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workers’ health and well-being (e.g., Enchautegui-de-Jesús et al., 2006; Hoppe et al., 

2014). Additionally, most studies focused either on the team or the individual level (cf. 

Brodbeck et al., 2011; Leonard & Levine, 2006), which limits our understanding of ethnic 

diversity as a multilevel concept. In contrast, this dissertation views ethnic diversity as a 

multilevel concept that captures the facts that individuals are nested in teams and that 

their well-being is thus subject to team- and individual-level influences (see also Joshi et 

al., 2011; Razinskas & Hoegl, 2020). Thus, the second paper examines associations 

between team- and individual-level ethnic diversity, a social stressor, and well-being. 

Taken together, this dissertation aims at understanding ethnic minority status and 

ethnic diversity in relation to social stressors, social support, and well-being. To do justice 

to the complexity of ethnic minority status and ethnic diversity, I pick up the metaphor 

that work reflects society to create a work-society reflection model in Chapter 2. Then I 

divide my aim into two sub-aims: First, I want to examine the moderation effect of ethnic 

minority status (Paper 1). Second, I am interested in the relationship between ethnic 

diversity and well-being and its variation between the team and individual levels (Paper 

2). After reviewing the literature on these sub-aims (Chapter 3), I summarize my findings 

on them (Chapter 4). Finally, I integrate my findings into the work-society reflection 

model to enrich them with relevant aspects of work and society (Chapter 5).  
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proportions of an object may appear differently in the reflection, depending on the 

position of the mirror. 

 

Figure 1 

An Apple on a Book Reflected in a Mirror 

 
 

Third, adding another mirror alters the reflection because two mirrors do not only 

reflect an object but also each other (Ucke & Schlichting, 2014). More specifically, 

physical laws stated that the angle of two mirrors to each other determines the number of 

mutual reflections: A small angle ε between both mirrors results in a finite number of 
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reflections (360°/(ε-1)). For example, four reflections of an object appear if two mirrors 

stand in a 90-degree angle. Two parallel mirrors reflect each other and the object between 

them infinitely (see Ucke & Schlichting, 2014, for visualizations).  

Fourth, distortions of the reflective surface may alter the reflection (Holz, 2003). 

Among these distortions are cracks, which add lines to the reflection. Depending on their 

shape and depth, cracks can even alter proportions, cut off parts of a reflection, or 

duplicate them. Other distortions are opacity, which puts a foggy tone over the reflection, 

or black spots, which look like holes in the reflection. Additionally, the curvature of a 

mirror may magnify or shrink aspects of the reflection. Because mirrors including 

distortions are tangible objects, these distortions are part of reality (Holz, 2003). 

These aspects along with the considerations that the content of reflection may vary 

and that it has a mutual relationship with its reflection have a mutual relation constitute 

two ideas of the work-society reflection model. The first idea is that work may not only 

reflect the ethnic composition and other supposedly static characteristics of society but 

also the linking mechanisms in society (e.g., between ethnic minority status and well-

being). The second idea says that work is no more a passive reflective surface because it 

may also affect society (see also Islam & Zyphur, 2009). Thus, work and society may 

reflect mechanisms that link ethnic minority status and ethnic diversity with well-being 

and each other.  

The following concepts of work and society underline both implications. 

Generally, work has been defined as a purposeful and conscious production of value that 

is determined and organized by society (Rieder, 1998; Vahle-Hinz & Mohr, 2012). More 

specifically, interaction work (e.g., in retail) is paid work (i.e., a profit-oriented exchange 

of work performance for money) in which other persons (e.g., customers) influence the 

interaction and reduce its predictability. To achieve the aim of retail (i.e., exchanging 
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goods for money), workers need to influence customers to some degree and anticipate 

their wishes and knowledge (Böhle & Weihrich, 2020; Hacker et al., 2020). 

Encompassing more domains, society is a large heterogeneous set of people whose 

coexistence and interaction are organized (Lehner, 2011). Sociologists explained this 

organization with, among other things, work and its distribution (e.g., Durkheim, 

1893/1992; Marx, 1859/1971). These concepts underline that work and society influence 

and thus reflect each other.  

Based on that, this dissertation introduces the work-society reflection model. In 

this discussion framework, work and society are both surfaces that reflect research 

findings in their context (see Figure 2). The accuracy of these reflections depends on 

where the research findings are in relation to work and society and what distortions (i.e., 

own characteristics) work and society have. The dynamic interplay between the reflected 

object and its reflection implies that research findings also capture aspects of the 

reflections in work and society. Additionally, work and society may also reflect each other 

to some degree. Therefore, the work-society reflection model is a tool for exploring where 

work and society are positioned in regard to research findings, what bias distortions 

induce in research findings, and, finally, how they are positioned in regard to each other. 

Practically, researchers may discuss phenomena in work and society that explain or 

resemble their findings. 

 

 

  



 

The Work-Society Reflection Model with the Research Findings in their Context (Gray 

Area)

 

Note.
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Dudenhöffer & Dormann, 2015) when they notice a break with their expectations of 

enchantment or perfect service (Korczynski & Evans, 2013; Yagil, 2017). Additionally, 

customers’ threshold for aggression may be lower because of their control over future 

interactions with retail workers (Grandey et al., 2007), lack of obligation to behave in a 

friendly manner (Ben-Zur & Yagil, 2005), and anonymity (Grandey et al., 2007). 

Also driven by competition, retail organizations may demand workers to stay 

friendly (Hochschild, 1983/2012). Retail organizations communicate this demand more or 

less explicitly through display rules that tell retail workers which emotions they should 

show how and when (Diefendorff & Gosserand, 2003; Ekman, 1973/2006). Additionally, 

they may provide customers with evaluative tools (e.g., surveys; J. Bell et al., 1997). To 

avoid potential sanctions, retail workers may not react naturally to aggressive customers 

(e.g., by fight or flight) but stick with the display rules (Grandey et al., 2015; Yagil, 

2017).  

Finally, competition may also motivate retail organizations to employ a more 

ethnically diverse workforce. Trying to attract a more heterogeneous customer base, retail 

organizations hire workers whose demographics match those of aspired customers in 

hopes that these workers can relate to them more easily (e.g., Bendick et al., 2010; Sacco 

& Schmitt, 2005; Thomas & Ely, 1996).1 Although one might expect a match between 

customers’ and workers’ ethnic backgrounds to result in more harmonious customer-

worker relationships and higher well-being (as suggested by the similarity/attraction 

paradigm; Byrne, 1971), Bendick and colleagues (2010) noted that this practice increased 

                                                 
1 Generally, proponents of this ‘business case for diversity’ (e.g., S. T. Bell et al., 2011; Bendick et 

al., 2010) have conceived ethnic diversity as a tool to raise profits within the specific organizational context. 
Outside of retail, the underlying assumption has been that ethnic diversity provides teams with various 
perspectives, which foster decisions, creativity, and, ultimately, profits (van Dijk, van Engen, & Paauwe, 
2012). Support for this assumption has been limited outside of laboratories (S. T. Bell et al., 2011). Another 
supposed motivation for implementing diversity is reducing inequalities and empowering ethnic minority 
workers (Noon, 2007). Yet, organizations may easily coopt this motivation to improve their image (Degen, 
2022) while, in fact, disengaging from equality policies (Noon, 2007). These efforts might also be rather 
symbolic because of historically developed and maintained interests (Vassilopoulou, 2017). 
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These agreements created a reserve labor force that continuously provided 

employers with numbers of unemployed people who competed for even the most poorly 

paid jobs (Sarbo, 2022).3 These ‘guest workers’, who often lived in barracks, had to work 

extra hours in low-wage occupations to achieve an income similar to German workers 

(Höhne et al., 2014). Some of them tried to escape these occupations by demonstrating 

diligence, which sometimes gave rise to resentments that accused migrants of pressuring 

wages (Sarbo, 2022). At the same time, these labor recruitment agreements allowed parts 

of the German workforce to exchange physically strenuous labor for office work and 

promoted their social advancement (Höhne et al., 2014).  

As is apparent from the term ‘guest workers’, the German government assumed 

these migrants would leave Germany after working for a fixed period (Berlinghoff, 2018). 

In 1973, the labor recruitment agreement stopped as a consequence of the economic oil 

crisis (Arendt, 1973).4 While the German government hoped that migrants would leave, 

many of them sought to bring their families to Germany and entered the same labor and 

housing markets as ethnic majority workers (Berlinghoff, 2018; Sarbo, 2022). In the 

following years, public narratives on migration overrepresented negative aspects and 

fueled racist violence (Kunz, 2021). At the same time, the children of the former guest 

workers entered the German school system, which prompted discussions on integration 

regarding issues of schooling and daily life (Sarbo, 2022). Based on the assumptions that 

migrants had different values and lived in parallel worlds,5 these discussions 

problematized ethnic minorities and eventually deepened segregation (Sarbo, 2022). For 

example, installing special integration classes in schools contributed to a segregated 

                                                 
3 Other European countries (e.g., France and the United Kingdom) created this reserve labor force 

with people from former colonies (Grosfoguel, 1997; Noon, 2007). 
4 At the same time, workers from Cuba, Mozambique, and Vietnam migrated to the German 

Democratic Republic (Berlinghoff, 2018). 
5 In contrast to times of colonialism and fascism, assumed cultural differences became the basis of 

racism, which had a supposedly biological connotation (Sarbo, 2022). 
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school system, which disadvantaged ethnic minority students (e.g., Baysu & de Valk, 

2012; Heckmann, 2008). Thus, these assumptions contributed to institutionalized 

inequalities (Schulte, 2011). 

After the end of the Cold War, 7.3 million people from the former Soviet Union 

migrated to Germany, half of whom stayed for a longer period (Berlinghoff, 2018). At this 

point, racist narratives that claimed scarcity due to migration (e.g., both right-wing parties 

and Spiegel magazine picked up the phrase ‘the boat is full’) culminated in racist attacks 

in both Western and Eastern Germany (Berlinghoff, 2018; Kunz, 2021). At the same time, 

German economists, social scientists, and counselors adopted diversity management from 

the United States, primarily motivated by the hope that managing diversity would give 

more heterogeneous organizations advantages over homogeneous ones (Vedder, 2006).  

Additionally, refugees from various countries have always sought asylum in 

Germany (Berlinghoff, 2018). This was also the case in the ‘refugee crisis’ between 2015 

and 2017, during which nearly 1.5 million people applied for asylum (Federal Office for 

Migration and Refugees, 2018). A large number of volunteers supported these migrants 

(Karakayali, 2019). Yet, as in the 1970s and 1990s, right-wing parties and movements 

mobilized people by drawing, once again, on the narrative of scarce resources; the media 

contributed to this mobilization because they presented these right-wing positions less 

critically than in earlier decades (Kunz, 2021).  

Contradictory political decisions emphasized these different reactions of the 

German people: On the one hand, politicians symbolically invited people to Germany 

emphasizing humanitarian duty (Sökefeld, 2017). On the other hand, several actions 

regarding migration revealed a neoliberal agenda: First, the German government 

authorized the delivery of weapons to regions of crisis (Ley, 2022). Second, it passed a 

package of migration laws. This package included the Skilled Worker Immigration Act 
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(Bundesministerium des Innern, für Bau und Heimat, 2019a), which attempted to attract 

only skilled workers, and the Orderly Return Act, which facilitated the deportation of 

rejected asylum seekers (Bundesministerium des Innern, für Bau und Heimat, 2019b).  

German authorities (e.g., migration offices, job center) have always executed these 

and previous laws (Borrelli & Wyss, 2022). While some ethnic minority members 

experienced contact with these authorities as positive (Nowicka, 2021), others were 

discriminated against and had to provide a relatively large number of proofs and 

certificates (e.g., of language command) to stay or receive welfare (Borrelli & Wyss, 

2022; Ratzmann, 2021, 2022). Among others, these laws and their execution exemplify 

the mutual influences of work and society, suggested at the beginning of this chapter.  

The relationship between work and society is also apparent from the fact that, 

until now, German workplaces are segregated along the lines of ethnic minority status. 

Ethnic minority members are more likely to be unemployed, work in lower-income 

groups, or be employed atypically (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2023). They are also more 

likely to work under hazardous conditions (Becker & Faller, 2019) or in low-skilled 

occupations (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development & European 

Union, 2016). Before discussing the relationship between work and society with regard to 

the findings of this dissertation, the following chapter describes the theoretical bases of 

these findings.  



 

Visualization of Ethnic Minority Status, Team-Level Ethnic Heterogeneity, and Individual-

Level Ethnic Dissimilarity

 

Note.

ethnic minority status
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as people whose ethnic background differs from the dominant population in their country 

of residence. In line with researchers in Germany and other European countries (Fibbi et 

al., 2021; Slade, 2014),6 I draw this distinction based on one or both parents’ countries of 

birth. In the German context, ethnic minority members include people whose parents are 

born outside of Germany (e.g., in Morocco, Romania, or Peru), which is consistent with 

the entanglement between migration and ethnic minority status (see Section 2.3). 

Example research questions on ethnic minority status would be whether social stressors 

affect ethnic minority and ethnic majority workers’ well-being differently (e.g., Bergbom 

et al., 2015; X. Liu et al., 2020).  

Paper 2 examines ethnic diversity at two different levels – the team and individual 

levels. In line with Harrison and Klein (2007), team-level ethnic heterogeneity describes 

“the distribution of differences among the members of a [team] with respect to [the ethnic 

background]” (p. 1200). For example, a team in which all members are Germans is 

homogeneous, a team in which half of the members are Germans and the other half are 

Turkish people is less heterogeneous than a team in which as many ethnic backgrounds as 

team members are present. This example demonstrates that team-level ethnic 

heterogeneity is a team-level variable that is invariant within a team but varies between 

teams (see also Joshi et al., 2011). Similarly, the team (white triangle) on the right hand in 

Figure 3 is more heterogeneous than the team on the left hand, as indicated by the 

geometric forms in the triangles. As such, researchers often investigate team-level ethnic 

heterogeneity in relation to other team-level variables (e.g., team conflicts, performance; 

Joshi et al., 2011).  

                                                 
6 Other countries, such as the United States, determine ethnic minority status based on race and 

ethnicity rather than the birthplace. However, collecting data on race and ethnicity is an uncommon practice 
in Europe (Fibbi et al., 2021). 
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According to Riordan (2000), individual-level ethnic dissimilarity is the degree to 

which a focal team member’s ethnic background differs from the rest of the team. For 

example, a Moroccan worker who is in a team with two other Moroccan and five Turkish 

workers has a higher individual-level ethnic dissimilarity than one of their Turkish 

coworkers. Thus, individual-level ethnic dissimilarity varies within teams and can be 

called an individual-within-the-team-level variable (i.e., a cross-level construct that is 

operationalized at the individual level; Guillaume et al., 2012; Klein et al., 1994). In 

Figure 3, the hexagon has the highest dissimilarity within both teams whereas the 

rhombuses have the lowest dissimilarity. As individual-level ethnic dissimilarity considers 

the individual’s ethnic background in relation to their team (Riordan, 2000), researchers 

have investigated its relationship with individual-level variables (Guillaume et al., 2012), 

such as health and well-being (e.g., Hoppe et al., 2014). 

The three constructs differ in two aspects. First, these constructs have different 

frames of reference (see also Figure 3): Ethnic minority status is determined primarily in 

reference to society (Agu et al., 2019; DiTomaso et al., 2007) whereas team-level ethnic 

heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic dissimilarity are determined in reference to a 

team (Harrison & Klein, 2007; Riordan, 2000).7 Therefore, I study how ethnic minority 

status is associated with a team-external social stressor and team-internal social support. 

In contrast, I examine team-level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic 

dissimilarity only in relation to team-internal social stressors. 

Second, the three constructs vary in their levels of theory and analysis. 

Determining the correct level is the most challenging for ethnic minority studies. Several 

studies conceived ethnic minority status as an individual-level variable and examined its 

                                                 
7 Both constructs can also be conceptualized in reference to smaller (e.g., supervisor–worker 

dyads) or larger units (e.g., neighborhoods; Riordan, 2000). 
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between ethnic minority and ethnic majority workers. Then I propose supervisor support 

as an additional moderator, as shown in Figure 4.  

 

Figure 4 

Conceptual Model on Ethnic Minority Status as a Moderator (Paper 1) 

 

Note. To improve the readability and illustrate my argument, I adapted this figure slightly from the first 

paper of this dissertation “The role of supervisor support for dealing with customer verbal aggression. 

Differences between ethnic minority and ethnic majority workers” by F. J. Kößler, J. B. Wilbert, S. Veit, and 

A. Hoppe, 2022, German Journal of Human Resource Management: Zeitschrift Für Personalforschung, 

advance online publication (https://doi.org/10.1177/23970022221140560). 

 

According to the conservation of resources theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1989), workers 

strive to protect and nourish their resources. COR further suggests that actual or imminent 

resource losses evoke negative emotions in workers. As mentioned before, customer 

verbal aggression is a central stressor for retail workers and may threaten their resources 

(e.g., by increasing distress; Sommovigo et al., 2019). As argued in Section 2.2, workers 

may not react naturally to customer verbal aggression but stay friendly (e.g., Dudenhöffer 

& Dormann, 2015). This discrepancy between felt and displayed emotions, called 

emotional dissonance (Morris & Feldman, 1996), can be considered a secondary resource 

loss – an ineffective, excessively energy-consuming coping strategy (Grandey et al., 

2012; Nesher Shoshan et al., 2023). As this secondary resource loss may impair well-
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being (Hobfoll, 2001), such as work-related positive affect (e.g., joy, enthusiasm, or 

calmness perceived in reference to work; Diener et al., 2010), emotional dissonance may 

link customer verbal aggression to workers’ diminished well-being (e.g., Dudenhöffer & 

Dormann, 2015; Goussinsky, 2011; Molino et al., 2016).8  

The indirect association between customer verbal aggression and work-related 

positive affect may vary between ethnic minority and ethnic majority workers. Two 

mechanisms explain this variation. First, customers may activate rather positive 

stereotypes about ethnic majority workers as the cultural default but mixed or even 

negative stereotypes about ethnic minority workers (Fiske et al., 2002). Before activating 

stereotypes, customers need to categorize workers based on their ethnic backgrounds 

(Reynolds & Oakes, 2000), which may be easy in retail due to name tags (Thijssen et al., 

2021), outer appearance (Weichselbaumer, 2017), or accent (Rakić et al., 2020). As 

stereotypes guide how people behave, customers are more likely to engage in passive 

(e.g., ambiguous communication) or even active aggression toward ethnic minority 

workers (e.g., direct insults; Cuddy et al., 2007; Sliter & Jones, 2016).  

Second, customer contact, as an evaluative situation with out-group members 

(e.g., bystanders, customers), may activate meta-stereotypes in ethnic minority workers 

(i.e., beliefs about how people with another ethnic background view them; Gómez, 2002). 

These meta-stereotypes, in turn, shape ethnic minority workers’ emotions and behaviors. 

For example, a study on international students showed that loneliness and self-disclosure 

mediated between negative meta-stereotypes and depression (Imai, 2017). As customer 

verbal aggression toward ethnic minority workers is more likely to involve stereotypes 

and increase the salience of’ meta-stereotypes in ethnic minority workers, they might 

                                                 
8 Note that Paper 1 derives the indirect association between customer verbal aggression and work-

related positive affect through emotional dissonance from control theory (Diefendorff & Gosserand, 2003). 
Both control theory and COR come to similar conclusions but differ slightly in their focus.  
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experience customer verbal aggression more negatively and, thus, adapt their emotional 

expression more strongly (i.e., experience elevated emotional dissonance; Diefendorff & 

Gosserand, 2003).  

An extension of COR, the conservation of social resources theory (Hobfoll et al., 

1990), suggests that social support helps workers in stressful situations and widens their 

pool of resources. Therefore, social support can be considered a resource gain, which 

becomes more salient when resources are at stake or lost. Especially supervisor support 

might be helpful in this respect because supervisors often have work experience in this 

field (Thoits, 2011), which might enable them to share memories of similar encounters, 

react empathically with workers, and give workers practical tools for dealing with 

customer verbal aggression (e.g., encourage mutual support among workers). Supervisors 

might also reduce workers’ fear of consequences for not following display rules in the 

face of severe customer verbal aggression (see Mathieu et al., 2019, for a meta-analysis 

on the buffering effect of supervisor support). Thus, supervisor support might buffer the 

positive relationship between customer verbal aggression and emotional dissonance and, 

in turn, work-related positive affect. 

In particular, ethnic minority workers might benefit from supervisor support 

because the suggested pronounced impact of customer verbal aggression might also make 

this resource gain more salient (Hobfoll et al., 1990). Additionally, ethnic minority 

workers might generally face more stressors in life, for example, resulting from migration 

experiences and discrimination (Hill et al., 2019; Shirmohammadi et al., 2023). They may 

also have experienced discrimination from previous supervisors and thus appreciate 

supervisor support more (de Castro et al., 2006). In line with these suggestions, studies 

have shown direct and buffering effects (e.g., regarding time pressure and well-being) of 

supervisor support to be more pronounced in ethnic minority workers regarding other 



 

Conceptual Model on the Linkage between Ethnic Diversity and Well-Being at both the 

Team and Individual Levels (Paper 2)

Note.

Occupational Health Science, 6
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Concerning the team level, previous studies have focused on team-level ethnic 

heterogeneity assuming that it affects various team outcomes. For example, previous 

studies found that ethnically heterogeneous teams face more team-level emotional 

conflicts in various samples (e.g., nursing teams; Drach-Zahavy & Trogan, 2013; 

Mansoor et al., 2019; cf. Mohammed & Angell, 2004; Pelled et al., 1999), during which 

team members share perceptions (based on first- or second-hand experiences) of friction 

and mutual dislike (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Klein & 

Kozlowski, 2000). 

Regarding the individual level, researchers have examined individual-level ethnic 

dissimilarity often finding that workers show more positive attitudes and behaviors 

toward a team with many team members who are similar to them than toward a team with 

few similar team members (e.g., Chattopadhyay, George, et al., 2004; Choi, 2017; Jehn et 

al., 1999; Riordan, 2000). In line with that, a meta-analysis found a negative relationship 

between demographic dissimilarity and social integration (i.e., team attachment, 

satisfaction, and quality of social relations) when team members work on relatively 

independent tasks (Guillaume et al., 2012).  

Most studies on team-level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic 

dissimilarity focused on their respective levels, which limited the selection of studied 

outcomes and simplified the complex experience of working in a team. For instance, 

previous research on team-level ethnic heterogeneity has studied its associations with 

team-level outcomes (e.g., performance) other than health and well-being (e.g., Lu et al., 

2018; van Dijk, van Engen, & van Knippenberg, 2012). In contrast, studies on individual-

level ethnic dissimilarity were more open to studying health and well-being, yet they 

rarely acknowledged the team composition as a context (e.g., Enchautegui-de-Jesús et al., 

2006; Hoppe et al., 2014, also mention this limitation). Being dissimilar from all other 
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team members may be a different experience if that team is homogeneous compared to 

heterogeneous. Few studies combined both levels and found that the association between 

ethnic diversity and performance outcomes varied between the team and individual levels 

(e.g., Brodbeck et al., 2011; Leonard & Levine, 2006), which underlines the need for 

studies to investigate ethnic diversity at both levels simultaneously. 

Studies on both team-level ethnic heterogeneity and individual-level ethnic 

dissimilarity referred to the social identity approach (e.g., Gonzalez, 2016; Leslie, 2017). 

This combination of the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986) and the self-

categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987) suggests that people categorize themselves and 

others as in- or out-group based on social categories they can access easily (e.g., ethnic 

backgrounds) and they see as indicators for actual differences in their social environment 

(Brewer, 1988; Hornsey, 2008). Under certain circumstances (e.g., identity threats), these 

categorizations might foster inter-group biases, that is, in-group favoritism as well as 

derogation toward out-groups (Brewer, 1979; see also Byrne, 1971). Researchers viewed 

this approach as an explanation for a positive relationship between team-level ethnic 

heterogeneity and team-level emotional conflicts (e.g., Drach-Zahavy & Trogan, 2013; 

van Knippenberg et al., 2004) and, likewise, for a positive association between 

individual-level ethnic dissimilarity and individual-level emotional conflicts (e.g., Jehn et 

al., 1999; Riordan, 2000). 

According to COR and other stress theories, emotional conflicts are negatively 

associated with well-being (De Dreu & Beersma, 2005; Dormann & Zapf, 2002; Spector 

& Bruk-Lee, 2008; Spector & Jex, 1998). While the individual-level association may be 

derived from COR and other stress theories (e.g., Somaraju et al., 2022), the team-level 

association requires considering additional mechanisms, such as emotional contagion, 

which spreads emotions within a team (Barsade, 2002; Hatfield et al., 1993). Supporting 



Research question 1: 

 

Hypothesis 1:

 

Hypothesis 2:

Research Question 2:
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Hypothesis 3: Team-level ethnic heterogeneity is positively associated with 

team-level conflicts, which are positively associated with emotional strain. 

Hypothesis 4: Individual-level ethnic dissimilarity is positively associated 

with individual-level emotional conflicts, which are positively related to emotional 

strain. 



The role of supervisor support for dealing with customer verbal aggression. Differences 

between ethnic minority and ethnic majority workers



negative

Ethnic differences in context: Does emotional conflict mediate the effects of both team- 

and individual-level ethnic diversity on emotional strain? 

n







5.1.1 Similar Experiences of Customer Verbal Aggression 
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2009). Potentially, the frequency and centrality of customer contact explain the difference 

between my study and Hoppe (2011) who investigated postmen with some customer 

contact aside from many other tasks. It is possible that my sample was already used to 

milder levels of customer verbal aggression due to frequent and central customer contact. 

This lacking variation is still surprising because society reflects the social relationships of 

customers and workers as superficial short-term encounters with strangers (i.e., earlier 

stages of impression formation) in which social categorization and corresponding 

stereotype activation are more likely (Fiske et al., 2018; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). 

However, the unequal terms to which customers and workers meet represent a difference 

from other encounters with strangers and may explain this finding (Ben-Zur & Yagil, 

2005; Grandey et al., 2007; Yagil, 2017).  

As described in Section 2.2, these unequal terms may be based on competition for 

customers. This competition involves practices in which management and customers 

instrumentalize workers: On the one hand, customers may use verbal aggression to secure 

desired items or discounts under unlikely circumstances (Sliter et al., 2010). On the other 

hand, management draws on workers’ behaviors and emotional expressions to sell 

products (Argo & Dahl, 2020; Hacker et al., 2020; Hochschild, 1983/2012). To secure 

their employment, workers may adapt their emotional expressions in compliance with 

management’s expectations and potentially experience emotional dissonance in response 

to customer verbal aggression. These practices at work reflect the competition between 

retail organizations in society. At the same time, society reflects these practices as the 

illusion of free consumption (Korczynski & Ott, 2004), which suggests a stabilization of 

these practices. Thus, work and society reflect each other infinitely and face each other 

directly in the work-society reflection model. 
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In conclusion, the similar associations between customer verbal aggression and 

well-being might be understood by mechanisms in place in work and society. Instead of 

stereotyping and meta-stereotyping, work reflects competition and instrumentality of the 

customer-worker relationship and thus central aspects of neoliberalism in society (see also 

Bal & Dóci, 2018). This strong emphasis on competition and instrumentality implies that 

work magnifies these societal aspects. In the work-society reflection model, this 

magnification appears as a curvature of work.  

5.1.2 Differential Returns of Supervisor Support 

Ethnic minority workers profited less from supervisor support than ethnic majority 

workers. This finding contrasts previous research showing the benefits of supervisor 

support for ethnic minority workers’ well-being (Hoppe, 2011; Hoppe et al., 2017; Ko et 

al., 2015). Yet, this finding supports the results of a literature review in which support 

from friends, family, and spiritual communities was a more important buffer of work-

related stress in ethnic minority workers (Shirmohammadi et al., 2023).  

An explanation for the finding of this dissertation is that, aside from support, the 

supervisor-worker relationship may involve evaluation and hierarchy (Mathieu et al., 

2019), which society might reflect as German authorities. This reflection is underlined by 

the underrepresentation of ethnic minority members in both supervisor positions in this 

sample and German authorities (12%; Ette et al., 2020). As suggested in Section 2.3, 

ethnic minority members do not necessarily perceive contact with these authorities as 

helpful and pleasant (e.g., Nowicka, 2021; Ratzmann, 2022). Two mechanisms might 

explain the reflection in more detail.  

One explanation is the quality and quantity of supervisor support ethnic minority 

workers receive. Potentially, the underrepresentation of ethnic minority workers in 

supervisor positions implies that ethnic minority workers are less likely to have an ethnic 
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minority supervisor who can react sympathetically to discrimination experiences and 

other stressors they face more frequently (Shirmohammadi et al., 2023). The supervisor, 

in contrast to German authorities, has direct contact with the workers on a daily basis and 

may intervene in team processes (Fiset & Boies, 2018). Over time, this social relationship 

may become more personal. Ethnic majority workers seem to benefit more from this 

social relationship in terms of their well-being than ethnic minority workers who might 

receive less or perhaps even inferior support from their supervisor. Thus, the reflections in 

work and society look almost the same but become opaque when it comes to ethnic 

minority workers.  

Another explanation is that both ethnic minority and ethnic majority workers 

benefit equally from supervisor support but that the experiences with German authorities 

hinder ethnic minority workers from fully enjoying this support. This explanation is based 

on qualitative research which showed that minorities often react with resistance and 

distrust to supervisor or management measures that are supposed to support and protect 

them against discrimination (Degen, 2022). In that case, work may reflect and magnify 

experiences with German authorities for ethnic minority workers suggesting close 

proximity of work and society.  

Taken together, either the unequal support or the influence of negative past 

experiences with authorities may explain the differential returns of supervisor support. 

These explanations imply contradictory assumptions regarding the relations between 

work and society. On the one hand, unequal support means that work and society reflect 

this social relationship similarly with ethnic minority workers getting less out of it. In the 

work-society reflection model, this means that work stands next to society and has an 

opaque spot. On the other hand, the influence of experiences with authorities suggests 

that the angle between work and society is small and that work has a curvature, which 



Chapter 5. General Discussion  33 

 

highlights ethnic minority workers’ experience with authorities. If the experience with a 

supervisor feeds into the experiences with German authorities, work and society may face 

each other implying an infinite reflection. However, it is up to future research to 

determine in interviews whether unequal support, the influence of experiences with 

authorities, or both play a role.  

5.1.3 The Entanglement of Ethnic Minority Status and Ethnic Diversity  

The difference between the team- and individual-level associations between 

diversity and emotional strain underline the value of conceptualizing ethnic diversity at 

multiple levels. These findings emerged in the worker-team relationship in which people 

collaborate on a common goal (Drach-Zahavy & Freund, 2007; S. Liu & Liu, 2018). This 

social relationship may reflect similar others in society (e.g., neighbors; see Thoits, 2011 

for the distinction between similar and significant others). This finding does not fully 

support the suggestion that ethnic diversity results in inter-group bias (see Section 3.3). 

Neither does it underpin the opposite, saying that people develop more nuanced and less 

stereotypical views of each other when they collaborate over a longer period (continuum 

model of impression formation; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). 

As described in detail in Paper 2, the differences between team and individual 

levels suggest that ethnic majority workers perceived ethnic diversity as more stressful 

than ethnic minority workers. This suggestion is consistent with the theoretical notion that 

researchers should incorporate the social status of one’s ethnic group along with hopes 

and beliefs about the stability of this status in the theorizing on ethnic diversity 

(Chattopadhyay, Tluchowska, et al., 2004). For example, we argued that ethnic minority 

members, who have a high ethnic dissimilarity, may perceive low levels of emotional 

conflict in a relatively homogeneous team with a dominant ethnic majority because they 

may try to keep peace with the large group of ethnic majority workers but also with the 
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small fraction of ethnic minority workers. In a more heterogeneous team, they may also 

have a relatively high ethnic dissimilarity and interact in a friendly manner with ethnic 

majority workers but distanced from ethnic minority workers because they may perceive 

the boundary between themselves and the ethnic majority to be more permeable. These 

differences between ethnic minority and ethnic majority workers also support the 

asymmetry hypothesis saying that ethnic minority workers perceive ethnic dissimilarity 

more positively than ethnic majority workers (e.g., Hoppe et al., 2014). 

In society, status hierarchies implicitly develop during goal-directed interactions 

between people who belong to different social categories (e.g., ethnic backgrounds; 

Ridgeway, 2010). While people hardly notice how these hierarchies develop (e.g., an 

ethnic majority member takes the lead in decision-making), they become aware of their 

membership in different social categories. This difference becomes the basis of status 

beliefs that, for example, attribute more respect to members of a higher-valued social 

category. After adopting status beliefs (e.g., in school), members of higher- and lower-

valued categories share and spread them in future interactions (Ridgeway, 2010).  

Therefore, people might develop and spread status beliefs at work and in other 

parts of society so that work and society might reflect each other infinitely regarding 

social status. Work may even contribute to status beliefs because of unequally distributed 

resources (e.g., high-ranked positions in this sample; Ridgeway, 2010, on inequality and 

status), which may appear as a crack in the mirror that multiplies reflections. As 

suggested by the mutual reflection, work and society might stabilize this spreading.  

5.1.4 Combining Three Main Findings in the Work-Society Reflection Model 

Viewing the three main findings regarding the influence of ethnic minority status 

shows that there is a difference between social relationships with insiders (i.e., 

supervisors and team) and outsiders (i.e., customers). While the moderation effect of 
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supervisor support and the association between ethnic diversity and well-being varied 

between ethnic minority and ethnic majority workers, customer verbal aggression was 

equally destructive for both of them. Grandey and colleagues (2007) argued that social 

relationships with insiders and outsiders differed in two aspects: First, customers are often 

anonymous to workers and can avoid future interactions with them, which is more 

difficult for organizational insiders. Second, retail organizations enforce more explicit 

expectations for interactions with customers than with insiders. It is possible that the 

uneven terms in which customers and workers meet produce such a strong burden on 

workers, that they are similarly affected, regardless of whether stereotypes or meta-

stereotypes are present in the interaction.  

Another possibility is that the differences between ethnic minority and ethnic 

majority workers regarding education and positions contributed to more homogeneous 

subgroups, which fostered the tendencies of socially categorizing and stereotyping people 

based on their ethnic minority status (Oakes et al., 1994; van Knippenberg et al., 2004). 

These differences regarding education and position may be less obvious to customers but 

could affect the distribution of responsibilities and tasks within teams. 

5.1.5 Applying the Work-Society Reflection Model 

Applying the work-society reflection model to the research findings of this 

dissertation provided insights into the relationship between work and society. Work and 

society reflect each other to some extent regarding most findings. In the case of customer 

verbal aggression and ethnic diversity, the integration in the work-society reflection 

model suggested an infinite reflection. This infinite reflection indicates that work and 

society stabilize each other and opposes the initial claim of the reflection metaphor saying 

that work reflects society. This mutual reflection illustrates Holz’s (2003) understanding 

of reflections (see also Leontjew, 1975/2012).  
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present dissertation (i.e., second-generation migrants and migrants who had been in 

Germany for a long time) did not interpret supervisor support this way after long-term 

experiences with German authorities and assimilation demands at work (Vassilopoulou, 

2017). Future research should look into these explanations beyond established paradigms 

of WOP and OHP and, thus, further develop the work-society reflection model. 

Similarly, WOP and OHP researchers often adopt a management perspective 

(Gloss et al., 2017; McDonald & Bubna-Litic, 2012), as is apparent from the strong 

interest in productivity and performance in diversity research (especially at the team 

level; Degen, 2022; Jackson et al., 2003; Yadav & Lenka, 2020). This perspective 

represents a black spot (i.e., research gap) in the reflection of work. This black spot 

potentially hides the interests of those who do not share a management perspective and 

more or less explicitly reproduces neoliberal ideology (Bal & Dóci, 2018). To remove this 

and other black spots, researchers may study their own biases using positionality 

statements (i.e., explain how they became the researchers they are; Gillborn et al., 2018; 

Holmes, 2020).  

In a similar vein, WOP and OHP focus in large parts on POSH samples (i.e., being 

Professionals, Officially working in the formal economy, being comparably Safe from 

discrimination, and living in High-income countries; Bergman & Jean, 2016; Gloss et al., 

2017; Puplampu & Lewis, 2021). This focus limits the section of workers that WOP and 

OHP reflect. However, the working conditions and tasks of my sample vary considerably 

from those of academics or seasonal farm workers. These conditions and tasks may 

interact with ethnic diversity (van Knippenberg et al., 2004). Thus, researchers, editors, 

and funding organizations should encourage the representation of a broad range of 

samples and studies on less POSH groups.  



 society in work

 work in society
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and underline the inclusion of society as suggested by the work-society reflection model – 

potentially also at earlier stages of the research process.  

A methodological limitation is that I operationalized the ethnic background by 

asking workers about their parents’ birthplaces instead of asking them what ethnic groups 

they identify with. I still chose this operationalization to capture the second generation, 

who often inherits discrimination and socio-economic status from their parents (Bourdieu, 

2006; Fibbi et al., 2021). 

Another methodological limitation is that I did not account for temporal dynamics. 

Doing so would have been useful for investigating cycles of customer verbal aggression, 

emotional dissonance, and work-related positive affect (see also Nesher Shoshan et al., 

2023). Additionally, it may have allowed examining changes in ethnic diversity over time 

(e.g., due to leaving team members; Li et al., 2018). Yet, in the narrow time frame of data 

collection, such changes in the team composition were unlikely. Future research might 

choose a study design with multiple measurement points over an extended period to 

capture temporal dynamics. Such a stronger design may also allow testing causalities 

rather than associations. However, I followed Spector (2019) and chose this weaker 

design, as studying team-level ethnic heterogeneity required elaborate data collection and 

touched quite novel research questions (e.g., on ethnic diversity and well-being). 

A final limitation is that both papers are based on the same dataset. The American 

Psychological Association (APA; 2020) considers such re-usage as incoherent with the 

standards of good scientific practice because it may confuse researchers who write meta-

analyses. However, this re-usage enabled me to examine my research questions in three 

different social relationships in a unique sample in which all workers worked in the same 

occupation and organization. To limit the harm of that practice, I informed the editor of 

Paper 1 about the overlap with Paper 2, as suggested by the APA. 
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