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Abstract

While the colloquial literature on 
generations has become a quilt of 
clichés, attempts to systematically 
examine generational differences in 
the workplace have been scarce 
and the results inconsistent. In this 
study, we use social exchange 
theory to investigate whether 
membership in the Baby Boomers 
versus the Generation X group 
influences the relationships of 
organization- and colleague-
directed support and commitment 
with organizational citizenship 
behavior. By means of a multisam-
ple analysis, we show that both 
cohorts ultimately share more 
resemblances than dissimilarities. 
However, our findings support the 
popular belief that Generation X is 
less willing to exchange desirable 

Résumé

Alors que les clichés générationnels 
sont devenus monnaie courante 
dans la littérature populaire, peu 
d’études examinent d’une manière 
systématique la réalité des différences 
intergénérationnelles en milieu de 
travail. De plus, les résultats sont 
généralement inconsistants et contra-
dictoires. Dans cet article, nous 
faisons appel à la théorie de l’échange 
social pour déterminer si l’apparte-
nance à un groupe générationnel, 
celui des baby-boomers versus celui 
de la génération X, influence les 
relations entre le soutien perçu de 
l’organisation et des collègues, 
l’engagement envers l’organisation 
et les collègues, et les comporte-
ments de citoyenneté organisation-
nelle. Dans le cadre du modèle 
proposé, le test d’invariance indique 
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In recent years, general media, popular press and work semi-
nars have led employees and managers to believe in the 

existence of legitimate intergenerational differences that need to 
be addressed in the workplace. Business practitioners, especially 
those within human resources departments, have become 
increasingly concerned with the so-called challenges of multigen-
erational management and its potential impact on organizational 
performance (Benson & Brown, 2011). Built on the idea that 
different generations possess different mind-sets, ways of 
thinking, acting and behaving, companies have been attempting 
to adapt and tailor their policies to draw out the best from each 
generational group (Campbell, Hoffman, Campbell, & Marchisio, 
2011). However, comprehension of generational characteristics 
and their effects on work outcomes is based on disputed and 
limited data. Indeed, the assumptions reflected in popular litera-
ture are often anchored in stereotypes derived from idiosyncratic 
examples, while research examining generational differences 
from the human resources perspective has been scarce, in addi-
tion to reporting mixed results (e.g., Benson & Brown, 2011; 
Brunetto, Farr-Wharton, & Shacklock, 2011; Cennamo & Gardner, 
2008; d’Amato & Herzfeldt, 2008; Hess & Jepsen, 2009; Wallace, 
2006). In this respect, only a handful of studies (Klammer, 
Skarlicki, & Barclay, 2002; Lamm & Meeks, 2009; Lub, Blomme, & 
Bal, 2011; Shragay & Tziner, 2011) have focused on employee 
extra-role performance and its antecedents. Clearly, more 
research is needed to assess the reality of generational differ-
ences and the extent to which they influence individual 
orientations in the workplace.

work outcomes for employer 
support. Implications are discussed.

qu’il existe davantage d’affinités que 
de différences entre les deux 
cohortes. Cependant, nos résultats 
soutiennent l’idée communément 
admise selon laquelle les membres 
de la génération X seraient moins 
disposés à échanger des attitudes 
et comportements positifs en retour 
du soutien de leur employeur. Les 
implications sont discutées.
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The purpose of this paper is to address the aforementioned limi-
tations by examining the generational effect on the relationships 
of organization- and colleague-directed support and commit-
ment with organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) (see Figure 
1). Social exchange theory is used as a basis for understanding 
attitudes toward reciprocity of the two prominent generational 
groups in today’s workforce, the Baby Boomers and Generation 
X (Smola & Sutton, 2002). In so doing, this study contributes to 
the generational, social exchange and OCB literature by extending 
recent research (e.g., Benson & Brown, 2011; Bishop, Scott, & 
Burroughs, 2000). Our findings support the idea that Baby 
Boomers are generally more inclined to exchange commitment 
and citizenship behavior for employer support than members of 
Generation X. However, the data indicated no significant differ-
ences across cohorts in their exchange relationships with 
colleagues.

The paper begins with an introduction to the social exchange 
theory, followed by an overview of the literature on generations 
and their relevant differences. Next, the research hypotheses are 
developed, albeit with caution, regarding somewhat disputed 
generational characteristics. The research method, analytical 
sequence and results are then presented. Finally, the implications 
of the paper are discussed in the context of the generational, 
social exchange and OCB literature.

figure 1: 
Hypothesized structural 
model.
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Parameters for the measurement portion and disturbance terms
are not presented for the sake of parsimony.
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theoretical background

Social exchange theory

According to Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005, p. 874), “social 
exchange theory (SET) is among the most influential conceptual 
paradigms for understanding workplace behavior.” SET explains 
the regulation of social relations based on a powerful and general 
premise: the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960). While the 
reciprocation ideology seems to be widely shared among indi-
viduals, levels of mutuality, however, differ, depending on 
individual orientation (Eisenberger, Cotterell, & Marvel, 1987; 
Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986). Contrary to 
economic trade, social exchange is discretionary, and the form, 
degree or time of reciprocation are neither specified nor enforce-
able (Blau, 1964). Although the norm suggests equivalence in 
terms of help received and returned, the value placed on the 
exchange relationship is idiosyncratic. This means that a person 
will feel obligated to a donor (e.g., an organization, supervisor or 
colleague) only when he or she is freely provided with something 
he/she cares about (Schaninger & Turnipseed, 2005). In short, 
people tend to reward volitional and positive dispositions toward 
themselves, by returning the benefits they perceive having 
received.

Given these considerations, work experiences fostering employee 
perceptions of support, trust and justice have been found to 
contribute to the social exchange dynamic (Aryee, Budhwar, & 
Chen, 2002; Moorman, Blakely, & Niehoff, 1998; Stinglhamber, de 
Cremer, & Mercken, 2006). Of most importance is perceived 
organizational support (POS): through reciprocity, it promotes 
desirable work outcomes such as commitment or citizenship 
behavior. In other words, the greater the POS, the more likely are 
employees to identify with, and make voluntary extra efforts on 
behalf of the organization (cf. Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). 
Support has also been examined at the supervisory (e.g., 
Eisenberger, Stinglhamber, Vandenberghe, Sucharski, & Rhoades, 
2002) and colleague level (e.g., Bishop et al., 2000; Pearce & 
Herbik, 2004; Paillé, 2012), providing similar results. While a 
considerable amount of research has been conducted on organi-
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zational and supervisor foci of support, the colleague entity is in 
need of greater attention (Bishop, Scott, Goldsby, & Cropanzano, 
2005; Howes, Cropanzano, Grandey, & Mohler, 2000). Similarly, 
studies on social exchange theory have been limited in the 
generational context (e.g., Benson & Brown, 2011; Brunetto et 
al., 2011; Hess & Jepsen, 2009) and the present paper fills a gap 
in this respect. With the core ideas that comprise SET succinctly 
introduced, we can now turn to a review of the generational 
literature.

The generation concept

A generation is usually viewed as a group of people that share 
years of birth and unique socio-political life events during their 
formative years which, in turn, generate and structure relatively 
stable, albeit not immutable, individual practices and worldviews 
(Eyerman & Turner, 1998; Mannheim, 1952; Schuman & Scott, 
1989), including ways of thinking, acting and behaving in the 
workplace (Arsenault, 2004; Kupperschmidt, 2000; Smola & 
Sutton, 2002). However, arguments have been raised regarding 
the reality and meaning of birth cohorts. While some scholars 
tend to support the historical, sociological and cultural founda-
tions underlying the generational principles (e.g., Campbell et al., 
2011; Dencker, Joshi, & Martocchio, 2008; McMullin, Comeau, & 
Jovic, 2007), others are more skeptical and argue that differences 
based on age location are chiefly attributable to experience or to 
the maturation process (e.g., de Meuse, Bergmann, & Lester, 
2001; Jorgensen, 2003). Nonetheless, in the absence of longitu-
dinal studies, the small number of research using data collected 
across time (Smola & Sutton, 2002; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, 
& Lance, 2010) suggest that work values are influenced more by 
generation than by experience and maturation effects.

The literature identifies as many as six generational groups. The 
most prevalent in today’s workforce are the Baby Boomers 
(Boomers) and Generation X (GenX). Despite some discrepan-
cies concerning the birth years that encompass both groups, it is 
generally accepted that Boomers were born in the mid-1940s to 
the mid-1960s, and that GenX is comprised of individuals born 
from the mid-1960s to the early 1980s (Scott-Ladd, Travaglione, 
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Perryer, & Pick, 2010; Shragay & Tziner, 2011; Twenge et al., 
2010). The presumed solidarity and affinities among each 20-year-
span cohort are thought to be formed through social upheaval, 
such as wars or recessions, as well as the surrounding political 
and cultural background experienced in youth, when people are 
coming of age and constructing the self, the effects of which 
serve to distinguish one generation from another (Jurkiewicz & 
Brown, 1998; Kupperschmidt, 2000; McMullin et al., 2007).

Baby Boomers grew up in times of economic prosperity and full 
employment in the wake of World War II, when most companies 
tended to offer well-defined lifetime career structures (d’Amato 
& Herzfeldt, 2008; Schuman & Scott, 1989). Hence, they are 
often described as optimistic, valuing job security and stable 
work environments. They also seem to believe that one should 
pay membership dues to the organization through hard work and 
long-term commitment (Kupperschmidt, 2000; Smola & Sutton, 
2002). In contrast, the formative years of Generation X were influ-
enced by mass media and technological breakthroughs in a world 
marked by a series of economic downturns and the end of the 
Cold War (Park & Gursoy, 2012; Schuman & Scott, 1989). Its 
members witnessed their parents’ occupational insecurity in a 
period of rapid change and high unemployment, which resulted 
in increased family instability. As a result, members of GenX are 
assumed to be independent and adaptable workers who devel-
oped a suspicious and cynical view toward the 
employee-organization relationship (Jurkiewicz & Brown, 1998; 
Kupperschmidt, 2000; Smola & Sutton, 2002), leading them to 
commit to their careers and the people they work with rather 
than their employer as a whole (Neil, 2010; Shragay & Tziner, 
2011). In short, the Boomers and GenX are presumed to possess 
differentiated work orientations and values, thus distinct patterns 
of organizational behavior.

Although the lack of strong empirical evidence makes it difficult 
to fully appreciate the extent to which these characterizations are 
based on representative (as opposed to anecdotal) differences 
(Benson & Brown, 2011; Park & Gursoy, 2012), they provide 
generational ideal-types that can be confronted with reality (Lub, 
Bijvank, Bal, Blomme, & Schalk, 2012; McMullin et al., 2007). 
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Accordingly, it would not be unreasonable to think that in a social 
exchange relationship, members from GenX (in comparison with 
the Boomers) would exhibit reciprocation wariness toward posi-
tive appreciation and support received from their employer. 
Their perception of company benevolence could be influenced 
by their supposed skepticism regarding the organizational and 
managerial context. Indeed, people who suspect being taken 
advantage of and are doubtful of the motives underlying others’ 
favorable treatment appear to exercise greater caution in recipro-
cating help and tend not to contribute much to a social 
relationship (Eisenberger et al., 1987). However, it has also been 
reported that workers from GenX tend to be more responsive to 
colleague recognition and encouragement (Benson & Brown, 
2011; Wallace, 2006). In other words, considering several foci is of 
critical interest when examining intergenerational differences 
toward support and reciprocity, the expression of which is gener-
ally found in employee commitment and organizational 
citizenship behavior (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Rhoades & 
Eisenberger, 2002).

While organization theory has explored support, commitment 
and OCB extensively, attempts to compare these variables across 
generations have been scarce, and the results inconsistent. For 
instance, Brunetto et al. (2011) and d’Amato and Herzfeldt 
(2008) maintain that the Baby Boomers are more committed to 
their organization as a whole than Generation X, whereas the 
data of Benson and Brown (2011), Ferres, Travaglione and Firns 
(2003) and Lub et al. (2012) indicate no significant difference in 
the level of organizational commitment between these genera-
tions. Namely, results based on mean differences predominant in 
the literature do not clarify the generational effect on the rela-
tionships of work attitudes and behaviors. Although some studies 
have used regression models and provided substantial contribu-
tions in this respect (e.g., Benson & Brown, 2011; Cennamo & 
Gardner, 2008; Hess & Jepsen, 2009; Lamm & Meeks, 2009; Park 
& Gursoy, 2012; Shragay & Tziner, 2011; Wallace, 2006), this 
method of analysis (as opposed to the structural equation 
modeling used here) does not allow simultaneous estimates of 
direct and indirect relationships between latent variables by 
considering the structural model as a whole. Consequently, this 
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paper aims to bridge the gap in the research by answering the 
following two questions. First, does the influence of perceived 
support on commitment, and in turn, commitment on OCB, 
differ between the Boomers and GenX? Second, do different foci 
of support and commitment, i.e., the organization and the 
colleague, contribute to explaining these differences?

development of research hypotheses

Perceived support and employee commitment

As mentioned, the norm of reciprocity forms the basis of social 
exchange relationships and perceived organizational support is 
crucial to this dynamic in the workplace. Many studies have 
found that employees are prone to exchange desirable work 
outcomes for employer support, not least their commitment to 
the organization as a whole (cf. Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; 
Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2002; Rhoades & 
Eisenberger, 2002). Commitment is defined as the relative 
strength of an individual’s affective bond to a particular organiza-
tion, reflecting his or her state of psychological attachment (Allen 
& Meyer, 1990; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986). This attitude is of 
value, because it expresses adherence to company objectives as 
well as the desire to exert great effort on behalf of, and to main-
tain employment in, the organization (Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 
1979; Porter, Steers, Mowday, & Boulian, 1974). The more 
employees feel that they are being esteemed and cared about, 
the more inclined they are to return the favor through equiva-
lence in mutuality. That is, the greater the POS, the greater the 
organizational commitment. In this respect, the meta-analyses 
conducted by Meyer et al. (2002) and Rhoades and Eisenberger 
(2002) reported strong positive relationships between POS and 
affective commitment: rc = .63 (k = 18, N = 7,128) and .73 (k = 
42, N = 11,706), respectively.

Following the development by Reichers (1985) and Becker 
(1992), it is now widely accepted that employees can commit to 
several foci other than the organization, such as the supervisor or 
colleagues (Becker, Billings, Eveleth, & Gilbert, 1996; Cohen, 
2003; Meyer & Allen, 1997). Although supervisory and organiza-
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tional foci of support are conceptually distinct, Eisenberger et al. 
(2002) argued that perceived supervisor support is an antecedent 
of POS, suggesting that employees tend to identify supervisors 
with the organization rather than construing their actions as 
chiefly idiosyncratic. Given this consideration, it was decided not 
to include the supervisor target in this research. Colleagues, 
however, generally have the same status as the focal employee 
(i.e., they share the same condition of subordination), which 
makes their actions less likely to be confounded with those of the 
organization (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008). Indeed, perceived 
colleague support (PCS), defined as the extent to which 
employees believe their peers value their contribution and are 
concerned about their well-being (Bishop et al., 2000), and 
colleague commitment, which refers to the psychological state 
that binds two or more colleagues (Pearce & Herbik, 2004), have 
been empirically distinguished from POS and organizational 
commitment (Bishop et al., 2005). The extent to which coworkers 
have benevolent dispositions toward each other and experience 
positive interpersonal relationships was also found critical to 
explain attachment to colleagues (Vandenberghe, Bentein, & 
Stinglhamber, 2004). In other words, employees seem to engage 
in social exchange relationships with their peers whereby PCS is 
positively related to colleague commitment (Bishop et al., 2000; 
Howes et al., 2000; Paillé, 2009, 2012; Pearce & Herbik, 2004).

Last, despite the interest shown by Benson and Brown (2011) 
and Wallace (2006) in PCS, no research has explored the genera-
tional differences in the relationships between organization- and 
colleague-directed support and commitment. Nonetheless, the 
literature on generations suggests that Boomers are more 
engaged toward their employer as a whole, whereas members of 
GenX (GenXers) are more responsive to rewarding relationships 
with colleagues (Neil, 2010; Park & Gursoy, 2012; Shragay & 
Tziner, 2011). Therefore, it would be conceivable that:

Hypothesis 1a: Boomers will show a significantly stronger positive 
relationship between POS and commitment to the organization 
than GenXers.
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Hypothesis 1b: GenXers will show a significantly stronger positive 
relationship between PCS and commitment to colleagues than 
Boomers.

Organizational citizenship behavior

OCB is typically defined as “individual behavior that is discre-
tionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the formal reward 
system, and that in the aggregate promotes the (efficient and) 
effective functioning of the organization” (Organ, 1988, p. 4; 
Organ, Podsakoff, & MacKenzie, 2006, p. 3). In other words, OCB 
concerns employees’ most voluntary and spontaneous contribu-
tions, which manifest the willingness to make extra efforts on 
behalf of the organization beyond prescriptions. The major forms 
of OCB derived from the dimensions developed by Organ (1988) 
are helping behaviors (e.g., assisting others with work-related 
problems or defusing interpersonal disagreements), civic virtue 
(e.g., keeping abreast of, and participating in, the life of the 
company) and sportsmanship (e.g., not complaining about trivial 
matters) (Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1994). These individual actions, 
albeit mundane, contribute to smoothing the workflow and, ulti-
mately, enhancing performance at both the group (Podsakoff, 
Ahearne, & MacKenzie, 1997) and organizational levels (Podsakoff 
& MacKenzie, 1994). Research also indicates that employee 
commitment to the organization is one of the key variables in the 
development of OCB, meaning the greater the organizational 
commitment, the higher the level of citizenship behavior. In this 
respect, the meta-analyses conducted by LePine, Erez and 
Johnson (2002) and Meyer et al. (2002) reported positive rela-
tionships between (affective) commitment and OCB: rc = .20  
(k = 17, N = 5,133) and .32 (k = 22, N = 6,227), respectively.

Although some scholars (e.g., Williams & Anderson, 1991) have 
broken down OCB into actions directed toward individuals (e.g., 
helping behaviors) and actions directed toward the employer 
(e.g., civic virtue, sportsmanship), the findings of LePine and 
colleagues (2002, p. 61) support consideration of Organ’s (1988) 
OCB as a latent concept with dimensions that “should be thought 
of as somewhat imperfect indicators of the same underlying 
construct.” Consistent with the substantive definition of OCB and 
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the contribution of LePine et al.’s systematic review, this paper 
does not distinguish in the development of research hypotheses 
between dimensionalities of OCB (OCB is operationalized as a 
second-order latent construct, in line with the mainstream). With 
respect to attitudinal antecedents of citizenship behavior, 
colleague commitment has been found, over and above organiza-
tional commitment, to account for unique variance in overall 
OCB (Bishop et al., 2000). That is, identification with peers is 
thought to increase the propensity of the focal employee to make 
contributions that go beyond the strict job description.

Further, OCB clearly falls within social exchange theory: it is 
based on choice and volition, and it constitutes a form of recipro-
cation for the benevolent dispositions and favorable treatments 
received (Organ et al., 2006). This means that support provided 
by the organization (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002) and colleagues 
(Deckop, Cirka, & Andersson, 2003) is expected, separately, to 
directly influence the level of employees’ discretionary efforts. In 
the generational context, however, little research (Klammer et al., 
2002; Lamm & Meeks, 2009; Lub et al., 2011; Shragay & Tziner, 
2011) has been conducted on OCB, and neither organizational 
nor colleague support or commitment have been tested in rela-
tion to citizenship behavior. Nonetheless, given that GenXers (in 
comparison with the Boomers) appear less tempted to return 
favors from or to identify with the company, and prefer instead to 
develop interpersonal bonds and reciprocal relationships with 
coworkers (Benson & Brown, 2011; Neil, 2010; Park & Gursoy, 
2012; Shragay & Tziner, 2011; Wallace, 2006), it would seem 
reasonable to surmise that:

Hypothesis 2a: Boomers will show a significantly stronger positive 
relationship between commitment to the organization and OCB 
than GenXers.

Hypothesis 2b: GenXers will show a significantly stronger positive 
relationship between commitment to colleagues and OCB than 
Boomers.

Hypothesis 3a: Boomers will show a significantly stronger positive 
relationship between POS and OCB than GenXers.
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Hypothesis 3b: GenXers will show a significantly stronger positive 
relationship between PCS and OCB than Boomers.

Method

Participants

Data were collected from 943 public employees of a Quebec 
government agency. They voluntarily completed a survey distrib-
uted during work hours with the support of the agency. 
Participants were informed that their answers would remain 
strictly confidential. A total of 704 completed and usable ques-
tionnaires were returned, for an overall response rate of 74.7%. 
Although such a response rate is excellent (Babbie, 2007), we 
controlled for non-response bias by comparing early and late 
(10%) respondents in terms of selected variables (Armstrong & 
Overton, 1977). Since no significant difference was observed, 
non-response bias did not appear to be a threat to external 
validity.

With 444 Baby Boomers (born between 1944 and 1963) and 238 
members of Generation X, (born between 1964 and 1983), the 
final sample consisted of 682 public sector employees. Some 75% 
of the respondents were females (in the same proportion 
between Boomers and GenXers), 59% had tenure, i.e., perma-
nent status (Boomers: 66%; GenXers: 46%), and 25% possessed a 
postgraduate degree (Boomers: 24%; GenXers: 28%). Nearly half 
of the Boomers (49%) had a minimum of twenty years of profes-
sional experience, while almost the same proportion of GenXers 
(44%) had been working in the public sector for less than five 
years. Although the gender distribution is skewed, this is consis-
tent with the data from the government of Quebec, which 
employs a majority of women (Secretary of the Conseil du Trésor, 
2010).

Measurement

As the study was conducted in a French-language context, English 
versions of the measures included in the survey were translated 
into French following a standard translation-backtranslation 
procedure (Brislin, 1980). Based on a Likert-type scale, all items 
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were measured on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (completely 
disagree) to 10 (completely agree).

Perceived organizational support and perceived colleague 
support. For practical reasons, POS was measured with three 
high-loading items from the short version of the Survey of 
Perceived Organizational Support (items 1, 4 and 9, with factor 
loadings of .71, .74 and .83, respectively; Eisenberger et al., 1986). 
According to Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002), this is a common 
practice that does not appear problematic, since the original 
scale is unidimensional and has high internal reliability 
(Cronbach’s a = .97; Eisenberger et al., 1986). Both facets of the 
definition of POS were represented, namely, valuation of 
employee contributions and care about employee well-being. To 
measure PCS, the same items were adapted by substituting the 
term colleagues for organization. This is consistent with most 
studies measuring perceived support of foci other than the orga-
nization, for instance, the supervisor (Eisenberger et al., 2002; 
Stinglhamber et al., 2006) or colleagues (Bishop et al., 2000; 
Howes et al., 2000). PCS scales have demonstrated good levels of 
internal reliability in previous research (a = .90; Bishop et al., 
2000).

Organizational commitment and colleague commitment. 
Affective commitment to the organization was measured with 
three items from the scale developed by Vandenberghe, 
Stinglhamber, Bentein and Delhaise (2001; a = .82). The 
measure was validated in its full six-item version (Vandenberghe 
et al., 2004) as well as in a shortened four-item form (Bentein, 
Stinglhamber, & Vandenberghe, 2002). Based on the same litera-
ture, affective commitment to colleagues was measured using a 
three-item short form (Bentein et al., 2002) of the scale devel-
oped by Vandenberghe et al. (2001; a = .89).

Organizational citizenship behavior. OCB was measured with 
nine items from the scale developed by Podsakoff and MacKenzie 
(1994; a = .92). Helping, civic virtue and sportsmanship (a = 
.89, .82 and .84, respectively; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1994) were 
each represented by three items. Descriptive statistics appear in 
Tables 1 and 2 (the correlation matrix is available upon request 
from the authors).
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Data analysis

We examined the hypothesized differences across generations 
(the Boomers and GenX) with the EQS 6.1 structural equation 
modeling (SEM) program (Bentler, 2006), by means of a multi-
sample invariance analysis. SEM provides a strong statistical 
framework for testing hypotheses concerning multiple popula-
tions as well as complex causal relationships. First, SEM allows 
simultaneous cross-group comparisons of the measurement 
scales; and second, estimations of direct and indirect relation-
ships between latent variables are made by considering the 
structural model as a whole. We performed our analyses using 
the robust covariance matrix by the Satorra-Bentler maximum 
likelihood procedure to deal with multivariate non-normality of 
the data (Satorra & Bentler, 1986, 1988). This method of estima-
tion accepts the standard normal theory, but scales the test 
statistics in relation to non-normality of observations (Bentler, 
2006).

Before testing our hypotheses, preliminary analyses were 
conducted in order to assess the measurement model and the 
common method variance using confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA). Consistent with the multi-sample invariance method, we 
then considered the hypothesized model for each population 
and analyzed the equivalence of sets of parameters in a nested 
sequence of configural, metric and structural invariance tests 
(Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010; Vandenberg & Lance, 
2000). This procedure evaluates how the successive imposition 
of equality constraints affects model fit and identifies any unten-
able inter-group restriction.

Estimations were based on the Satorra-Bentler chi-square (S-B 
c2), the non-normed fit index (NNFI), the comparative fit index 
(CFI) and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 
robust statistics (Bentler, 2006). Concurrent values lower than .05 
or .08 for the RMSEA and greater than .95 or .90 for both the 
NNFI and CFI are reflective of good and acceptable fit to the data, 
respectively (Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004; Medsker, Williams, & 
Holahan, 1994). Non-invariance between groups was accepted 
when the difference in S-B c2 showed a significant decrement in 
model fit, and when the probability level of the equality constraints 
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as determined by the Lagrange Multiplier Test (Silvey, 1959) was 
below .05 (Byrne, 1994; Chou & Bentler, 1990).

Results

Preliminary analyses

CFA was used to estimate the full measurement model with the 
seven scales and twenty-one items. The results indicate that the 
model fits the data well (S-B c2

(168) = 419.65; NNFI = .95; CFI = 
.96; RMSEA = .05). As Table 1 shows, the measures demonstrated 
satisfactory levels of composite reliability (CR) with values higher 
than .70 (Hair et al., 2010; Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). Following 
Fornell and Larcker (1981), all scales verified convergent validity 
at both the item and construct level, with the exception of sports-
manship. Although its factor loadings are above the .50 threshold, 
the average variance extracted (AVE) by the factor is a little below 
the recommended cutoff (.46 versus .50), showing that the vari-
ance due to measurement error is larger than the variance 
captured by the construct. However, while the validity of the 
sportsmanship instrument per se is questionable, the AVE from 
the second-order measure of organizational citizenship behavior 
(.56) is acceptable.

The scales also ratified discriminant validity as each construct 
shared more variance with its items than it did with other 
constructs in the model (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Namely, the 
AVE by a construct was greater than the squared correlations 
between the factors (see Table 2, the square root of the AVE for 
each factor appears in the diagonal of the correlation matrix). 
Overall, the psychometric properties of the measurement model 
in terms of reliability, convergent validity and discriminant validity 
were thus satisfactory.
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Scales
Factor 

Loading
CR AVE

Perceived organizational support (Cronbach’s a = .95) .95 .86

My employer really cares about my well-being .94

My employer considers my aspirations and values .94

My employer appreciates my contribution .90

Perceived colleague support (a = .87) .88 .71

My colleagues consider my aspirations and values .89

My colleagues really care about my well-being .82

My colleagues appreciate my contribution .81

Affective commitment to the organization (a = .93) .93 .81

I am proud to belong to (name of agency) .94

(Name of agency) has a great deal of personal 
meaning for me

.93

I really feel that I belong in (name of agency) .84

Affective commitment to colleagues (a = .93) .93 .82

My work group means a lot to me .93

I feel proud to be a member of my work group .92

I really feel that I belong in my work group .86

Helping (a = .85) .86 .66

I act as a “peacemaker” when others in the agency 
have disagreements

.86

I take steps to try to prevent problems with other 
personnel in the agency

.85

I am a stabilizing influence in the agency when 
dissention occurs

.73

Civic virtue (a = .76) .78 .56

I attend and actively participate in agency meetings .85

I attend information sessions that agents are 
encouraged but not required to attend

.85

I attend functions that are not required but help the 
agency image

.50

Sportsmanship (a = .71) .72 .46

I focus on what is wrong with the agency rather 
than the positive side of it (R)

.70

I tend to make problems bigger than they are at 
work (R)

.67

I always find fault with what the agency is doing (R) .67

% Variance explained 69.56
Note: Satorra-Bentler c2(168) = 419.65; robust non-normed fit index (NNFI) = .95; robust 
comparative fit index (CFI) = .96; robust root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 
= .05.
(R) indicates item is reverse scored; CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extrac-
ted.

table 1: 
Measurement model: 

reliability and 
convergent validity of 
the scales (N = 682).
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Latent variables
Factor 
Mean

SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Perceived 
organizational 
support

6.30 2.69 .93

2. Perceived 
colleague support

7.70 1.85 .46* .84

3. Affective 
commitment to the 
organization

7.03 2.49 .55* .44* .90

4. Affective 
commitment to 
colleagues

7.69 2.13 .54* .59* .63* .91

5. Helping 5.76 2.36 .14* .22* .23* .26* .81

6. Civic virtue 6.94 2.28 .35* .49* .46* .46* .43* .75

7. Sportsmanship 7.60 1.82 .21* .34* .37* .30* .05 .22* .68

Note: The diagonal entries are the square roots of the AVE (average variance extracted); 
sub-diagonal entries are the correlations among the latent factors.
* p < .01.

As the study was cross-sectional and used self-report measures, 
we controlled for common method bias to ensure that systematic 
error variance did not account for the observed relationships 
between the constructs. Following Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee 
and Podsakoff (2003), we re-estimated the measurement model 
with a common latent method factor added to the constructs’ 
indicators to partition the variance between trait, method, and 
random error. For identification purposes, the method factor 
loadings were constrained to be equal. The results indicated no 
improvement in fit indices (S-B c2

(167) = 416.73, DS-B c2
(1) = 

2.67, p > .05; NNFI = .95; CFI = .96; RMSEA = .05). Further, the 
method factor represented only a small portion (11%) of the total 
variance, suggesting that common method variance was not a 
serious threat to the validity of our findings.

Multi-sample invariance analysis

Using the steps recommended by Bentler (2006), we conducted 
a multi-sample analysis to compare the strengths of the relation-
ships between the latent variables under study. First of all, the 
hypothesized model (see Figure 1) was considered individually 
for each group. The relationships found to be statistically non-
significant, one for the Baby Boomers and two for Generation X, 

table 2:
Mean, standard 
deviation and 
discriminant validity of 
the scales (N = 682).
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were excluded and the modified models re-estimated. As Table 3 
shows, the fit was acceptable, separately, in the two samples 
(Boomers, S-B c2

(178) = 380.75; NNFI = .94; CFI = .95; RMSEA = 
.05; GenX, S-B c2

(179) = 349.45; NNFI = .91; CFI = .92; RMSEA = 
.06). Although it is tempting to draw inferences based on the 
observed differences (see Figure 2), the ratification of measure-
ment invariance is a prerequisite to meaningful comparisons 
(Vandenberg & Lance, 2000).

Perceived
organizational

support

Perceived
colleague
support

Organizational
citizenship
behavior

Organizational
commitment

Baby Boomers

Colleague
commitment

.52***

.55***

.54***

.40***
.72***

.38***

.43***
.40***

.18*

Civic
virtue

Helping

Sportsmanship

Parameters for the measurement portion and disturbance terms
are not presented for the sake of parsimony.
*p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Perceived
organizational

support

Perceived
colleague
support

Organizational
citizenship
behavior

Organizational
commitment

Generation X

Colleague
commitment

.25***

.47***

.35***

.76***

.38***

.36***
.44***

.35*

Civic
virtue

Helping

Sportsmanship

Therefore, the second step consisted of verifying the invariance 
of the instrument of measurement. This refers to a nested 
sequence of tests on the equivalence of the conceptual frame-
work (configural invariance), and factor-loading calibration 
(metric invariance) across samples. Because one relationship 

figure 2: 
Standardized path 

estimates of the 
hypothesized model for 
the Baby Boomers and 

Generation X.
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between the factors was found non-invariant in the previous 
stage, we performed a partial configural invariance analysis 
(Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). Both individual models, the 
Boomers (N = 444) and GenXers (N = 238), were estimated 
simultaneously with no inter-group restrictions. The results 
yielded an adequate fit to the data (S-B c2

(357) = 734.08; NNFI = 
.93; CFI = .94; RMSEA = .06), demonstrating that the respon-
dents of both generations shared the same frame of reference in 
defining the latent constructs. After constraining the factor load-
ings to be equal across samples, the DS-B c2 test suggested no 
significant change in model fit (DS-B c2

(14) = 15.43, p > .05), thus 
ratifying the metric and measurement invariance. Then, from 
Figure 2 it became clear that hypothesis 2a was in part supported, 
as members of GenX exhibited strictly no relationship (as 
opposed to a lower relationship than Boomers) between commit-
ment to the organization and OCB. However, hypothesis 3a was 
rejected, since neither group presented a direct link between 
organizational support and OCB.

Thereafter, we assessed the structural invariance by adding inter-
group equality constraints to freely estimated factor relationships. 
Because the decrement in model fit was significant in comparison 
to the metric model (see Table 3, DS-B c2

(7) = 18.22, p < .05), we 
released the constraint relative to the regression path between 
organizational support and organizational commitment, as 
suggested by the Lagrange Multiplier Test (p < .05, Bentler, 2006; 
Byrne, 1994; Chou & Bentler, 1990). Hypothesis 1a was thus 
supported. Finally, the results suggested no significant change in 
model fit compared to the metric model (DS-B c2

(6) = 9.65, p > 
.05), indicating partial structural equivalence. In other words, 
hypotheses 1b, 2b and 3b were rejected: the relationships 
between colleague support, colleague commitment and OCB 
were not statistically different across generations.

Mediation tests also indicated that the indirect effects of POS on 
OCB in the Boomers sample and PCS on OCB in both popula-
tions were significant at p < .05. Following Sobel (1987), we used 
the maximum likelihood and standard errors of direct path coef-
ficients to construct a 95% confidence interval for the indirect 
effect. For the Boomers, the full indirect effect of POS on OCB 
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was 0.12 ± 0.05 and the partial indirect effect of PCS on OCB was 
0.09 ± 0.07. With respect to GenXers, the partial indirect effect of 
PCS on OCB was 0.14 ± 0.08.

Model S-Bc2 df NNFI CFI RMSEA
Model 

comparison
DS-Bc2 
(Ddf)

Decision

Boomers  
(N = 444)

380.75 178 .94 .95 .05

GenX  
(N = 238)

349.45 179 .91 .92 .06

1. Partial 
configural 
invariance

734.08 357 .93 .94 .06 – – Accepted

2. Metric 
invariance

745.56 371 .94 .94 .05 1 versus 2
15.43 
(14)

Accepted

3. Structural 
invariance

763.34 378 .93 .94 .06 2 versus 3
18.22 
(7)*

Rejected

3’. Partial 
structural 
invariance

755.55 377 .94 .94 .05 2 versus 3’
9.65 
(6)

Accepted

Note: Models are nested within each other: partial configural invariance (simultaneous model 
with no constraints), metric invariance (factor loadings equal), structural invariance (freed 
factor relationships equal), partial structural invariance (constraint released between orga-
nizational support and organizational commitment).
S-Bc2, Satorra-Bentler chi-square; df, degree of freedom; NNFI, robust non-normed fit index; 
CFI, robust comparative fit index; RMSEA, robust root mean square error of approximation.
* p < .05

discussion

Contribution of the study

The purpose of this paper was to examine the generational differ-
ences in the relationships of organization- and colleague-directed 
support and commitment with organizational citizenship 
behavior. We cautiously suggested, through the lens of social 
exchange theory, that the two prevailing generations in today’s 
workforce, the Baby Boomers and Generation X, would exhibit 
differentiated work attitudes and behaviors toward organizational 
and colleague foci of support. Structural equation modeling 
results supported the idea that Boomers are generally more 
inclined to exchange commitment and citizenship behavior for 
employer support than members of GenX. However, the data 

table 3. 
Fit indices and results 

of invariance tests.
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indicated no significant differences across cohorts in their 
exchange relationships with coworkers.

This study contributes to the generational, social exchange and 
OCB literature in several ways. First, it extends recent research on 
generations by proposing and testing a model where compari-
sons are made by considering a number of structural relationships 
simultaneously. We found that affective commitment to the orga-
nization completely mediated the effect of perceived 
organizational support on OCB for the Boomers. Conversely, 
GenXers did not appear to make voluntary extra efforts on behalf 
of their employer as a consequence of their adherence to the 
company’s goals and values (for this group, organizational 
commitment did not account for OCB). This could be explained 
by the weaker relationship between POS and organizational 
commitment in the GenX sample. However, it is also possible 
that workers from this cohort manifest their attachment to the 
company through alternative outcomes such as work satisfaction, 
intention to stay or job performance, for instance.

Second, our results also suggest that the relationships between 
perceived colleague support, colleague commitment and OCB 
were comparable across generations. This is a valuable contribu-
tion, as it demonstrates that workers from GenX are not more 
receptive than Boomers, in the absolute, to rewarding relation-
ships with colleagues. They merely favor reciprocal exchanges 
with peers rather than the organization as a whole. In relation to 
OCB, this could reflect a decoupling in the viewpoint of GenXers, 
between what is strictly enforceable by job requirements, i.e., 
fulfilling one’s end of the bargain (which is the least the company 
expects), and discrete behaviors that are subsumed in daily inter-
action with coworkers.

Third, the direct relationship between PCS and OCB offers addi-
tional insight into employee motives to reciprocate in the 
workplace. Indeed, it would seem conceivable that proximity 
among coworkers creates a social exchange dynamic based on 
pragmatic considerations that need not necessarily be mediated 
by a strong affective bond between colleagues. Thus, in the pres-
ence of supportive peer relationships in the course of work 
activities, a lack of colleague commitment (one cannot possibly 
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identify with all of his or her fellow coworkers) would not be a 
sufficient obstacle for reciprocating in the form of OCB.

Limitations and future research

Notwithstanding its contributions, this study has a number of 
limitations that warrant consideration in future research. First, 
the data came from a single female-dominated sample of public 
sector employees, thus limiting the generalizability of the results. 
Although women were equally distributed in both the Boomers 
and GenX sub-samples (thereby controlling for gender differ-
ences across cohorts), prospective research would be required in 
a range of private sector organizations more representative of 
today’s workforce. Secondly, despite previous findings that work 
values are influenced more by generation than by experience and 
maturation effects (Smola & Sutton, 2002; Twenge et al., 2010), 
the cross-sectional design used in this study may confound differ-
ences based on age location with socio-psychological 
developments due to career or life stages. In this respect, future 
research using time-lag methodologies might further the advance-
ment of knowledge by controlling for age beyond mean difference 
analysis. Indeed, great insight would be gained by examining the 
generation effect across time in the pattern of relationships 
between key work attitudes and behaviors.

Thirdly, we speculated theoretically that members of GenX would 
reasonably exhibit reciprocation wariness toward favorable treat-
ment from their employing company, given their alleged 
skepticism toward the organizational context. Although the 
results show that workers from this generation tend to exercise 
less effort than Boomers in returning the organization’s help, 
they do not actually teach us about the underlying process. 
Additional research endeavors could be conducted to learn 
whether these differences derive from distinct exchange ideology 
(Eisenberger et al., 1986; Eisenberger et al., 1987) with respect to 
organizational foci. Fourthly, we tested a parsimonious model 
involving employee attitudes toward the employer and colleagues. 
This leaves the supervisor level of analysis and other key work-
related variables such as psychological contract fulfillment, trust, 
satisfaction, willingness to stay or job performance (among 
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others) relatively unexplored. As such, the contributions of this 
developing literature (e.g., Benson & Brown, 2011; Brunetto et 
al., 2011; Hess & Jepsen, 2009; Lamm & Meeks, 2009; Park & 
Gursoy 2012; Shragay & Tziner, 2011; Wallace, 2006) need to be 
pursued further by considering more complex explanatory 
models in order to increase our overall understanding of genera-
tional characteristics as they relate to the employment condition.

Finally, in terms of organizational citizenship behavior, we 
contend that promising avenues of research are expected to be 
found at the colleague level of analysis. In line with previous 
advancements (e.g., Deckop et al., 2003), our results suggest that 
the extent to which coworkers help each other is critical to influ-
ence, not only the level of discretionary efforts directed at peers, 
but also toward the entire organization. Social relationships 
between colleagues are subsumed in daily organizational life, and 
pragmatic considerations may well bypass the benevolent intent 
of the exchange without having a significant impact on the link 
between perceived support and OCB. Albeit speculative, this 
possibility should be examined through theoretically informed 
perspectives alternatives to SET. This outlook appears all the 
more relevant that workers of the younger generation tend to 
show greater mutual relationships with colleagues than with the 
employer, eventually beneficial, however, to the organization as a 
whole.
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