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lead to a higher level of customer retention and positive word-of-mouth referral. I
suggest that creativity makes a unique contribution to performance beyond the effects of
effort and experience.
Indirect Antecedents of Sales Performance

As well recognized in the sales literature, personal characteristics play a
significant role in determining the salesperson’s performance. The proposed model
posits three indirect antecedents of sales performance: self-efficacy, trait
competitiveness, and selling experience. Salesperson creativity is conceptualized as
different from scientific and artistic creativity in that the former represents smaller
deviations from daily routines while the latter tends to be greater in scope and degree.
In this regard, salesperson creativity is posited as being primarily affected by the
individual’s self-efficacy beliefs. Self-efficacy, a central construct in social cognitive
theory, refers to people’s judgments about their capability to organize and execute
courses of action required to attain particular designated types of performance (Bandura
1986). It has been suggested that the effect of self-efficacy on task performance is
primarily “through enlistment of effort and creative use of capabilities and resources”
(Wood and Bandura 1989, p. 374). Research has shown that employees who feel
efficacious of performing particular tasks will persist at them in the face of adversity
(Lent, Brown, and Larkin 1987) and cope more effectively with change (Hill, Smith,
and Mann 1987; Zhou 1998). Sales research has documented evidence that self-
efficacy is positively related to adaptive selling and work effort (Spiro and Weitz 1990;

Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar 1994). In an experimental setting, Redmond, Mumford, and
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Teach (1993) documented the positive effect of self-efficacy on the quality and
originality of solving marketing problems.

The proposed model incorporates two exogenous constructs, selling experience
and trait competitiveness, as predictors of self-efficacy. These two constructs have been
consistently regarded as extremely important determinants of sales performance
(Brewer 1994; Brown, Cron, and Slocum 1998; Churchill, Ford, and Walker 1997), and
their role as individual level determinants of the salesperson’s self-efficacy cannot be
overestimated. Social cognitive theory posits that self-efficacy beliefs can be enhanced
in a number of ways, the most effective of which is mastery experiences (Bandura
1986). Selling experience provides the knowledge and skills that salesperson can rely
on to effectively deal with different sales problems, thus increasing the level of self-
efficacy.

Trait competitiveness is the “enjoyment of interpersonal competition and the
desire to win and be better than others” (Spence and Helmreich 1983, p. 41). The
mechanism by which this trait affects performance is not totally clear, however. It is
suggested here that competitiveness is likely to affect performance indirectly through its
effects on work effort and self-efficacy. Motivational theorists suggest individuals have
innate, dispositional needs and motives that drive them to behave in certain ways
(Hechhausen, Schmalt, and Schneider 1985). For the highly competitive salespeople,
the inherent desire to be number one and the importance they attach to exceeding the
performance of others motivate them to exert a high effort level, set high goals, and use
effective approaches (Bartkus et al. 1989; Brown et al. 1998; Locke 1968). Social

cognitive theory suggests that personality variables influence physiological and
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psychological states, which in tumn affect self-efficacy (Bandura 1986; Gist and Mitchell
1992). Indirect empirical evidence suggests that more competitive individuals have
higher levels of physiological arousal and higher levels of self-efficacy (Friedman and
Rosenman 1974; Taylor et al. 1984).
Model Summary

This research is the first attempt to study salesperson creativity. The effect of
creativity on performance is investigated in conjunction with the effects of two well-
established antecedents: work effort and selling experience. The model further
proposes that self-efficacy, trait competitiveness, and experience are direct and indirect
determinants of effort and creativity. Expanded theoretical rationale for the model is
offered in Chapter Two.

METHODOLOGY

The proposed model was tested using cross-sectional survey data collected from
two samples: real estate sales agents and outdoor billboard advertising salespeople. The
survey data were analyzed with the structural equation modeling (SEM) technique.
SEM allows researchers to test several direct and indirect linear relationships
simultaneously (Bollen 1989; Hoyle 1995). While the nature of cross-sectional data
prohibits any conclusion on causality, SEM may help us infer directional relationships
among variables. Further, in estimating the model fit and path coefficients, the
structural equation modeling technique incorporates the possible effects of
measurement error of the constructs, thus allowing a more accurate account of the true

relationships among the constructs.
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Pretest Study

The first study served as a pretest, with a focus on developing the salesperson
creativity scale, refining other measures, and identifying other problems in the
measurement model. Data were collected from 156 real estate agents affiliated with a
regional real estate company in the southern U.S. Measurement model results revealed
the construct measures were adequate in terms of unidimensionality, construct validity,
and internal consistency. The pretest procedures and results are reported in Chapter
Three.

Main Dissertation Study

The second survey study served as the main dissertation study for testing the
proposed model. Cross-sectional data were collected from 201 salespeople employed
by a national billboard advertising company. The salespeople were asked to respond to
questions pertaining to their performance, creativity, work effort, self-efficacy, trait
competitiveness, and selling experience. Manager-rated performance and objective
sales volume data were also collected from the salespeople’s supervisors. Overall, the
model received substantial empirical support. Seven of the eight hypothesized paths
were significant and in the predicted directions. As a cross-validation effort, the pretest
data were used to test the hypotheses. Again, seven of the eight hypothesized paths
were supported. The procedures and findings of the main study are reported in Chapter
Four.

CONTRIBUTIONS
This research contributes to the sales literature in several important ways. First,

it introduces the concept of salesperson creativity and offers a conceptualization of it
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based on contemporary theories of creativity. Second, integrating sales research with
social cognitive theory, motivation theory, and social psychological research in
creativity, the dissertation proposes and tests a model incorporating five direct and
indirect antecedents to performance with a special focus on the effect of salesperson
creativity on sales performance. Third, in testing the proposed model, a valid and
reliable measurement instrument of salesperson creativity is developed, which will
facilitate future research in this area. As such, the dissertation will open a new avenue
of inquiry for research on personal selling and sales force management. Further, the
significance of salesperson creativity lies not only in its effect on sales performance, but
also in its potential impact on organizational knowledge, which leads to the firm’s
competitive advantage. By and large, the topic of salesperson creativity deserves
extensive devotion from not only sales researchers but organizational theorists as well.
Managerial implications that can be drawn from this research are also abundant.
Management should pay close attention to fostering salesperson creativity. With
heightened competition in the marketplace and more sophisticated and demanding
customers with regard to various aspects of product and service, creativity will be
needed. Salespeople will not only have to work very hard, but also have to be creative
in carrying out various job activities in order to survive and excel. More competitive,
self-efficacious, and experienced salespeople are more likely to succeed through their
expended effort and heightened creativity. In the meantime, sales organizations should
employ available managerial tools to foster creativity and self-efficacy among their

salespeople.

10
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CHAPTER TWO: MODEL AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

This chapter reviews the literature relevant to this dissertation, based on which
an individual-level model of sales performance is proposed. The chapter is organized in
three sections. The literature pertaining to antecedents of individual salesperson
performance is reviewed in the first section. The second section is devoted to the
conceptualization of salesperson creativity. Finally, the third section proposes the
model, delineates each construct and path in the model, and develops hypotheses.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In this section, the literature on sales performance is reviewed. Specifically, the
review will focus on three sets of individual level antecedents of sales performance,
namely, personality, skills, and motivation and effort. These three groups of variables
have been consistently viewed as important determinants of performance (Churchill et
al. 1997; Weitz, Sujan, and Sujan 1986). Controlling and manipulating these variables
effectively in the processes of selecting, recruiting, training, and organizing is an
important on-going issue in sales force management.
Salesperson Performance

The importance of salesperson performance cannot be overstressed. The
success of any sales and marketing organization ultimately depends on the success of
individual salespeople, for their performance directly affects the firm’s bottom line, not
just in the short run, but in the long run as well. In the process of buyer-seller
interaction and communication, salespeople develop new business, build customer trust,
nurture long-term relationships, create added value for customers, and provide market

information to management. With changing and more diverse buyer behavior, the
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salespeople’s role as relationship managers in the marketing organization has never
been more critical (Anderson et al. 1999; Weitz, Castleberry, and Tanner 1998).
Advances in technology are not replacing the salesperson (Keenan 1994); instead, the
demand for salespeople has been increasing and continues to increase. By 2005, total
sales jobs are projected to increase by 18% from 1992 to 16,400,000 (Bureau of Labor
Statistics 1997). Further, costs associated with salespeople recruiting, selection, and
training keep soaring. Therefore, knowledge of how to achieve superior salesperson
performance is of fundamental and enduring interest to sales managers and
organizations, as well as salespeople themselves.

While salesperson performance is the central concern of all sales organizations,
firms emphasize different aspects of performance. In general, salesperson performance
has been defined and measured from either objective or subjective perspectives, or both
(Behrman and Perreault 1982). Objective performance is defined and measured in
terms of unit sales volume, dollar sales volume, contribution to profit, number of new
accounts, and the like. Subjective performance, on the other hand, is measured through
evaluations by supervisors, customers, coworkers, or salespeople themselves on such
aspects as communication effectiveness, sales volume, customer relations, controlling
expenses, territory management, mastering selling skills, teamwork, providing
information to management, and so forth.

A controversy exists as to whether salesperson performance should be measured
subjectively or objectively and, if subjective measures are to be used, whose evaluations
would be the most reliable. It has been suggested that a choice can be made on the

basis of the aspects of performance in which the researcher is most interested (Landy
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and Farr 1980). A number of researchers have argued for the validity and
appropriateness of self-evaluations in assessing the performance of boundary-spanning
employees such as salespeople (Behrman and Perreault 1982; Harris and Schaubroeck
1988; Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar 1994).

Since the focus of this dissertation is to examine the effects of certain aspects of
the salesperson’s behavior (i.e., creative behavior) on performance, an attempt is made
to emphasize the quantitative outcome aspect of performance. Given that self-
evaluation measures of salesperson performance are widely used and accepted, sales
performance is operationalized here as the salesperson’s perception of his or her overall
achievement in sales, especially in the quantity of sales achieved, as compared with his
or her fellow salespeople.

Antecedents of Salesperson Performance

Given the critical importance of sales performance to the sales organization,
numerous studies have been conducted over the decades in searching for the most
powerful determinants of salesperson performance. While the predictive power of these
variables varies widely across situations and studies, the overall explained variance in
sales performance has not been high (cf. Churchill et al. 1985; Vinchur et al. 1998).
Churchill et al.’s (1985) meta-analysis grouped performance antecedents into six
categories: role perceptions, aptitude, skill level, motivation level, demographics, and
organizational and environmental variables. They found attenuation-corrected
correlations of predictor-performance ranging widely from a low of .104 for
organizational/ environmental factors to a high of .379 for role perception variables. It

is surprising to note that no single psychological, behavioral, environmental, or
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organizational factor has been found to explain, on average, even as much as 10% of the
variation in salesperson performance. Thus, more effort is needed to identify the most
important determinants of variations in salesperson performance.

Among all the variables, individual-level antecedents of sales performance have
probably been examined most frequently. These variables remain of interest for a
number of reasons. First, many of these variables are relevant to the recruiting and
selection of salespeople and the costs associated with hiring wrong salespeople are
becoming prohibitively high. Second, variables at the organizational and environmental
levels are likely to affect sales performance via the mediation and/or moderation of
individual-level factors. Third, consistent and strong results for these individual-level
variables are lacking despite the persistent research effort. For these reasons, this
dissertation will also focus on individual level antecedents. In the remainder of this
section, the individual-level antecedents related to personality, skills, and motivation,
which are directly relevant to the proposed model, are critically reviewed.

Personality Variables

Extensive research has produced inconsistent results as to the predictive validity
of personality variables for sales performance (e.g., Hunter and Hunter 1984; Schmitt et
al. 1984). The Big Five model suggests five dimensions of personality: Extraversion
(or Surgency), Emotional Stability (or Neuroticism), Agreeableness (or Likability),
Conscientiousness (or Will to Achieve), and Openness to Experience (or Intellect)
(Barrick and Mount 1991; Costa and McCrae 1985; Vinchur et al. 1998). The
alternative Hough model suggests nine personality dimensions (Hough 1992; Hough et

al. 1990). The Hough model shares three common dimensions with the Big Five model:
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Adjustment (Emotional Stability), Agreeableness, and Intellectance (Openness to
Experience). The Big Five dimension of Extraversion is divided into two sub-
dimensions of Affiliation (sociability) and Potency (impact, influence, and energy).
Conscientiousness is split into Achievement (striving for competence in one’s work)
and Dependability (reliability, organization, and respect for authority). Two other
dimensions that do not have their equivalents in the Big Five model are Rugged
Individualism (decisiveness, action-orientation, and lack of sentimentality) and Locus
of Control (one’s belief in the amount of control one has over rewards and punishment).

A couple of meta-analyses have been conducted to assess the ability of the
personality dimensions and sub-dimensions to predict sales performance (Barrick and
Mount 1991; Mount and Barrick 1995; Hough 1992; Hough et al. 1990). Predictor-
performance correlation across these studies have ranged considerably from -.02 for
Openness to Experience (Barrick and Mount 1991) to .51 for Conscientiousness (Mount
and Barrick 1995). The limited number of sales studies examined by Hough (1992)
suggest Potency is a modest predictor of performance with a mean uncorrected
correlation of .25 with sales effectiveness, whereas Dependability showed an
uncorrected correlation of only .06.

In a more recent meta-analysis, Vinchur et al. (1998) have found that while the
personality dimensions and sub-dimensions have differential correlations with sales
performance, the dimension of Conscientiousness and the sub-dimensions of Potency
and Achievement are particularly strong predictors of sales performance. Potency had

mean correlations (corrected for criterion unreliability and range restriction) of .28 and

15

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



.26 with subjective performance ratings and objective measures, respectively, whereas
Achievement had coefficients of .25 and .41, respectively.

Vinchur et al.’s (1998) study indicates that personality variables that appear to
be strong predictors of sales performance tend to reflect the salesperson’s motivational
and skill levels. Both Achievement and Potency seem to be related to motivation and
skills. Consistent with this observation, recent sales research has examined the effects
of two constructs: the salesperson’s trait competitiveness and self-efficacy. Trait
competitiveness is a personality trait related to both Achievement and Potency, and has
been conceptualized as an aspect of personality that involves “the enjoyment of
interpersonal competition and the desire to win and be better than others” (Spence and
Helmreich 1983, p. 41). Although the effect of competitiveness has not been
extensively investigated, the variable has shown promising association with
performance in sales (Bartkus et al. 1989; Brown, Cron, and Slocum 1998; Brown and
Peterson 1994; Plotkin 1987) as well as in other domains (Carsrud and Olm 1986;
Helmreich et al. 1980). Self-efficacy, a central construct in Bandura’s (1977, 1986)
social cognitive theory, refers to people’s judgments about their capability to organize
and execute courses of action required to attain particular designated types of
performance. It “is concerned not with the skills one has but with the judgments of
what one can do with whatever skills one possesses” (Bandura 1986, p. 391). Sales
research has documented empirical evidence that self-efficacy is positively related to
adaptive selling (Spiro and Weitz 1990; Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar 1994) and selling

effort (Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar 1994, Brown, Cron, and Slocum 1998). In this
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dissertation, the effects of the salesperson’s trait competitiveness and self-efficacy are
hypothesized and tested.
Skill Levels

Researchers have long noticed the importance of job-related skills and abilities
as predictors of sales performance. Consistent results regarding the predictive power of
cognitive ability are lacking, however. Hunter and Hunter (1984) found corrected mean
correlations of .61, .40, and .29 between salesperson performance and cognitive ability,
perceptual ability, and psychomotor ability, respectively. Vinchur et al.’s (1998) meta-
analysis also indicates the strong predictive power of sales ability and interest in sales,
although only a limited number of studies were used. Schmitt et al. (1984), however,
revealed poor validity of cognitive ability tests for predicting sales performance. Also,
cognitive ability appears to predict managerial ratings of performance relatively well,
but it does not predict objective sales volume measures (Vinchur et al. 1998).

Sales-related skills, on the other hand, seem to be more promising antecedents to
sales performance. Skills are the salesperson’s learned proficiency at performing the
necessary tasks (Leong, Busch, and Roedder John 1989). The skills related to sales
performance are thought to include vocational skills, presentation skills, interpersonal
skills, general management skills (Ford, Walker, Churchill, and Hartley 1987), and
information collection and analysis skills (Weitz et al. 1986). Churchill et al. (1985)
report an attenuation-corrected meta-correlation of .32 between skill and performance.
Correlation of this magnitude, although smaller than that between performance and role

perception (.379), is larger than that between performance and aptitude (.193),
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motivation (.258), personal factors (.292), or organizational/ environmental factors
(.104).

Skills and knowledge are inseparable. They tend to reinforce each other in that
knowledge facilitates the development and application of skills, and in the meantime,
skills improve knowledge acquisition and utilization (Churchill et al. 1997).
Salespeople need an elaborate knowledge base of sales-related situations, behaviors,
and contingencies that link behaviors to situations (Weitz et al. 1986). Research has
examined the salesperson’s knowledge developmental stages. Anderson (1982) posits a
three-stage model of knowledge development. The first stage is referred to as the
declarative stage where knowledge is represented propositionally or as facts.
Declarative knowledge (or schema-based knowledge) is attribute information pertaining
to clients that is organized in categories (Szymanski 1988). It is the set of situational
cues that enables a salesperson to recognize or classify a particular selling situation as
an instance of a more general category (Leigh and McGraw 1989). The second
developmental stage is a gradual compilation process by which knowledge is converted
from declarative to procedural form so that it can be applied directly to generating
behavior. In the final stage, fine-tuned procedural knowledge is developed so that it
will be applied more appropriately and efficiently. Procedural knowledge, also called
“script” knowledge, is essentially “a set of learned behavioral routines that fit various
selling situations. Once activated from memory in a sales context, procedural
knowledge guides the implementation of an intended selling approach” (Leigh and

McGraw 1989, p. 17).
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Based on the three stages of knowledge development, Weitz et al. (1986)
propose that procedural knowledge is the key feature distinguishing an expert’s
knowledge structure from that of a non-expert, and that procedural knowledge should
be positively related to the effectiveness of adaptive selling. Adaptive selling refers to
altering sales behaviors during a customer interaction or across customer interactions
based on the perception of the selling situation (Weitz et al. 1986). Thus, adaptive
selling has an emphasis on customer interactions and the message communicated from
the salesperson to the customer. As Weitz et al. (1986) put it, an extreme example of
non-adaptive selling is delivering the same “canned” presentation to all customers.
When the salesperson uses unique sales presentation for each customer and also alters
his or her behavior during an interaction, he or she is said to be extremely adaptive.
With an elaborate knowledge structure, especially a rich inventory of procedural
knowledge, the salesperson can practice adaptive selling by choosing the most effective
presentation from the existing memory.

While much recent research attention has been devoted to salespeople’s practice
of adaptive selling, a direct link between adaptive behavior and sales performance has
not been demonstrated conclusively. Significant positive relationships have been
reported in research by Predmore and Bonnice (1994), Spiro and Weitz (1990), and
Sujan et al. (1994), whereas less convincing results are suggested in Goolsby, Lagace,
and Boorom (1992) and Marks, Vorhies, and Badovick (1996). A direct link across
situations seems unlikely because the effectiveness of adaptive selling may be

contingent on a number of situational factors (Weitz 1981; Weitz et al. 1986).

19

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The above review of sales skills and adaptive selling points to an important gap
in this stream of research. As noted, adaptive selling behavior is typically manifested
through the alteration of the sales presentation based on the understanding that
customers have different beliefs and needs (Sujan et al. 1994; Weitz et al. 1986). When
the differences among the customers are small and within expectations, adaptation in
sales presentation is possible and may be sufficient. The salesperson with a rich
knowledge structure should have ready scripts stored in his or her memory in the form
of procedural and declarative knowledge to deal with the different situations. But what
if the selling situation is a novel one that has not been encountered before and there is
no satisfactory solution existing in the salesperson’s memory? This can occur when the
market conditions are rapidly changing and customer requirements differ dramatically
in various aspects of product and service. Scripts in memory become inadequate, and
simple adaptation in presentations may no longer be sufficient. In this case, the
effective salesperson may have to use existing knowledge to generate new ideas and
approaches. This process is what i5 termed “salesperson creativity” or “creative
behavior” in this dissertation.

An exemplar process in which creativity plays a role can be described as
foliows. When encountering a selling situation or sales problem, the salesperson will
first search his or her memory for the most appropriate approaches or solutions. If the
salesperson fails to find a suitable solution from the inventory, he or she may have to
generate an idea or solution that is better suited than existing solutions for the particular
problem at hand, or the customer may become unsatisfied and turn away from the

salesperson. Once the idea or solution is generated and proved to be a useful one, it
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becomes part of the inventory and can be used later for more effective adaptation. This
is consistent with the following discussion by Weitz et al. (1998):

When [salespeople] encounter a customer with needs different than those they

have dealt with previously — a customer who does not fit into an existing

category — they add a new category to their repertoire. Salespeople with more
categories, or customer types, have more selling approaches to use and thus have

a greater opportunity to practice adaptive selling — to adjust their sales

presentation to specific customer needs. (p. 164)

In today’s dynamic markets, customer needs have become more divergent and
firms can be successful only if they are able to target to their customers’ specific needs.
In this context, creativity is required of the salesperson to address the customer’s
concerns and deliver the exact product and service the customer needs.

It should be noted that a concept similar to salesperson creativity has been
studied in the literature. Churchill, Ford, and Walker (1976) noticed that the sales job
often requires the salesperson to produce innovative solutions to nonroutine problems,
and some sales jobs demand more innovativeness than others. They proposed that true
innovativeness is required of the salesperson “only when (1) he faces a unique,
nonroutine sitution, and (2) the company has not provided him with sufficient
guidelines, information, support, or training to know how to cope with it” (p. 325).
Based on this, they argued that the degree of innovativeness required of the salesperson
may have a negative impact on overall job satisfaction. Their survey results showed
that an innovativeness demand was negatively related to the salesperson’s satisfaction
with supervision, company support, and promotion. Building on Churchill et al.’s

(1976) argument, Behrman and Perreault (1984) proposed a role stress model of sales

performance and job satisfaction, where an innvotiveness requirement was posited as
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positively related to role conflict. The proposition was supported by their empirical
results. While neither of the studies was looking at the innovativeness-performance
link, Behrman and Perreault (1984) reported a positive correlation (.257, p <.01)
between the two.

This dissertation takes a different perspective to the issue of innovativeness.
Since salespeople perform a variety of activities besides interacting with customers
directly (Moncrief 1986), some of the activities involve generating creative solutions for
various problems, as illustrated by numerous cases including the P&G case at the
beginning of Chapter One. Sales performance can be affected by the effectiveness and
efficiency in carrying out these problem-solving activities. Therefore, to generate
creative ideas in the face of novel situations and problems appears to be an important
skill for the salesperson. Consequently, this dissertation attempts to understand the
concept of salesperson creativity by examining its potential positive effect on sales
performance.

An important factor related to sales knowledge and skill is selling experience.
One major purpose of sales training and mentoring has been to transfer the knowledge
and skills from the experienced to the inexperienced. However, much of the sales skill
is tacit and action-centered, and remains unarticulated and known only to the person
who possesses the skill (Polanyi 1967). Tacit knowledge is knowledge that cannot be
explicated fully even by an expert and, thus, can be transferred from one person to
another only through a long process of apprenticeship. In other words, one cannot
easily transfer one’s tacit knowledge and skills to another without substantial loss of

relevant information. Experience, therefore, plays ar important role in achieving a high
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