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Does my Leader Care about my Subgroup?  

A Multilevel Model of Team Faultlines, LMX Quality, and Employee 

Absenteeism  

This article investigates the impact of demographic team faultlines on employee 

absenteeism by considering the level of leader-member exchange (LMX) that 

supervisors develop with members from different subgroups in a team. We integrate 

faultline research with the literature on LMX differentiation to build an integrative 

multilevel model to explain individual absenteeism behaviour. Drawing from social 

categorization and social comparison theory, we propose that members of subgroups 

that receive less favourable LMX treatment than their outgroup are particularly likely to 

increase their absenteeism behaviour due to faultline-induced social categorization. Our 

predictions receive empirical support in a study with 164 employees from a German 

electrical engineering company. We discuss implications for the faultline and LMX 

literature and executives who lead diverse teams. 

 

Keywords: diversity, team faultlines, absenteeism, leader-member exchange, LMX 

differentiation, multilevel 
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Does my Leader Care about my Subgroup? A Multilevel Model of Team 

Faultlines, LMX Quality, and Employee Absenteeism 

Most developed economies experience an increase in demographic workforce diversity 

spurred by two parallel societal trends: increasing female workforce participation (United 

Nations, 2020), and the demographic change leading to a growing proportion of older 

employees (European Commission, 2020). Consequently, social interactions in work 

teams—the most common organizational unit of modern companies (Wegge & Meyer, 

2020)—increasingly involve employees from different gender and age groups. 

The active research stream on team diversity and outcomes (e.g., Meyer et al., 

2016; van Knippenberg & Mell, 2016; van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007) mirrors the 

growing practical importance of age and gender diversity in teams. While research has 

demonstrated that particular age and gender diversity are highly salient in team 

interactions due to the easy accessibility and immutability of both attributes (Joshi & Roh, 

2009; Ridgeway, 2002), the findings on age and gender diversity effects on team 

functioning are mixed (Del Triana et al., 2021; Tasheva & Hillman, 2019). To dissolve 

these mixed findings, scholarly attention has focused increasingly on faultlines. 

Faultlines, defined as “hypothetical dividing lines that may split a group into subgroups 

based on one or more attributes” (Lau & Murnighan, 1998, p. 328), rest on the idea that 

team members can share multiple attributes, which may jointly impact outcomes to a 

larger extent than single commonalities.  

Even though narrative and meta-analytical reviews conclude that faultlines harm 

performance (Meyer et al., 2014; Thatcher & Patel, 2012), the research field faces its own 

challenges. Generally, the effect sizes of faultlines on team outcomes across studies have 

been conspicuously small (Meyer et al., 2015; Thatcher & Patel, 2012) and the negative 

rationale underlying the faultline concept is not uncontested with more recent studies 
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advocating the notion of faultlines as “healthy divides” (Vandebeek et al., 2016).   

We propose that at least three pieces are currently underdeveloped in faultline 

research which inhibits a better and more nuanced understanding of faultline effects. First, 

past research has almost exclusively focused on the team level and studied faultline 

effects on team outcomes (e.g., Antino et al., 2019). However, this approach fails to do 

justice to the multi-layered nature of the faultline construct (Carton & Cummings, 2012; 

Meyer et al., 2016; van Dijk et al., 2017). The team-level approach assumes that a 

faultline triggers the same processes in all subgroups among all team members, thereby 

neglecting that members of different subgroups may react differently to the same team 

faultline. If idiosyncratic reactions to faultlines on the subgroup-level remain 

unconsidered, they may cancel each other out when we look at faultline effects 

exclusively on the team level. This may particularly be the case for age-gender faultlines 

as age and gender are in many work contexts linked to status differences. Particularly, 

members with a lower ascribed status (women and older employees; Reinwald & Kunze, 

2020) may experience discrimination and suffer from faultlines. Accordingly, low-status 

subgroups may react more negatively to a faultline than high-status subgroups. Scholars 

have called for multilevel conceptualizations and analyses of the faultline construct 

(Meyer, 2017; Shemla et al., 2016) and initial research supports the notion that the effect 

of team faultlines on individual-level performance can vary across team members (Meyer 

et al., 2015). In this paper, we follow this promising route of multilevel faultline research 

by considering varying individual-level reactions to age-gender faultlines.  

Second, most past faultline studies have ignored the role of leadership in studying 

faultline effects. In their seminal review paper, Thatcher and Patel (2012) strongly 

advocate integrating the faultlines and leadership literature and initial research (Kunze & 

Bruch, 2010; Schölmerich et al., 2016) has shown that specific leader qualities (e.g., 

diversity beliefs) or leadership styles (e.g., transformational leadership) have the potential 
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to buffer the adverse effects of faultlines. However, the few studies on leadership in 

faultline teams considered leadership aspects only at the team level and neglect that 

leaders do differentiate their behaviours (e.g., Liu et al., 2021). Established work on 

leader-member exchange (LMX; Buengeler et al., 2021, Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 

1975) shows that leaders engage in different social exchanges with their followers, which 

leads to varying qualities of the relationships between the leader and each team member 

(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). We expect that leaders also develop different exchange 

relationships across subgroups. For instance, leaders may differentiate across subgroups 

because of limited time and resources to maintain high-quality relationships with all 

followers (Nishii & Mayer, 2009) and the leader may care more for the subgroup most 

similar to him/her (Greer et al., 2012; Meyer et al., 2015). By integrating the aspect of 

leader differentiation with our multilevel faultline perspective, we offer a more nuanced 

understanding of how members of different subgroups react to a faultline. Specifically, 

we argue that a subgroup that maintains better relationships with the leader benefits from 

a higher social status thereby reducing adverse faultline effects for members of the focal 

subgroup.   

Third, faultline research has a traditionally restricted criterion space, focusing 

mostly on indicators of team effectiveness. Currently, the notion has arisen that social 

connections and demographic dissimilarity at work profoundly influence individuals’ 

health and satisfaction (Hoppe et al., 2014; Meyer, 2017; Richman & Leary, 2009), which 

is why the integration of further outcome variables is urgently needed. Since Schulte et 

al. (2020) recently showed that the perceived fragmentation of a work team into 

subgroups impacts team members’ mental health, the extension of faultline research to 

further health variables seems logical. Hence, we introduce absenteeism as an objective 

health indicator to faultline research because being absent from work is a pertinent 

problem in diverse teams and comes with significant costs for companies and individuals 
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(e.g., Reinwald & Kunze, 2020).  

In sum, we propose a multilevel leadership perspective on faultlines and 

individual absenteeism in which the effect of demographic team faultlines based on age 

and gender on team members’ absenteeism depends on each subgroup’s LMX quality. 

We propose that faultlines can spur social categorization processes (Turner, 2010), 

resulting in subgroup formation. Additionally, we assume that based on social 

comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), the received LMX quality exemplifies the status of 

a subgroup and thus affects if faultlines lead to team member absenteeism.  

With this research, we make several contributions. First, we add to the faultline 

literature by advancing a multilevel perspective on how team faultline structures affect 

subgroups’ processes and individual outcomes. Thereby, we contribute to the emerging 

idea that the impact of faultlines may vary within teams (van Dijk et al., 2017), which 

might explain the field’s inconclusive findings. As a second contribution, we integrate 

faultline research with the emerging literature on LMX differentiation (Henderson et al., 

2009; Martin et al., 2017) to investigate if varying leadership relationships in a team affect 

subgrouping processes and individual outcomes. In doing so, our study offers novel 

insights for LMX differentiation and adds to the debate about when and for whom LMX 

differentiation is harmful (Martin et al., 2017). Third, we add absenteeism as a new 

health-related outcome variable to the faultline literature, that has so far predominately 

focused on effectiveness outcomes, such as performance (van Knippenberg et al., 2011), 

innovation (Xie et al., 2015) or strategic change (Richard et al., 2019). By relying on 

objective absenteeism data, we follow the call by Wegge et al. (2008) to assess the impact 

of diversity on objective health indicators and follow the notion of social relationship as 

a driver of health (“social cure”; S. A. Haslam et al., 2018). 
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Theory and hypothesis development 

Age-gender faultlines in teams and individual absenteeism 

A majority of faultline studies focus on surface-level demographic faultlines. Due to their 

frequent usage in the research field, age-gender faultlines can be considered as a standard 

faultline (Choi & Sy, 2010; Leicht‐Deobald et al., 2021; Schölmerich et al., 2016). Age-

gender faultlines capture a team’s age and gender configuration by measuring to what 

extent gender is aligned or dis-aligned with age (Kunze & Bruch, 2010; Lau & 

Murnighan, 2005). For instance, an age-gender faultline in a team is strong if the male 

team members are relatively old and the female team members are relatively young. In 

contrast, a weaker faultline is present when male and female members are of similar age. 

Age and gender are the two most apparent socio-demographic attributes (Choi & 

Sy, 2010) which are directly recognizable and cognitively accessible during the first 

encounters of individuals (Schölmerich et al., 2016). As they are pervasive and immutable 

(Joshi & Roh, 2009), they shape individuals’ social identity (Carton & Cummings, 2012; 

Ridgeway, 2002) and are in work settings strongly associated with role models and 

prejudices (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Posthuma & Campion, 2009). Thus, they have the 

potential to drive immediate social categorization effects (Fiske, 1998; Richard et al., 

2019) that can increase absenteeism.  

We suggest that in teams with strong age-gender faultlines, social categorization 

processes are likely to occur. The idea of social categorization (Turner, 2010) is grounded 

in the social identity theory (Tajfel, 1982), which argues that it lies in human nature to 

define the self through belonging to a group. Thereby, humans tend to affiliate with those 

similar to themselves (Byrne, 1971). This tendency in a team results in categorizing of 

in- and outgroup members, which translates into subgroups. As humans furthermore 

strive for positive self-esteem (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), they try to differentiate themselves 
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positively from others. Members favour their subgroup (the ingroup) at the outgroup’s 

expense. The two demographic attributes age and gender are likely sources for such 

subgroup formations as they are easily accessible, immutable, and culturally meaningful 

(Fiske, 1998; Schölmerich et al., 2016). Such salient socio-demographic attributes are 

highly relevant to social identity processes (Carton & Cummings, 2012) and provide the 

foundation for prototypical assumptions about the outgroup (Pelled et al., 1999; van 

Knippenberg et al., 2004). Furthermore, age and gender are associated with hierarchies 

in status and power (Nishii & Mayer, 2009) as certain societal groups, e.g., young or 

female individuals, are traditionally treated as lower status (Alderfer & Smith, 1982).  

Still, past research suggests that age and gender differences are not necessarily 

salient and thus do not always result in subgroup formation (Jehn & Bezrukova, 2010). 

Although these categorization processes can occur in age-gender faultline teams, we 

question the assumption made in previous research that all subgroups within an age-

gender faultline team respond similarly (e.g., Molleman, 2005). Since it is possible that 

opposing effects on individual absenteeism cancel each other out within a team, we 

refrain to hypothesize a unitary direct effect that claims to apply to an entire team. Taking 

a multilevel perspective, we suggest that in- versus outgroup perceptions become more 

likely when—right besides age and gender—the LMX quality received from the team 

leader additionally varies between in- and outgroup. This idea aligns with previous 

research that analysed how leadership behaviour moderates the impacts of age-gender 

faultlines (Kunze & Bruch, 2010).  

Research has emphasized that the personal impact of discrimination within a team 

might depend on the individual’s social status within the team (van Dijk & van Engen, 

2013). A subgroup’s relative LMX quality is an indicator of the subgroup’s social status 

within the team (Nishii & Mayer, 2009) and might therefore be an important factor for 

faultline-driven absenteeism behaviours. In the following section, we outline why 
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subgroups’ received LMX quality is essential for the effect of age-gender faultlines on 

absenteeism. 

The moderating effect of LMX quality 

In a team with a strong age-gender faultline, at least two subgroups (e.g., old male 

members vs young female members) might emerge (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001). It is then 

possible that the team leader engages in high-quality relationships with one subgroup 

(e.g., the old males) and maintains a low-quality relationship with the other subgroup 

(e.g., the young females). In this scenario, the probability of social categorization within 

the team raises because the comparative fit increases (van Knippenberg et al., 2011): Due 

to the team leader’s differentiating behaviour, subgroups differ in terms of age, gender, 

and LMX quality. Additionally, the differential treatment may serve as a faultline trigger 

(Chrobot-Mason et al., 2009) and activate a previously dormant faultline (Meyer et al., 

2015). While status differences between old and young or men and women might already 

exist due to social circumstances (Fiske, 2017), LMX differentiation by a legitimised 

authority such as the team leader might make this status hierarchy an accepted norm 

(Ridgeway & Correll, 2006).  

We consequently assume that in age-gender faultlines teams with diverging levels 

of LMX quality between the subgroups, interpersonal tensions, power imbalances, and 

status differences are likely to occur. Empirical results show that social categorization 

processes and the resulting ingroup bias trigger adverse processes such as emotional 

hostility and discrimination (Hornsey, 2008; Li & Liao, 2014). Having to deal with 

difficult social relationships within the work team, as well as facing discrimination 

frequently, can motivate individuals to withdraw and has the potential to eventually harm 

physical and mental health (Bakker et al., 2003; Schulte et al., 2020), factors which 

ultimately translate into increased absenteeism.  
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Although these destructive processes are likely to occur in such teams, we 

question the assumption made in previous research that both subgroups within a polarized 

team respond similarly (e.g., Molleman, 2005). We rather argue that the received LMX 

quality indicates this subgroup’s social status within the team (Nishii & Mayer, 2009). 

Thus, to understand how team members respond to the faultline in terms of absenteeism 

behaviour, we need to consider how individuals perceive their own and their ingroup’s  

LMX compared to their outgroup. Precisley, we argue: While members perceiving that 

they receive less favourable LMX treatment than members of the outgroup likely suffer 

from the categorization, the members of the better-treated outgroup are less likely to be 

negatively affected. 

Our argumentation is rooted in social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), which 

states that an individual’s relative standing within a socially relevant entity is the 

foundation for its well-being and satisfaction. By establishing LMX relationships of 

different quality, the team leader creates a hierarchy in status (Nishii & Mayer, 2009). 

While in most cases leaders who develop differentiated leadership behaviours along 

demographics are probably not even aware of it because the bias is unconscious (Greer et 

al., 2012) the differentiated leader treatment still falls on fruitful grounds in teams with 

faultline potential. In such teams, fairness concerns are particularly virulent (Buengeler 

& Hartog, 2015). Members who perceive that they and their ingroup colleagues receive 

lower LMX compared to the outgroup possess a lower status and may see themselves as 

the team’s “hired hands”. In contrast, members who observe a favourable  LMX 

relationship between them and their ingroup colleagues enjoy high status and may see 

themselves as the “cadre” of the team (Dansereau et al., 1975; Liden et al., 2006).  

In line with social comparison theory, an individual’s relative standing within the 

team shapes its reaction to group processes (Buunk & Gibbons, 2007; Zhang et al., 2020). 

Members who observe low LMX for their ingroup are likely to suffer from discriminative 
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offences originating from the high-status outgroup. Individuals of lower status categories 

tend to be uncertain and attend more to social influences such as the outgroup’s 

discriminatory devaluing behaviour (Zhang et al., 2020). Thus, we expect the low-status 

subgroup members to be significantly affected by discrimination undermining their self-

confidence. Poor social relations at work and the continuous encounter with 

discrimination threaten the physical and mental health (Bakker et al., 2003) of subgroup 

members—factors that result in increased absenteeism. In contrast, members of a 

subgroup with a high LMX are likely to be less susceptible to discriminatory offences 

and tensions originating from their outgroup because the latter occupies a relatively lower 

status. Consequently, members of the high LMX subgroup tend to be less negatively 

affected by the faultline-induced categorization and are thus expected to show a less 

pronounced reaction to the faultline in terms of absenteeism behaviour. In summary, we 

propose the following hypothesis:  

Hypothesis 1:   LMX quality moderates the relationship between age-gender team 

faultlines and individual absenteeism such that the positive 

relationship strengthens as the LMX quality decreases. 

Methods 

Sample 

We tested our model relying on data from a German electrical engineering company that 

was collected in 2020.1 Data were obtained from two separate sources to avoid common 

source bias. Demographic information and leadership ratings were captured through 

                                                 
1. Ethical approval was not provided for this study on human participants because for field survey studies 

the researchers’ university does not require an ethical approval. The participants provided their written 

informed consent to participate in this study. 
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surveys as part of the bi-annual employee satisfaction survey. We retrieved absenteeism 

data from the official HR records of the company.  

Initially, all 295 employees of the company were invited to participate in our 

survey. The survey consisted of the study’s constructs, as well as some general employee 

satisfaction measures of interest for the company. Survey data from 270 individuals were 

available, corresponding to a response rate of 91.53%. This very high response rate was 

achieved through the strong support of both the senior leadership team and the labour 

union for the employee survey. Especially blue-collar employees were repeatedly 

motivated to participate in the survey. While 27 of these individuals had a formal 

supervisor role and were removed from the analysis, 243 of these individuals were team 

members and retained. In our study, a team was defined as a group of employees that 

formed the company’s smallest unit, worked together in the same area daily and 

permanently, and reported to the same team leader. From a total of 243 individuals nested 

in 27 teams, we had to exclude 79 individuals for which no LMX ratings were available.  

Thus, our analysis’s final sample consisted of 164 team members nested in 63 

subgroups, which again were nested in 25 teams. The teams came from different 

functional areas of the company, such as production, marketing, and research and 

innovation. On average, teams consisted of 12 members and subgroups of 5 individuals. 

30.49% of the team members were female, and the average age was 41.36 years.  

Measures 

Age-gender faultlines 

Age-gender faultlines were calculated based on every team member’s age and gender. To 

calculate a faultline score for each team, we relied on the average silhouette width (ASW) 

method developed by Meyer and Glenz (2013b). The ASW algorithm is extensively 
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applied in recent faultline work (Leicht‐Deobald et al., 2021; T. Shin & You, 2022) and 

among the different algorithms that aim to capture team faultlines, the ASW algorithm 

has been verified as the most versatile and robust (Meyer & Glenz, 2013b; Mo et al., 

2019). The ASW algorithm comes with the decisive strength to not artificially limit the 

number of emerging subgroups in a team to two but accounts for the possibility, that 

teams might split up in more subgroups, e.g., young females, middle-aged males and old 

females.  

To calculate the overall faultline score, one needs to specify how the attributes are 

weighted or—in the case of this study—how many years of age differences are equal to 

a difference in gender. As suggested by Meyer and Glenz (2013a), we weighted the 

attributes according to their standard deviation. The obtained values varied from 0.349 to 

0.761 (mean = 0.616; SD = 0.103) with higher values indicating stronger faultlines. 

Absenteeism  

Data about individual absenteeism was obtained from official HR records to rule out 

potential self-reporting bias. We measured absence as each employee’s number of days 

lost over a period of four months starting from the time of the employee survey. Following 

prior research, absenteeism was measured as time lost for reasons other than approved 

vacation, training, maternity leave, military service, or personal day (Bacharach et al., 

2010) (mean = 24.66, SD = 54.05). The count nature of the absenteeism variable (days of 

absence) can produce severely skewed distributions and thereby undermine the normal 

distribution assumption underlying standard linear regression models (Atkins et al., 2013; 

Long & Freese, 2006). Given a significant Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (K-S = 0.324; p < 

0.05) indicating notable skewness, we accounted for the issue of a count outcome in our 

data analysis, by using Poisson regression techniques (Long & Freese, 2006) . 
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 LMX quality  

To capture each individual’s LMX quality, we used a seven-item scale based on  Scandura 

and Graen’s (1984) traditional LMX scale. A sample item is: “I can count on my 

supervisor to ‘bail me out,’ even at his / her own expense when I really need it.” The five-

point Likert-type scale ranged from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). In 

order to examine whether the seven items capture a single construct, we conducted a 

confirmatory factor analysis on the individual level which revealed an appropriate model 

fit (χ2 = 83.450; df = 14; CFI = 0.934; TLI = 0.902; SRMR = 0.038). The alpha for internal 

consistency of LMX quality was 0.950.  

Controls 

We controlled for team size as a central control in absenteeism research (Markham et al., 

1982; Reinwald & Kunze, 2020). The underlying rationale is that larger teams are more 

likely confronted with individual free-riding behaviour (Alnuaimi et al., 2010), which can 

include absence behaviours.  

Furthermore, we controlled for gender diversity and age diversity to test if 

faultlines explain variance above and beyond unidimensional diversity measures and 

account for potential correlations between the diversity measures and faultline strengths 

(Lau & Murnighan, 1998). Following previous research, we captured gender diversity 

with the Blau index (Blau, 1977) and age diversity with its within-team standard deviation 

(Harrison & Klein, 2007). 

Analytical procedures 

To address the nesting of individuals in subgroups that in turn are nested in teams, 

and to account for the outcome’s skewness, we used the multilevel mixed-effects Poisson 

regression model for our model testing (Aiken et al., 2015; Atkins et al., 2013). We 
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adopted a stepwise model-building procedure to increase the model complexity from step 

to step by adding random effect predictors (Aguinis et al., 2013). This procedure allowed 

the testing of the study hypothesis and the evaluation of multilevel model fit. To contrast 

the fit of the models, we compared the -2 log-likelihood values in a likelihood-ratio test 

and the Akaike information criterion (AIC), where smaller values indicated better relative 

model fits (Singer & Willett, 2003). Following Aguinis et al. (2013), we applied the 

standard centring procedures for multilevel research. Predictors at the team level (i.e., 

age-gender faultlines, age diversity, gender diversity, and team size) were grand-mean 

centred. Hypotheses were tested in Stata 15 SE. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

Table 1 presents means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for all study 

variables on the individual level, while table 2 presents those descriptives on the team 

level, respectively. The group-level correlations show some moderate to higher 

intercorrelations, which raises the risk of multicollinearity issues affecting our results. 

The risk of biased results might be further intensified given our relatively small sample 

size at the team level (Bergtold et al., 2018). Therefore, we decided to run our main 

analyses without control variables.2  

------ Insert Table 1 about here ------ 

------ Insert Table 2 about here ------ 

 

                                                 
2 Including multiple combination of the control variables did not change the pattern of results (see 

Robustness Check Section).  
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Level issues and hypothesis testing 

Table 3 displays the results of the general linear random effects model tested in a stepwise 

procedure. Our theoretical framework implied that individual LMX quality significantly 

varies on the subgroup level. Before conducting the main analyses, we, therefore, tested 

whether differences across subgroups account for a part of the variability in LMX. The 

ICC1 (Bliese, 2000) confirmed that this is the case indicating that 43.77% (p<0.05) of the 

variability in individual LMX originates from the subgroup level. Our hypothesis 

furthermore implied that significant variance in individual absenteeism could be 

explained by the subgroup level. Again, the ICC1 confirmed this by indicating that 

11.29%  (p<0.05) of the variability in absenteeism originates from the subgroup level. 

This provided us with the confidence that subgroups indeed matter for absenteeism and 

indicated that it is appropriate to perform a multilevel analysis (S. J. Shin et al., 2012).  

Therefore, we estimated a null model in which individual absenteeism was a linear 

function of the grand mean of all individuals, the random effect due to individuals, and 

the random effect due to teams. These results again provided evidence for a nested data 

structure and supported the benefit of taking a multilevel perspective on team faultline 

effects. In the random intercept model, both explanatory variables (age-gender faultlines 

and LMX quality) were included. The mean of absenteeism was allowed to vary across 

teams and subgroups. This model led to a significant improvement of the model fit: The 

-2 log-likelihood value was significantly smaller than for the null model (Δ–2 log-

likelihood = 405.558) based on a Chi-square distribution  (Δdf = 2; p < .05) A comparison 

of AIC values led to the same conclusion (ΔAIC = 401.557; Δdf = 2; p < .05). This model 

entailed the coefficient of the direct effects of the age-gender faultline on individual 

absenteeism. This effect (β= 1.874, p = .553) was not significant. Thus, in line with our 

theoretical argumentation, results indicated no support for a significant direct effect of 

team faultlines on absenteeism. Following Aguinis et al.’s (2013) recommendations, we 
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proceeded with the next step of the analysis, as the existence of a cross-level interaction 

could not be ruled out yet.  

Finally, the cross-level interaction model included both explanatory variables as 

well as the cross-level interaction term. Hypothesis 1 stated that LMX quality moderates 

the relationship between the age-gender faultline and individual absenteeism. The 

interaction term between LMX quality and age-gender faultlines was significant (β = -

0.926, p = .000). Based on a Chi-square distribution, this final model fitted the data 

significantly better than the previous model without interaction term, as shown by 

comparing -2 log-likelihood values (Δ–2 log-likelihood = 97.499; Δdf = 1; p < .05).The 

significantly smaller AIC based on a Chi-square distribution (ΔAIC = 95.499; Δdf = 1; p 

<.05) confirmed this better relative model fit.  

------ Insert Table 3 about here ------ 

To facilitate the interpretation of the significant cross-level interaction, we 

followed the guidelines offered by Gardner, Harris, Li, Kirkman, and Mathieu (2017) and 

calculated the Johnson-Neyman (1936) interval at a 90% significance level. In line with 

current research (e.g., D’Innocenzo et al., 2016; Reinwald et al., 2019), we relied on this 

method to report the direction and significance of the interaction because, contrary to the 

simple-slopes approach, it has the advantage of not depending on arbitrary conditional 

values (Preacher et al., 2006). Instead, it yields a holistic overview of all possible 

conditional values. For our case, the Johnson-Neyman (1936) interval provided the region 

of the LMX quality moderator variable, within which the age-gender faultline had a 

significant impact on individual absenteeism based on the fixed portion of the Model 3 in 

Table 3.  

Our analysis reveals that the effect of faultlines on absenteeism is significantly 

positive for individuals with an LMX quality score between 1.2 and 2.7 (p<0.1) and turns 
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non-significant for LMX scores of 2.7 and above. In our sample of 164 respondents, 

17.07% had an LMX quality score within this range and thus displayed a significantly 

positive conditional relationship between team faultlines and individual absenteeism. 

This finding supports Hypothesis 1 – the idea that the positive faultline effect on 

absenteeism increases as LMX quality decreases. The pattern of results remained the 

same in a cross-level interaction model with control variables. 

 

Robustness checks 

In addition to the analyses above, we tested if our multilevel model provides insights into 

the faultline-absenteeism relationship, which would have gone unnoticed in a single-level 

team model, as it has been the norm in prior faultline studies. In doing so, we estimated a 

single-level OLS regression model containing the interaction effect of faultlines and 

LMX differentiation on team-level absenteeism to check if the interaction is not 

meaningful when the individual and subgroup level is ignored. For this purpose, we 

aggregated the absenteeism variable to the team level and relied on the within-team 

variance of individual LMX quality scores as an established team-level LMX 

differentiation measure (Li & Liao, 2014; Liden et al., 2006). The single-level interaction 

effect was not significant (β = 1.01, p > 0.05), and direct faultline and LMX differentiation 

effects could not be found either. This indicates that our integrative multilevel approach 

spanning the team, subgroup, and individual levels provides more fine-grained insights 

that would have gone unnoticed in a traditional team-level model. 

Furthermore, to verify the robustness of our results, we conducted several 

robustness checks. Firstly, we again performed all steps of analysis with faultines values 

calculated on the basis of Bezrukova et al.’s (2009) faultline algorithm that limits the 

number of possible subgroups within a team to two. The pattern and significance of the 
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results remained the same (interaction: β= -1.368, p = 0.000) which provides us with the 

confidence that our results do not depend on measurement choices. Secondly, to ensure 

that the results are not exclusively driven by extreme values, we excluded extreme outliers 

in the dependent variable. On a 10% significance level, results were robust to excluding 

the six individuals whose absenteeism deviated more than two standard deviations from 

the mean absenteeism (β= -1.347, p = 0.091). Lastly, we performed several models with 

the inclusion of different combinations of control variables (i.e., team size, gender 

diversity, age diversity).3 All analyses supported our initial results.  

Discussion 

This paper analyses the impact of age-gender faultlines in work teams on individual 

absenteeism by considering LMX quality. We argued that team faultlines affect team 

members differently by applying a multilevel view. Drawing from social comparison 

theory (Festinger, 1954), we theorized that subgroup members receiving less favourable 

LMX treatment were expected to more strongly increase their absenteeism due to 

faultline-induced social categorization. We found support for our theoretical model as 

faultlines indeed had no main effect on overall team absenteeism but influenced 

individual absenteeism differently depending on LMX quality.  

Theoretical implications 

Our theoretical model and empirical results contribute to research in at least four ways. 

First and foremost, our results emphasize the advantage of multilevel approaches 

                                                 
3 Note that when we included all three control variables simultaneously, the model did not converge (for a 

extensive discussion of convergence problems in Poisson models see, Silva & Tenreyro, 2011). To 

circumvent convergence problems, we estimated a series of models where we entered each of the controls 

individually. In addition we entered pairs of the three control variables.  
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considering micro-reactions to team faultlines below the team level. Recent faultline and 

diversity research has called for more multilevel conceptualizations of diversity and 

faultline effects (Joshi & Neely, 2018; Tasheva & Hillman, 2019; van Dijk et al., 2017). 

Yet, only a few empirical faultline studies are truly multilevel (for exceptions, see, Meyer 

et al., 2015; Meyer et al., 2016; Shemla et al., 2016). We followed calls for more 

multilevel work in this domain and demonstrated that team faultlines have an 

idiosyncratic impact on team members’ health-related work behaviour. Thereby, our 

work demonstrates what numerous researchers have speculated about: faultlines can 

trigger different reactions within a team, which may be masked if aggregated to the team 

level (Joshi & Roh, 2009; Kozlowski, 2012; Reagans et al., 2004). This became 

particularly evident from the fact that in our sample, we did not find any significant direct 

effect of team faultlines that applied equally to all individuals in the team. The actual 

processes triggered by the faultline could only be uncovered once we took subgroup 

membership and LMX into account.  

Additionally, we integrate the faultline literature with the LMX differentiation 

literature (Buengeler et al., 2021). So far, the effects of LMX differentiation have been 

contested: On the one hand, LMX differentiation has been found to be an efficient tool to 

optimally distribute tasks and responsibilities within a team (Stogdill, 1959). On the other 

hand, evidence suggested that team members can react negatively to LMX differentiation 

because they perceive the different levels of support as unfair or unjustified (Liden et al., 

2006). By merging the LMX differentiation with the faultline field, this study is, to the 

best of our knowledge, the first that offers an integrative theoretical model that 

harmonizes the opposing impacts that have been found for both faultlines and LMX 

differentiation (e.g., Georgakakis et al., 2017). Our results revealed that these opposing 

findings are not paradoxical: Faultlines and LMX differentiation remain double-edged 

swords, but their implications complement each other rather than contradict each other. 
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As our results revealed, both constructs do not impair or improve team outcomes per se 

but rather lead to different outcomes for different team members. Thereby, we also 

respond to Nishii and Mayer (2009) who have called for research studying not only the 

degree of LMX dispersion in a team but the LMX differentiation pattern in diverse teams 

along demographic divides. Future research may extend our work further by looking more 

specifically at why leaders differentiate between different demographic subgroups and 

how such differentiation can be reduced through targeted interventions.  

Third, by including absenteeism as a so far underexplored outcome variable, we 

extend the criterion space of faultline research traditionally restricted to effectiveness 

outcomes. Our results imply that destructive team processes might not only have a 

performance impact but might also be detrimental to the health of individuals. Several 

researchers have emphasized the importance of considering a broader range of outcome 

measures in faultline research that goes beyond classic effectiveness indicators (e.g., 

Meyer, 2017), with limited resonance in empirical faultline research so far. In doing so, 

we also add empirical evidence to a stream in social identity research describing social 

relations and identity dynamics as an important predictor of individual health and well-

being and social support ties as a potential “social cure”  (S. A. Haslam et al., 2018; C. 

Haslam et al., 2018). At the same time, our work extends individual-level focused 

absenteeism research. By looking at team-level predictors of individual absenteeism we 

go beyond traditional individual-centric explanations for absence (Miraglia & Johns, 

2021) and add team faultlines as an important collective-level predictor of absenteeism.  

Practical implications 

For moral and economic reasons, it should be in the best interest of managers to prevent 

high absenteeism, and our findings lend essential insights on how to reduce absenteeism 

rates. From a moral perspective, companies should avoid health-related absence as the 
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underlying health issues can significantly lower the quality of life of the employee 

(Sawatzky et al., 2010). But also economically, high employee absenteeism is an 

undesirable state and comes with enormous direct and indirect financial costs 

(Hausknecht et al., 2008; Mason & Griffin, 2003) as it delays work processes, requires 

the temporal replacement of absent employees, and might lower the morale of co-workers 

who need to step in (Hausknecht et al., 2008; Mason & Griffin, 2003).  

Our results revealed that the probability of being absent is highest for employees 

who are part of a team with a strong age-gender faultline and receive unfavourable LMX 

treatment. This result should not encourage executives to create homogenous work teams, 

as this would significantly reduce the already limited number of qualified candidates in 

many industries and, additionally, implicate losing the benefits associated with a diverse 

set of team members (Schölmerich et al., 2016).  

The superior method for practitioners is to manage faultlines rather than prevent 

them (van Knippenberg et al., 2011). This study’s most important managerial implication 

is about a team leader’s ideal nature of LMX differentiation within faultline teams. 

Following our findings, team leaders should avoid engaging in LMX differentiation 

concurrent with demographic differences because it leads to destructive consequences for 

the unfavourably treated team members. Team leaders must be aware that through LMX 

differentiation, they assign a social status to each team member. Therefore, they must 

reflect on whether the basis of this status assignment is justifiable. While this does not 

apply to overly broad demographic attributes like age and gender, which are often 

strongly linked to stereotypes, it might apply to work-related differences such as 

performance within a team (Sias & Jablin, 1995). Consequently, we emphasize the need 

that diversity training for team leaders should support them to critically reflect on their 

basis of LMX differentiation: Is the induced status hierarchy within the team justified, or 

does it systematically disadvantage certain demographic groups?  



TEAM FAULTLINES, LMX QUALITY, AND EMPLOYEE ABSENTEEISM  

 

23 

 

Limitations and future research directions 

Besides several strengths, this study also suffers from some limitations. First, respondents 

participated voluntarily and were not randomly assigned to the study conditions. This 

makes it difficult to draw strong causal conclusions (Shadish et al., 2002). Yet, our design 

included a time lag between our predictors and the absenteeism measure providing us 

with some confidence that our causal inference is sensible.  

 Second, the study is limited by the nature of its small sample: It consisted of 164 

individuals that together only composed 25 teams and 63 subgroups. However, it is 

important to emphasize that there is consensus in multilevel research that the sample size 

of the variable at the lowest level (in our case the individual level) is most crucial for 

statistical power (Aguinis et al., 2013). This is particularly applicable to the cross-level 

interaction test (Mathieu et al., 2012) as applied in our study.  

Third, the sample originated from one company within the German cultural 

context which weakens the study’s generalizability. Previous research has shown that 

culture has a significant impact on employee behaviour (Earley, 1994). Nevertheless, the 

samples’ weaknesses can be subtended by a decisive strength: the criticism frequently 

voiced in diversity research that mainly teams working on creative tasks are analysed 

(Fritzsche et al., 2017) does not apply to our study. Teams varied in functions and tasks 

thereby strengthening the study’s generalizability. Maintaining this strength and curing 

the mentioned sample weaknesses, we encourage future research to replicate our findings 

via a longitudinal quasi-experimental design and include a larger number of diverse task 

teams from different industries and countries.  

Last, while the usage of objective absenteeism data ruled out any self-reporting 

bias and allowed us to vastly reduce common source bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003), our 

objective measurement strategy did not test the underlying theoretical mechanism for our 

effects. Therefore, future research should extend our research by introducing and testing 
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potential mediating factors, such as social categorization and status dynamics between 

subgroups.  

Beyond these limitations, this study provides avenues for future research. We 

would like to emphasize two possible streams: One stream could further extend the 

multilevel view on faultlines. Further factors that vary within teams (e.g., individual 

personality traits) may also impact reactions to faultlines. Additionally, in analogy to 

general diversity research (Joshi & Roh, 2009), integrating levels above the team level 

might contribute to a more realistic and insightful understanding of faultlines and their 

impact. The recent observations of Guillaume et al. (2014) that team level diversity’s 

effects depend on up to four levels—the individual level, the team level, the 

organizational level, and the industry level—could be transferred to faultline research.  

Conclusion 

Increasing demographic diversity in the workforce steadily increases the likelihood of 

demographic subgrouping in work teams. Based on this trend, our study analysed the role 

of leadership in diverse teams by investigating the interacting effect of age-gender 

faultlines and LMX quality on absenteeism. Results revealed that individuals within a 

faultline team react differently to differential leadership treatment. Precisely, members of 

subgroups that receive less favourable LMX treatment than their outgroup are particularly 

likely to increase their absenteeism behaviour. This result offers direct practical 

implications. It suggests that team leaders should avoid LMX differentiation based on 

demographic attributes. Furthermore, with our research, we contribute to diversity 

research that has been characterized by mixed evidence, and faultlines have been 

advocated as an important milestone to dissolve some of the inconsistencies. Thinking 

the story forward, we argue that the multilevel view on faultline effects could evolve into 

the next important milestone in diversity research that provides insights above and beyond 
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those of single-level models. 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics of study variables on the individual level 

 

 

Note: N = 164 individuals. 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01; ***p<0.001; two-sided 

 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of study variables on the team level 

 

Note: N = 25 teams. 
*p<0.05, **p<0.01; ***p<0.001; two-sided 

 

 

  

 mean SD 1. 3. 

1. LMX quality 3.437 1.038 1  

3. Absenteeism 24.305 53.647 -0.243** 1 

 mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 

1. Gender diversity 0.187 0.191 1    

2. Age diversity 10.523 2.043 -0.206** 1   

3. Team size 11.793 5.330 -0.450*** -0.201** 1  

4. Age-gender faultline 0.616 0.103 -0.316*** 0.210** 0.410*** 1 
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Table 3: Absenteeism as a function of team faultlines and subgroup relative standing 

 Absenteeism: 

 

Model 1: 

Null model 

Model 2:  

Random 

intercept 

Model 3: 

Cross-level 

interaction 

Level 1    

Constant .911* 2.561*** 2.006*** 

 (0.389) (0.416) (0.375) 

LMX quality  -0.479*** -0.240*** 

  (0.024) (0.038) 

Level 2    

Age-gender faultline  1.874 28.333*** 

  (3.156) (4.044) 

Cross-level interaction    

Age-gender- faultline *  

LMX quality 
  -5.926*** 

   (0.717) 

Additional information    

Observations 164 164 164 

-2 * log likelihood 5021.61 4616.053 4518.554 

AIC 5027.61 4626.053 4530.554 

df 3 5 6 

Note: L1 = Level 1 (=individual level) L2 = Level 2(= team level) 

 L1 N = 164; L2 N = 25 

Standard errors are shown in brackets 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01; ***p<0.001, two-tailed  

 

 

 

 

 


