B = 0.320, 
SE = 0.045, p = .001, 95% CI [0.227, 0.401]). At the person 
level, age was negatively related to distraction (B = −0.014, 
SE = 0.005, p = .001, 95% CI [−0.024, −0.006]) and reappraisal 
(B = −0.010, SE = 0.005, p = .025, 95% CI [−0.021, 0.000]), but was 
unrelated to suppression (the 95% CI included zero). None of 
the cross-level effects of age and events on strategy use were 
significant. We next reran the model while distinguishing nega-
tive vs. very negative event days. Very negative event days were 
not associated with any additional activation of regulation 
strategies beyond moderate negative-event days, and there 
were no additional age moderation effects (all 95% CIs included 
zero). Thus, there was no evidence that older employees 
recruited different emotion-regulation strategies than younger 
employees on eventful days. Rather, as the previous analyses 
suggest, they tend to be overall less engaged in emotion- 
regulation activities, based on the finding of a reduced activa-
tion of emotion-regulation goals and less use of distraction and 
reappraisal across days.

Discussion

Combining theoretical ideas on the short-term dynamic inter-
play of affective work experiences with work performance and 

well-being (Beal et al., 2005) and enhanced emotion-regulation 
competence with age (Charles, 2010), the present research 
tested age-related differences in within-person couplings of 
negative work events with emotion regulation, attention, moti-
vation, and well-being. Consistent with some prior work 
(Scheibe et al., 2019; Stawski et al., 2019), results suggest that 
negative work events – in particular, negative events of high 
intensity – are associated with less perturbation in well-being in 
relatively older employees. We extended this finding by show-
ing that an age-related advantage generalizes to employees’ 
attentional focus on their work as a proxy mechanism under-
lying job performance. Specifically, on days with high-intensity 
negative work events – relative to days with no or only mod-
erately intense negative events – younger employees reported 
reduced attentional focus on their work tasks during the day 
and higher lingering negative affect at the end of the workday. 
Older employees also responded to these intense negative 
events but the perturbations in attentional focus and well- 
being were less severe. The study further provides evidence 
that age differences in event repercussions are driven by emo-
tion-regulation differences, as is often assumed (e.g., Scheibe 
et al., 2019; Stawski et al., 2019), but rarely tested empirically. 
When younger employees faced daily negative work events of 
high intensity, they reported a heightened motivation to 
change their feelings throughout the workday. This, in turn, 
predicted lower attentional focus and persistence and higher 
negative affect at the end of the day. When older adults faced 
negative work events of high intensity, emotion-regulation 
goals were also activated during the workday but to a lesser 
degree. When accounting for age differences in emotion- 
regulation goals, age no longer moderated event-outcome 
couplings. Naturally, our cross-sectional design prohibits causal 
inferences. Yet these findings are consistent with ideas that 
higher resilience with age is driven by higher emotion- 
regulation competence. We did not confirm even-related fluc-
tuations in persistence nor age differences in event-related 
strategy use.

Theoretical implications

The findings suggest that employee age is an important indi-
vidual difference factor that modulates the ill-effects of nega-
tive daily work events on workers’ effectiveness, although only 
in face of highly intense negative events. While earlier 
research inspired by Beal et al. (2005) model of affect and 
episodic job performance has focused on universal processes 
affecting employees in general (Merlo et al., 2018), only little 
attention has been paid to employees’ age as moderator of 
within-person couplings between affective experiences and 
work outcomes. Employees are not always equally able to 
deliver optimal performance; instead, their performance level 
waxes and wanes with the amount of cognitive resources and 
effort they can devote to their immediate work activities. 
Dealing with negative work events and the accompanying 
negative affect occupies part of these cognitive resources, 
thereby leading to an off-task focus and diminished task 
performance (Beal et al., 2005). In the current study, these 
consequences were already visible in face of moderately 
intense negative events, but intensified in face of intense 
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negative events. Getting older appears to weaken these harm-
ful effects of intense negative work events, making older 
employees more successful than their younger counterparts 
in keeping attention on-task during workdays on which 
intense negative events occur.

Findings did not confirm the hypothesis that there is an age 
advantage for persistence in pursuing one’s work activities. 
Note, however, that this study was ill-suited to test an age- 
conditional effect on persistence. Although there was a within- 
person association between event occurrence and persistence 
when considering all negative events conjointly, the effect was 
relatively weak and disappeared once moderate and intense 
negative events were separated. That is, participants’ persis-
tence appeared to be relatively unaffected by negative work 
events no matter their age. Nevertheless, ideas on the link 
between affective processes and persistence drawn from Beal 
et al.’s (2005) model were supported by the significant within- 
person association between emotion-regulation goals and per-
sistence. To the extent that employees pursued emotion- 
regulation goals during the workday, they reported being less 
able to pursue their assignments persistently, or to keep going 
if things do not work well.

Findings further provide needed support for theoretical 
ideas on the role of higher emotion competence with age in 
daily stress. So far, few studies have directly tested this 
premise in the context of dealing with negative daily work 
events. The finding that including emotion-regulation goals 
in the model diminished age-related differences in the 
direct coupling of events with attention and well-being, 
while age differences now emerged in the coupling 
between events and emotion-regulation goals, fit theoreti-
cal ideas of higher emotion regulation competence with age 
(Charles, 2010). Specifically, they fit the idea that older 
adults are better able to achieve their emotion-regulation 
goals than their younger counterparts so that these goals 
are deactivated more quickly in the aftermath of events. 
Importantly, this age advantage in dealing with negative 
events was apparent for highly negative events, rather 
than only moderately negative events.

Apart from the general activation of emotion-regulation 
goals, the supplementary analyses did not reveal any evi-
dence of age differences in the recruitment of specific 
emotion-regulation strategies on eventful days. Instead, 
employees tended to use all three strategies more on nega-
tive event days no matter their age. Of course, the study 
was restricted to three strategies (suppression, distraction, 
and reappraisal) while it is possible that age differences can 
be found in the use of strategies other than those three. For 
example, earlier research suggests that older employees use 
problem-solving more than young employees (Hertel et al., 
2015). Problem-solving may enable the fast resolution of 
stressors, yet this strategy was not included in this study. 
Alternatively, rather than using strategies differently than 
their younger counterparts, older adults may benefit from 
the fact that they generally experience more positive emo-
tions, as shown in multiple studies in the work setting 
(Dahling & Perez, 2010; Konstantinos Kafetsios & 
Loumakou, 2007; Scheibe et al., 2019, Study 1; Wegge 
et al., 2006). When negative events are experienced by 

persons with a tendency towards positive emotions, a mix 
of positive and negative emotions would result. Mixed emo-
tions help individuals “take the good with the bad”, con-
front stressors more openly and facilitate a richer 
assessment of their circumstances (Larsen et al., 2003).

Limitations and future directions

One limitation of the current study is the reliance on self-report 
for the measurement of affective events. This raises the poten-
tial concern that the events reported by younger and older 
employees differed in some systematic ways, which would 
confound emotion-regulatory responses. However, earlier 
diary research using a very similar approach to assess daily 
negative work events suggests that the events that young 
and older employees spontaneously report are comparable in 
terms of event intensity, controllability, and whether or not 
they are interpersonal in nature (Scheibe & Moghimi, 2021). 
Experience-sampling research has moreover shown that young 
and older adults do not differ in the threshold to label an event 
as stressful (Neubauer et al., 2018). These authors tested stres-
sor-appraisal thresholds by asking participants whether they 
experienced any events that they would consider stressful, but 
also events they would not consider stressful. Both stressful and 
non-stressful events were rated for severity. Severity ratings 
predicted whether an event was labelled as stressor (rather 
than non-stressor), yet age did not modulate this association. 
These findings alleviate the concern that any age differences 
found in the current study would be an artefact of age differ-
ences in event characteristics.

A second limitation is that all variables were assessed once 
a day at the evening through self-report measures, raising the 
concern of retrospective bias (Robinson & Clore, 2002) and 
common-method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012). It is possible 
that beliefs about emotion regulation self-efficacy coloured 
ratings more than actual experiences, or that current mood 
biased the event reports. Nevertheless, the fact that the day- 
level results are based on person-centred scores – thereby 
ruling out general response bias – partially alleviates these 
concerns. In principle, current mood effects could be dimin-
ished by spacing out the different ratings across the work day, 
for example, asking about events midday, emotion-regulation 
processes half-way through the afternoon, and outcomes at the 
end of the workday. It should be noted, however, that such 
a sampling protocol fails to account for events occurring in the 
afternoon, or emotion-regulation occurring in the morning in 
the time period between event occurrence and the midday 
survey. In future research, it may be promising to collect sepa-
rate streams of data for the core constructs, for example, using 
event-sampling for the assessment of affective work events and 
random-sampling of regulation strategies and outcomes at 
multiple times per day (see Merlo et al., 2018).

In this study, age served as the sole person-level factor to 
moderate day-level relationships. Future research may consider 
further person-level factors that may create boundary condi-
tions for age-advantages in responses to daily work stress. For 
instance, earlier research showed that older adults have lower 
stress reactivity than younger adults only as long as they are 
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relatively healthy; when suffering from multiple chronic dis-
eases, older adults tend to be just as reactive to daily stressors 
(Piazza et al., 2007). It is therefore possible that the current 
findings do not generalize to employees with chronic health 
conditions, a group that comprises about one quart of the 
European workforce and is expected to grow further (Harbers 
& Achterberg, 2012). Besides personal factors, future research 
would also benefit from considering stable work characteristics 
as potential boundary conditions for age-advantages in mana-
ging daily work stress. For example, job autonomy is a crucial 
work characteristic that allows employees to effectively avoid 
or resolve stressful work experiences and has been found to 
moderate age differences in coping (Hertel et al., 2015). Job 
complexity may impact the extent to which negative work 
events disrupt attentional focus and persistence. Sliwinski 
et al. (2006) provided experimental evidence that working 
memory performance is diminished on high-stress days relative 
to low-stress days for both young and older adults, but more so 
for complex than simple versions of the task. This makes sense 
given that high performance on complex cognitive tasks 
requires strong concentration and focus, so that intrusive 
thoughts arising from negative work events may be especially 
disruptive. Future research should therefore consider job com-
plexity as a person-level boundary condition of age differences, 
as well as daily task complexity as day-level moderator for 
event-related outcomes.

Practical implications

Negative affective events are experienced by many employees. 
In fact, in the current heterogeneous sample, 89% of employees 
reported events that they rated as negative on at least one day 
during the 10-day study period and 60% of employees reported 
events rated as very negative. Given the demonstrated harmful 
effects of negative events on well-being and performance, 
organizational practitioners can benefit from a better under-
standing of who is more or less vulnerable to these effects. 
Besides dispositional and organizational factors, it can be of 
tremendous practical value to know whether employee age 
matters in daily stress reactivity. Information on an employee’s 
age is readily accessible, and can impact personnel decisions 
(such as hiring and staffing decisions) and workplace interac-
tions. Overall, the modal variance of within-person couplings 
between daily events and outcomes explained by age was 14%. 
Although some of the effect sizes may appear small, they are 
certainly non-trivial, especially in light of the fact that relation-
ships with objective person characteristics (e.g., age, as in our 
study) are expected to be smaller than relationships with atti-
tudes or behaviours (Bosco et al., 2015). The obtained age 
effects appear practically meaningful, as the outcomes (atten-
tional focus and end-of-day affect) are of clear interest to 
organizations.

The current findings, along with earlier research on older 
workers’ coping, well-being, and work-life balance (Hertel et al., 
2015; Johnson et al., 2013; Scheibe et al., 2016; Spieler et al., 
2018) suggest that beliefs about ageing workers as being low in 
emotional resilience (Rauschenbach et al., 2012) are invalid. 
Correcting invalid negative stereotypes about older employees 

is important to prevent ageism in the workplace (Ng & 
Feldman, 2012). A better understanding of age differences 
and the underlying emotion-regulatory mechanisms can more-
over inform the development of more effective organizational 
practices for the multi-age workforce. For example, support can 
be tailored to those age groups who need it most, and knowl-
edge of age-related advantages in coping with daily events, 
along with a good understanding of the underlying mechan-
isms, can be used to stimulate knowledge and skill transfer 
from older to younger co-workers.

Conclusion

The current study demonstrates that age is an important demo-
graphic factor that shapes the way in which employees 
respond to stressful daily experiences at work. Older employees 
tend to be less affected by highly intense negative daily work 
events and better able to maintain high levels of attentional 
focus and low levels of lingering negative affect on days with 
intense negative work events, compared to younger employ-
ees. The study suggests that this age-related advantage in daily 
work stress is transmitted through the activation of emotion- 
regulation goals: Younger employees are investing more reg-
ulatory resources into emotion regulation on negative-event 
days, which reduces regulatory resources for their actual work 
activities. It also leaves them with elevated negative affect at 
the end of the working day. These debilitating processes 
appear to be diminished at higher age.

Notes

1. The other negative affect items were lethargic, sluggish, dull, indicating 
negative affect of low-arousal. A multilevel confirmatory factor analysis 
indicated that the two subscales of negative affect are empirically 
distinct, as a 1-factor model did not reach adequate model fit, 
χ2 = 690, df = 40; RMSEA = .122; CFI = .729; TLI = .620. In comparison, 
a 2-factor model distinguishing high-arousal negative affect from low- 
arousal negative affect reached good fit, χ2 = 49, df = 38; RMSEA = .016; 
CFI = .996; TLI = .994. For reasons of parsimony, we decided to use high- 
arousal negative affect as our indicator of negative affect. This is 
consistent with earlier studies (Volmer et al., 2012; several studies in 
Stawski et al.’s (2019) coordinated analysis). Note, however that other 
studies used measures that combine high- and low-arousal negative 
states (Kuba & Scheibe, 2017; other studies in Stawski et al.). We report 
results for low-arousal negative affect in a footnote.

2. For low-arousal negative affect, we also found a main effect of 
negative work events at Level 1 (Estimate = 0.342, SE = 0.052, 95% 
CI [0.243, 0.444], p = .001). However, at the person-level age predicted 
neither the intercept nor the event slope (both ps > .05). When coding 
event occurrence in terms of two dummy variables, we found no 
additional increase in low-arousal negative affect on very negative 
event days, relative to just moderately negative event days (p > .05).
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