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ABSTRACT 

Communication underlies much business activity and consequently requires much 

of a manager's attention. However, the effects of supervisor-subordinate communication 

are unclear. Likert (1967) and Jablin (1979) suggest that communication directly and 

positively affects subordinate job outcomes such as job satisfaction and performance. 

Sehuler (1979) shows that communication directly and negatively affects subordinate 

ambiguity, that itself has been found to negatively affect job outcomes. Most studies of 

communication have only considered the amount of communication that occurs. As a 

result, the effects of additional communication characteristics are also not well 

understood. 

Because salespeople are particularly susceptible to ambiguity, a better 

understanding of the effects of specific communication characteristics may help to alleviate 

some sources of salesperson ambiguity and contribute to increased job satisfaction and 

performance. This research reviews the relevant organizational communication and sales 

management literature and proposes a comprehensive model of communication's positive 

effects upon salesperson job outcomes and negative effects upon ambiguity. Competing 

models following the stmctures suggested by Likert (1967) and Jablin (1979) and by 

Sehuler (1979) were also developed. Using data gathered by means of the survey method, 

these three models were analyzed and compared. 

The results indicate that the hypothesized model best describes the relations among 

communication, ambiguity, and salesperson job outcomes. Informal communication 
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modality is found to positively affect salesperson job satisfaction. Indirect communication 

content is found to negatively affect salesperson ambiguity regarding ethical situations, 

other managers, and company promotion policies. Bidirectional communication is found 

to negatively affect salesperson ambiguity regarding supervisor support and customers. 

Salesperson ambiguity regarding ethical situations is found to positively affect salesperson 

job satisfaction. Salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers and customers is found 

to negatively affect salesperson job satisfaction. None of the communication or ambiguity 

characteristics are found to affect salesperson job performance. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

An effective salesforce can play a cmcial role in the success of any business 

organization. Recognizing this, many researchers have concerned themselves with 

understanding a firm's sales efforts and finding ways to improve them. Much of this work 

is based upon the Walker, Churchill, and Ford (1975, 1977) and the Churchill, Ford, and 

Walker (1976) models of salesperson job outcomes. These models propose that role 

variables (role conflict and role ambiguity) and motivational factors affect salesperson job 

outcomes. While much knowledge has been gained from these studies, much remains to 

be estabUshed in explaining two of the most important job outcomes for sales 

organizations: salesperson job satisfaction and performance. 

In their reviews of the sales management literature, Churchill et al. (1985) and 

Comer and Dubinsky (1985) conclude that little variance in salesperson job outcomes has 

been explained. As a result, both state that future research should consider additional 

variables and theoretical approaches that may contribute to a better understanding of 

salesperson job outcomes. One altemative approach has been to examine the role of 

organizational chmate and supervisory behaviors upon salesperson job outcomes. Within 

most organizations the sales manager has the primary responsibility for the conduct and 

performance of salespeople so attention to this important source of influence is important. 



While several authors have examined supervisory behaviors and their effects upon 

salesperson job outcomes (Babakus et al. 1996; Jones et al. 1996; Kohli 1985, 1989; Teas 

and Horrell 1981; Teas, Wacker, and Hughes 1979; Tyagi 1982; Walker, Churchill, and 

Ford 1975, 1977), one of the most pervasive supervisory behaviors that may help to 

explain salesperson job outcomes deserves to be fiilly examined. This constmct, 

communication, underiies much of what organizations and organizational members do. 

Recognizing this, van Waterschoot and Van den Bulte (1992) propose altering the 

commonly used 4-P method of classifying marketing phenomena to reflect the 

communication basis underlying them all. 

Dance (1970) gathers 95 definitions of communication and notes that a single 

definition does not capture the multitude of perspectives towards communication. Gibson 

and Hodgetts (1986, p. 4) refer to communication as "the transfer of meaning between 

sender and receiver." Daniels and Spiker (1987, p. 23) describe communication as 

"shared meaning created among two or more people through verbal and nonverbal 

transactions." Cushman, King, and Smith (1988, p. 57) state that communication is "the 

transfer of symbolic information. The function of human communication is the regulation 

of consensus in order to coordinate human behavior." As a result, communication is 

defined as the process used to transfer information and influence from one entity to 

another. Therefore, not considering the role of sales manager-salesperson communication 

in attempts to explain salesperson job outcomes omits one of the most important 

characteristics influencing this relation. 



Pool (1973, p. 3) observes that "Acts of communication can be described as the 

thread that holds any social organization together, if not the skeleton that determines its 

stmcture." Johnson (1993) notes that communication within organizations, and therefore 

the study of communication, is important for the following reasons: 

1. Communication enables organizations to act in a coordinated maimer. 

2. Communication acts to provide social support for organizational members. 
3. Communication acts as an information processing vehicle. 
4. Communication acts to reduce both organizational and individual member 

uncertainty. 

Communication within organizations, particularly within specific subunits such as 

the salesforce, has usually been studied vis-a-vis its role in information processing. The 

work of Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) and Galbraith (1971, 1977) form the basis for 

subsequent research that investigates how organizations gather and respond to information 

fi^om the external environment. In marketing, the works of Glazer (1991), Jaworski and 

Kohli (1993), Kohli and Jaworski (1990), and Narver and Slater (1990, 1995) assume that 

a firm's information processing activities include the communication process. However, 

these studies do not address communication processes and outcomes directly. Glazer 

(1991) notes that information properly used can provide a firm with a competitive 

advantage. In order for information to be used at all it must be communicated. 

In the marketing channels of distribution literature the effects of communication 

between channel members has been investigated (e.g., Anderson, Lodish, and Weitz 1987; 

Mohr and Nevin 1990). However, only a few studies have explicitly examined the effects 

of communication between a sales manager and salespeople. Jones et al. (1996, p. 15) 



note that the sales supervisory behaviors that have been examined "have been broadly 

classified as leadership consideration and leadership role clarity." As communication may 

underhe both these categories of supervisory behaviors, specifically considering the effects 

of communication upon salesperson job outcomes is important. 

Tushman (1978, 1979a, 1979b) examined the role of communication practices in 

increasing job performance and found that organizational subunits facing more complex 

and variable environments perform better when their members engage in greater amounts 

of communication. Other researchers (Katz and Tushman 1979; Morrow 1981; Kim and 

Umanath 1993; Zeffane and Gul 1993; Keller 1994) have found that communication also 

assists organizational members to reduce their level of felt uncertainty and to increase their 

performance. This empirical evidence, gathered from a variety of organizational 

environments, suggests that communication exerts both positive effects (upon job 

satisfaction and performance) and negative effects (upon organizational member 

uncertainty). Therefore, communication's effects may be particularly relevant for 

boundary-spanning organizational members such as salespeople who experience high 

levels of ambiguity and uncertainty in their jobs. 

However, these results cannot be directly applied to our understanding of the 

effects of communication upon job outcomes within the salesforce. Salespeople operate in 

a qualitatively different environment than many other organizational members. As part of 

their boundary-spanning duties salespeople experience a unique set of expectations and 

demands from their role set members both inside the organization, e.g., sales managers 

and other salespeople, and outside of it, e.g., customers. In addition, the demands that 



these role set members place upon salespeople often conflict. Other unique aspects of the 

sales task are that salespeople's compensation is often directly tied to their performance, 

salespeople must often perform with inadequate or incomplete information about 

customers and competitors, and salespeople must quickly and effectively develop 

innovative responses to customer actions and requests. Lastly, salespeople often 

experience a high degree of autonomy in their work. As a result, the sales task is 

qualitatively unique, and thus the role of communication upon salesperson job outcomes 

should be independently examined. 

Research indicates that salesperson uncertainty significantly affects both 

salesperson and firm outcomes. In the sales literature, the concept of uncertainty has most 

commonly been referred to as "role ambiguity." Salespeople work in a particularly 

uncertain environment whereby they must juggle competing stresses and claims upon both 

their time and the direction of their efforts. Role ambiguity refers to the condition 

whereby salespeople experience uncertainty about the appropriate course of action they 

should take. Kahn et al. (1964, p. 73) define role ambiguity as "the discrepancy between 

the information available to the person and that which is required for adequate 

performance of his role." In the sales context, Walker, Churchill, and Ford (1975, p. 33) 

define role ambiguity as occurring "when the salesman does not feel he has the necessary 

information to perform his role adequately, when he is uncertain about what the members 

of his role set expect of him." Research suggests that communication acts to reduce 

uncertainty and positively affect job outcomes such as satisfaction and performance. Since 

role ambiguity has consistently been found to negatively affect salesperson job outcomes, 



sales manager communication practices may provide one means to improve salesperson 

job outcomes. 

As a firm's sales efforts contribute to organizational success and as communication 

may offer one means to enhance salesperson job outcomes, there is a need for a 

comprehensive understanding of how communication can be used to improve salesperson 

job outcomes. An understanding of the Unks between the communication processes used 

in the salesforce and salesperson role ambiguity, job satisfaction, and performance appears 

to offer a means of enhancing both salesforce and firm outcomes. The importance of 

communication within the salesforce is illustrated by the increased use of advanced 

communication technology. Salespeople are now able to communicate more effectively 

through the use of cellular telephones, fax machines, electronic mail, etc. These advances 

in the mode of communication greatly affect how salespeople and their supervisors 

communicate and may also affect salesperson ambiguity, job satisfaction, and 

performance. 

In one of the most extensive studies on the subject, Greenberg and Greenberg 

(1990) state that marketing executives are concerned about the high costs of recmiting 

and training salespeople only to have them turn out to be mediocre producers at best. 

Research has established that the superior-subordinate relationship strongly influences 

subordinate outcomes such as ambiguity, job satisfaction, and performance. Additionally, 

some of this research has, either directly or more commonly indirectly, examined the role 

that communication characteristics such as frequency and direction play in influencing 

subordinate job outcomes. The manner in which supervisors communicate with their 



subordinates has also been found to influence subordinate attitudes and behaviors. 

Unfortunately, a usable model describing how specific communication characteristics that 

supervisors can use to influence subordinate outcomes does not now exist. As a result, at 

this time it is difficult to provide specific communication-based guidelines to managers 

beyond simpUstic platitudes suggesting "more communication," "better communication," 

"open communication," etc. 

Thus, an important question remains: Can the proper use of communication 

between sales managers and salespeople reduce salesperson role ambiguity and enhance 

salesperson job satisfaction and performance? Recognizing that salespeople experience a 

considerable degree of role ambiguity as part of their jobs and that a firm's sales efforts 

directly affect the success of the organization, the role of communication should be 

exphcitly examined within a salesforce context. The purpose of this study is to describe 

and test a model of specific communication characteristics that a sales manager may use 

and the effects that these characteristics have upon salesperson role ambiguity, job 

satisfaction, and performance. 

This study is presented in five chapters. Chapter I includes the introduction and 

justification of the research problem. Chapter II describes a set of characteristics that can 

be used to describe communication between sales managers and salespeople and the 

relevant research findings. Next, emerging research describing the influence of role 

ambiguity characteristics upon salesperson outcomes is reviewed. From these findings a 

model of the relations between communication, role ambiguity, and salesperson job 

outcomes is developed. In addition, two competing models are described. Chapter III 



describes the research sample, measure development, questionnaire development and pre

testing, data collection, and sample characteristics. Chapter IV describes the analysis of 

the models developed. Chapter V contains the final discussion and implications of the 

findings. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIZED MODEL 

Overview 

This chapter reviews the relevant findings from the organizational communication 

and sales management literature. From these findings, a model describing the effects of 

sales manager-salesperson communication characteristics upon salesperson role ambiguity, 

job satisfaction, and performance is developed. Two competing models of the effects of 

communication are also described. 

Two Views of Communication's Effects 

Interest in communications within organizations, especially among organizational 

members, is evident in the earliest writings in organizational thought. As has already been 

noted, communication underlies much of what organizations do and how they do it. 

References to interactions among organizational members, among subunits within an 

organization, among two or more organizations, or among an organization and its 

surrounding environment often do not directly address these interactions as being 

communication. However, most discussions of managerial or leadership practices, 

advertising, or sales efforts are concemed with communication whether it is addressed as 

such. 

One of the earliest descriptions of the effects of communication between members 

of an organization was provided by Likert (1967). Based upon research conducted at the 



Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan, Likert proposes that 

communication has a direct positive influence upon subordinate outcomes such as job 

satisfaction and performance (see Figure 2.1). However, this relationship was not 

empirically examined. Likert simply reviewed the research findings and concluded that 

communication is positively related with job outcomes. Likewise, Jablin (1979) reviewed 

much of the literature on the role of communication within organizations (mainly 

composed of a series of dissertations from Purdue and the University of Wisconsin) and 

also concluded that communication directly and positively affects subordinate job 

outcomes. Consequently, much of the research investigating the effects of communication 

within organizational settings has assumed this direct communication-outcomes stmcture 

(e.g., Alexander, Helms, and Wilkins 1989; Marrett, Hage, and Aiken 1975; Muehinsky 

1977; Oh, Kim, and Lee 1991). 

A competing perspective is provided by Sehuler (1979) in his "role perception 

transactional process" model. He proposed that organizational member role perceptions, 

such as conflict and ambiguity, mediate the relationship between communication (which he 

operationalized as the type of information exchanged within an organization) and job 

outcomes. Based upon the work of Kahn et al. (1964), Sehuler explicitly noted that 

subordinate role perceptions are affected by the communication subordinates receive and 

that role perceptions play an important mediating role between the communication types 

that organizations use and both organizational and member outcomes. Sehuler proposed 

that subordinate role perceptions are influenced by the type of information subordinates 
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receive and that subordinate role perceptions directly influence subordinate job outcomes 

(see Figure 2.2). Sehuler (1979, p. 269) described the relationship as, 

Communication will influence satisfaction and/or performance, at least in 
part, by the intervening process of communication influencing employee 
role perceptions... thus, the impact upon role perceptions is the process by 
which organizational communication will be hypothesized here to influence 
or relate to employee satisfaction and performance... this suggests that not 
all dimensions of communication will be highly related to performance and 
satisfaction if they are not also highly related to role conflict and ambiguity. 

Note that his description does not mle out the possibility of a direct relationship 

between communication and job outcomes (as was described by Likert and Jabhn) but 

emphasizes that an indirect relationship via role perceptions is likely. 

Schuler's information types are based upon the work of Greenbaum (1974) who 

developed an "audit of organizational communication" to describe a classification of 

information types and their purposes within organizations. Greenbaum's goal was not to 

describe the characteristics of communication, their antecedents, or their effects, but 

instead to classify the roles played by information exchange within organizations. 

Greenbaum proposed four communication (information) types: 

1. Informative communication ~ used to convey task-related information. 

2. Integrative communication ~ the amount of cooperative and assisting 

information employees provide to one other in order to keep informed about 

organizational developments. 

3. Regulative communication ~ the use of traditional hierarchical 

communication that flows only from the supervisor to subordinates. 
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4. Distortive communication ~ the filtering and suppression of information. 

Schuler's results indicate that different information types are associated with role 

ambiguity and that role ambiguity is associated with job satisfaction and performance. 

Specifically, he found that the use of informative and integrative communication is 

negatively correlated with subordinate role ambiguity and that the increased use of 

distortive information is positively correlated with subordinate role ambiguity. As a result, 

he concluded that the positive effects of information exchange between organizational 

members are mediated by the decreased levels of role ambiguity that members experience. 

These two competing models describe different effects of communication upon 

subordinate job outcomes. The direct communication-outcomes model described by 

Likert and by Jablin proposes that communication has a direct and positive effect upon 

subordinate job outcomes. The model presented by Sehuler proposes that the primary 

effect of communication is to exert a direct and negative effect upon subordinate 

ambiguity with a resulting improvement in outcomes such as satisfaction and performance. 

This stmcture is commonly used in research on the effects of role ambiguity upon 

salesperson job outcomes whereby one or more antecedents to role ambiguity are 

proposed, and role ambiguity is hypothesized to negatively affect job outcomes. Both 

stmctures have been used and have led researchers to conclude that supervisor-

subordinate communication has either positive or negative effects depending upon the 

particular outcome that was investigated. In addition, the majority of studies has 

conceptualized communication in a limited way, most commonly as simply the amount of 

communication between supervisors and subordinates. 

14 



As a result, there are two gaps in our knowledge regarding the effects of 

supervisor-subordinate communication: (1) research has not considered the effects of a 

complete set of communication characteristics; and (2) research does not agree upon the 

effects of communication on subordinate job outcomes. I will address the first gap by 

introducing an appropriate perspective on human communication that provides additional 

characteristics suitable for describing sales manager-salesperson communication. Using 

these characteristics, I will address the second gap by developing a comprehensive model 

describing the effects of sales manager-salesperson communication upon salesperson 

ambiguity, job satisfaction and performance. 

The Mechanistic Perspective of Communication 

Fisher (1978) describes four separate, but related, perspectives a researcher may 

use to investigate human communications. These four have been renamed and oriented 

towards organizational communication research by Krone, Jablin, and Putnam (1987) as 

the mechanistic, psychological, interpretive-symbolic, and the systems-interaction 

perspectives. Regardless of which perspective is used for study, all communication is seen 

to share the common characteristics of (1) message—the cues that are conveyed; (2) 

channel—the vehicle conveying the message; (3) sender—the originator of the message; (4) 

receiver—the message's destination; (5) encoding and decoding—the process that senders 

and receivers engage in to create, transform, and decipher messages; and (6) feedback—a 

message sent in response to an initial message. Fisher argues that the most important 
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distinguishing characteristic among the four perspectives is the different emphasis that 

each places on one of these characteristics. 

The most commonly used research perspective in organizational communication is 

the mechanistic perspective (Krone, JabUn, and Putnam 1987). According to the 

mechanistic perspective, communication is seen to be a transmission process by which a 

message travels across a channel from sender to receiver. As a resuh, the channel is the 

focal characteristic in communication research that takes a mechanistic perspective. 

According to Fisher (1978) this is due to the four assumptions underlying the mechanistic 

perspective: (1) quasi-causality—that the source affects the receiver through the use of a 

message via the channel; (2) transitivity of communication function—that the 

characteristics of communication are linked together in a chainlike relationship, i.e., that 

the source affects message sending that affects message clarity that affects message 

reception and decoding; (3) conceptual materialism—that the message takes on spatial and 

physical properties (such as frequency) that allows researchers to develop "concrete 

representations of messages that frequently merge channel with message codes" (Krone, 

Jablin, and Putnam 1987, p. 22); and (4) reductionism—that communication can be broken 

down into smaller units capable of being identified and examined. 

The mechanistic perspective provides four communication characteristics for 

study. According to this perspective, the cmcial component is the channel (mode) 

through which a message travels. Additional characteristics are the message itself 

(content), the directional flow of communication including feedback (directionality), and 

the tangible characteristic of communication (frequency). These four characteristics can 

16 



be used to describe the manner in which communication occurs between organizational 

members. 

Communication Mode 

As has been noted, the mechanistic perspective emphasizes the role of the channel, 

or mode, of transmission. Communication mode has been operationalized in several ways. 

Moriarity and Spekman (1984) use a 2-by-2 categorization of commercial/noncommercial 

and personal/impersonal modes. Lengel and Daft (1988) categorize mode as to its abihty 

to handle "rich" information and cues. Huber and Daft (1987) describe a hierarchy of 

modal ability to handle rich information ranging from face-to-face interactions (with a 

greater ability) to formal impersonal documents (with a lesser ability). Stohl and Redding 

(1987) categorize the communication channel used (in increasing formality) as face-to-

face, telephone, and finally written documents such as memos and letters in developing 

their formal/informal dichotomy. Formal modes of communication lack personalization 

and are characterized by greater use of written messages and impersonal group meetings. 

Informal modes are personalized and often impromptu channels that are rarely scheduled 

or permanent and are characterized by greater use of face-to-face interactions. 

Communication Content 

A basic component of any model of communication is the "something" that is 

being conveyed. Content refers to the message being transmitted and is dependent upon 

the situation, direction, and purpose of the communication. Greenbaum (1974) provides a 

17 



four-part operationalization of content by describing the roles of information exchange 

within organizations. Frazier and Summers (1984) develop a direct/indirect dichotomy for 

categorizing communication content between channel members. They propose that direct 

communication is used to change the recipient's behavior through specific requests and 

instmctions. Examples of direct communication content include requests, promises, 

recommendations, and appeals to legal obligations. Note that direct communication is 

often used by a more powerful member to influence a less powerful member of the 

organization. Indirect communication is used to change the recipient's attitudes about the 

desirability of performing a particular action without making a specific request. Examples 

of indirect communication content include information exchange and collaboration that 

allows less powerful members to influence how they will react. In the sales area, this is 

illustrated by a sales manager developing a participative decision-making environment and 

subordinate autonomy. 

Communication Direction 

Farace, Monge, and Russell (1977) describe vertical and horizontal movements of 

communication within an organization as "directional flows." Commonly, studies of 

supervisor-subordinate relations have focused on vertical flows following a clearly defined 

line of authority whereby communication and influence are seen to flow downward from 

the more powerful supervisor to the less powerful subordinate (Dansereau and Markham 

1987). Katz and Kahn (1966) describe the types of information exchange in downward 

supervisor-subordinate interactions to include job instmctions, job rationale, feedback, 

18 



organizational procedures and practices, and indoctrination towards organizational goals 

This downward flow of information is referred to as a "unidirectional" flow. However, 

communication can also flow "bidirectionally" from supervisor to subordinate and from 

subordinate to supervisor. Examples of bidirectional upward flows include information 

regarding customers, competitors, the external environment, and feedback on how sales 

efforts and other organizational actions are performing provided by the salesperson. Like 

communication content, communication direction is a component of managerial use of 

subordinate feedback and the development of a participative work environment. 

Communication Frequency 

Farace, Monge, and Russell (1977) describe communication frequency as the 

amount or duration of contact between organizational members. Most studies of 

organizational communication have only considered the effects of its frequency. For 

example, studies that exphcitly investigated communication between salespeople and the 

sales manager (Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1975; Churchill, Ford, and Walker 1976; 

Behrman and Perreault 1984) measured only the frequency of communication between the 

two. 

These four communication characteristics provide a more complete basis to 

describe communication between organizational members. To close the second gap, 

regarding the form of communication's effects, a comprehensive model describing the 

influence of these characteristics is needed. Before this model is described, I will first 

review some of the recent findings regarding salesperson role ambiguity. Due to the 
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extensive evidence regarding communication's amehorative effects upon role ambiguity, 

and that role ambiguity has been found to strongly affect salesperson job outcomes, role 

ambiguity will occupy an important mediating role in the model. 

The Relationship Between Communication and Role Ambiguity 

In his theoretical and empirical works, Tushman (1978, 1979a, 1979b) describes 

and tests the ability of organizational subunit "communication capacity" (which he 

operationalized as the frequency of communication between its members) to alleviate 

subunit uncertainty and increase performance. Note that in this context, "capacity" is 

somewhat of a misnomer. As the word is commonly used, capacity refers to an upper 

carrying limit, e.g., the capacity of a container. Instead, Tushman uses it to refer to the 

ability of a subunit to engage in information processing. 

Tushman hypothesizes that under conditions of greater environmental uncertainty 

organizational subunits that engage in greater amounts (greater frequency) of internal 

communication would experience decreased uncertainty and higher performance. This 

hypothesis is based upon the concept of "requisite variety" (Ashby 1956; Weiek 1969) 

that states for organizational subunits to make order out of uncertainty they must develop 

an appropriate internal information processing system. Tushman's findings, derived from 

a variety of organizational settings, support this hypothesis. Therefore, the frequency of 

communication within a subunit appears to be an important variable influencing job 

outcomes. These findings parallel those found in Kahn et al.'s (1964) and Schuler's 
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(1979) work, both of which describe a communication-role variable-job outcome 

relationship. 

Tushman (1978) explicitly notes that information processing capacity is actually 

composed of both the amount (frequency) and the direction of communication. In 

addition, the characteristics of mode and content provide a more complete means to 

describe communication's influence upon job outcomes. Recognizing this, Mohr and 

Nevin (1990) blend these four characteristics into two communication strategies 

appropriate for use by the most powerful member of a channel of distribution depending 

upon channel and environmental conditions. Likewise, these communication 

characteristics are principally under the control of the most powerful member in the 

supervisor-subordinate relationship, and in a salesforce environment the most powerful 

member is the sales manager. 

Salesperson's Role Ambiguity 

For some time, researchers have been interested in examining the influence that 

role perception variables exert on salesperson job satisfaction and performance. The high 

degree of interest in role perception variables such as role ambiguity is undoubtedly due to 

the unique circumstances surrounding the salesperson's job. Kahn et al. (1964) observe 

that certain organizational positions, characterized by boundary crossing, the production 

of innovative solutions to nonroutine problems, and varying demands from both inside and 

outside the organization, are highly vulnerable to role ambiguity. Few organizational 

positions offer the variety of tasks and situations that salespeople find themselves in, e.g., 
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that salespeople act as advocate for both the customer and the employing firm, that 

salesperson compensation is often tied directly to their performance, and that salespeople 

operate more autonomously than many other organizational members. Salespeople often 

find themselves needing to adjudicate between the competing interests (e.g., the firm's 

desire to sell its products in large amounts at higher prices and the customer's desire to 

buy products in smaller amounts at lower prices) of two or more groups whose behavior 

directly affects the salesperson. As a result, salespeople often experience a high degree of 

role ambiguity. 

Additionally, salespeople often find themselves with less information about how to 

successfiilly accomplish their tasks. Ito and Peterson (1986) describe uncertainty as the 

analyzability of a task, i.e., the knowledge of cause-and-effect relationships comprising 

that task. Salespeople often experience a considerable amount of uncertainty about their 

primary task of selling to and/or servicing customers. Consequently they often experience 

greater levels of uncertainty than do organizational members whose work is composed of 

more stable relations between cause and effect variables. This felt uncertainty is often 

referred to as role ambiguity and has been consistently found to negatively affect 

salesperson job outcomes. Since salespeople, as boundary spanners, experience a 

considerable amount of role ambiguity, and role ambiguity is amenable to managerial 

action such as communication efforts, research into decreasing salesperson role ambiguity 

and increasing salesperson job outcomes through the proper use of communication is 

appropriate. 
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Salespeople occupy what is often referred to as a "boundary spanning" position 

within the organization. Singh and Rhoads (1991, p. 329) described boundary spanners as 

those who "operate at the periphery of an organization (e.g., salespeople, industrial 

buyers, customer service representatives)." What these positions share in common is that 

they move across the boundary between the organization and its external environment as a 

central part of their job. Boundary spanners, such as salespeople, must often make 

decisions based upon incomplete or inadequate information. Kahn et al. (1964, p. 73) 

stated that role ambiguity is "a direct function of the discrepancy between the information 

available to the person and that which is required for adequate performance of the job." 

As a result, boundary spanners such as salespeople often report high levels of role 

ambiguity. 

Examples of saUent information that salespeople often lack, but that is necessary to 

fulfill their assigned tasks, include uncertainty about role definition, expectations, 

responsibilities, tasks, and behaviors. These characteristics of uncertainty also vary with 

different facets of the role, e.g., uncertainty concerning customers, the supervisor, other 

managers, family members, etc. Following Kahn et al.'s description of role ambiguity. 

King and King (1990) discussed four forms that role ambiguity may take: (1) ambiguity 

regarding scope of responsibilities; (2) ambiguity regarding behaviors necessary to fulfill 

job responsibilities; (3) ambiguity regarding role senders' expectations about behaviors; 

and (4) ambiguity regarding the consequences of one's actions. 
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The Stmcture of Role Ambiguity 

Research, using samples of sales and non-sales personnel, has consistently found a 

negative relationship between role ambiguity and job outcomes including job satisfaction 

and performance (Bedeian and Armenakis 1981; Behrman and Perreault 1984; Brown and 

Peterson 1993; Churchill, Ford, and Walker 1976; Churchill et al. 1985; Donnelly and 

Ivancevich 1975; Dubinsky and Hartley 1986; Jaworski and Kohli 1991; Kohli 1985, 

1989; Michaels et al. 1988; Teas 1983; Teas and Horrell 1981; Teas, Wacker, and Hughes 

1979). However, with only a few exceptions (e.g., Behrman and Perreault 1984, Ford, 

Churchill, and Walker 1975), research on the effects of role ambiguity has most commonly 

used the scale developed by Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) that conceptualizes role 

ambiguity as a unidimensional constmct. Additionally, the model developed by Sehuler 

(1979) which hypothesizes that role ambiguity mediates the influence of communication 

upon subordinate job outcomes also conceptualizes ambiguity unidimensionally. 

However, the widespread acceptance of role ambiguity as a unidimensional 

constmct (reflected in the extensive use of the Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman scale) is being 

challenged. There exists a growing body of criticism concerning the scale's psychometric 

properties (Fisher and Gitelson 1983; Shepherd and Fine 1994), the large amount of 

unexplained variance in job outcomes in studies operationalizing role ambiguity 

unidimensionally (Jackson and Sehuler 1985), and the fact that doing so ignores the 

"conceptual thesis (Kahn et al. 1964) and the empirical evidence about the 

multidimensionality of the role ambiguity concept" (Singh 1993, p. 12). Singh and 
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Rhoads (1991) developed a multidimensional conceptualization of role ambiguity and the 

MULTERAM scale to measure each dimension as a result of these concerns. 

Role Ambiguity as a Multidimensional Constmct 

Singh and Rhoads (1991) note that 85% of all research studies that examine the 

influence of role ambiguity have used the Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman scale designed to 

measure a respondent's global ambiguity level. Referring to works by Kahn et al. (1964) 

and King and King (1990), they observe that considering role ambiguity unidimensionally 

cannot capture the entirety of the constmct. As a result, inconclusive, inconsistent, and 

even misleading resuhs could occur. Singh and Rhoads (1991) also note that in the 

marketing literature there have been two attempts to describe the multidimensional nature 

of role ambiguity (Ford, Walker, and Churchill 1975; Chonko, Howell, and Bellenger 

1986) but that these efforts remain in the distinct minority. 

In an attempt to more closely follow the original conceptualization of role 

ambiguity, Singh and Rhoads (1991) describe the rationale for considering role ambiguity 

multidimensionally and their development of the MULTIRAM scale to capture these 

dimensions. Following Kahn et al.'s (1964) discussion, Singh and Rhoads (1991, p. 331) 

define role ambiguity as an employee's "evaluation about the lack of salient information 

needed to perform a role effectively," and that role ambiguity is "the salient uncertainties 

faced by boundary spanners in performing their role." Using a three-step analysis 

procedure (domain specification, scale refinement, and scale validation), Singh and Rhoads 

(1991) persuasively argue and demonstrate that role ambiguity is best conceptualized as 
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seven distinct facets, some of which are composed of unique characteristics. They 

conceptualize role ambiguity as boundary spanner ambiguity regarding: 

1 Company - ambiguity regarding the employee's firm. 

a. Flexibility — ambiguity regarding the amount of flexibility one has in 

performing various activities within the firm. 

b. Promotion — ambiguity regarding the expectations and behaviors for 

promotion. 

c. Work — ambiguity regarding the quantity and the priority of the various 

tasks needed to be performed within the company. 

2. Supervisor — ambiguity regarding the employee's immediate supervisor. 

a. Support — ambiguity regarding the support subordinates are likely to 

receive from their supervisor. 

b. Demands — ambiguity regarding the supervisor's expectations concerning 

various role tasks. 

3. Customer — ambiguity regarding the customers served. 

a. Presentation — ambiguity regarding how the product benefits should be 

presented to the customer. 

b. Interaction — ambiguity regarding customer expectations and demands. 

4. Ethical — ambiguity regarding how to deal with ethical situations dealing with both 

internal and external role members. 
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5. Other managers — ambiguity regarding the requirements, demands, and 

expectations of managers from other departments. 

6. Coworkers — ambiguity regarding coworkers' expectations and demands. 

7. Family — ambiguity regarding family expectations and demands related to the job. 

The Empirical Evidence for Role Ambiguity Multidimensionality 

To measure these unique characteristics, Singh and Rhoads (1991) developed the 

MULTIRAM ("multifaceted, multidimensional") scale of role ambiguity. After the 

development process was complete, they report that the MULTIRAM scale exhibits 

acceptable reliability as well as convergent, discriminant, and nomological validity. In 

summary, Singh and Rhoads (1991, p. 334) state that their conceptualization of role 

ambiguity is "theoretically meaningful, empirically distinct, stable across subpopulations, 

and adequate to tap the breadth of role ambiguity in boundary spanners." They also state 

that by more fully describing the nature of role ambiguity, researchers would no longer 

have to rely on a single global measure and would, therefore, be able to describe the 

differential effects on job outcomes that each facet and characteristic may provide. 

Support for the differential effects of ambiguity facets had previously been found by 

Behrman, Bigoness, and Perreault (1981) using the measure of role ambiguity from the 

INDSALES. However, the psychometric properties of this scale have not been 

thoroughly investigated (Singh and Rhoads 1991). 

Further empirical support for the multidimensionality of role ambiguity and its 

differential effects is provided by Singh (1993) and Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994). 
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Singh (1993) uses two samples of boundary-spanning personnel to test the influence of 

organizational determinants of ambiguity (job autonomy, leader consideration, and 

feedback) upon the seven ambiguity facets, and the effects of the seven ambiguity facets 

upon job outcomes including performance, satisfaction, job tension, and turnover 

intentions. The first sample was gathered from upper level sales and marketing executives 

(referred to as the SME sample) and the second from customer service personnel (referred 

to as the IS sample). 

In the SME sample, feedback and job autonomy negatively predict all seven role 

ambiguity facets; leader consideration negatively predicts the facets of company, 

supervisor, and ethical ambiguity, while leader consideration positively predicts ambiguity 

regarding other managers. From the IS sample, autonomy negatively predicts all seven 

facets, but feedback negatively predicts only the supervisor ambiguity facet. Leader 

consideration negatively predicts ambiguity regarding company, supervisor, and customer, 

while leader consideration positively predicts ambiguity regarding other managers and 

family. 

The relationships between role ambiguity facets and job outcomes also differed 

depending upon the sample. In the SME sample, ambiguity regarding the company 

negatively predicts job satisfaction and positively predicts job tension. Role ambiguity 

associated with the supervisor negatively predicts job satisfaction; ambiguity regarding the 

customer negatively predicts job performance; ambiguity regarding coworkers positively 

predicts job tension; and ambiguity regarding the family positively predicts job satisfaction 

From the IS sample, ambiguity associated with the company negatively predicts job 
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performance; ambiguity regarding the supervisor negatively predicts job satisfaction and 

positively predicts job tension; ambiguity regarding customers, other managers, and 

coworkers all negatively predicts job performance. Singh (1993) suggests that these 

differences are attributable to variations in the size of the organizations comprising the 

sample, but these differences could also be due to the variation in job characteristics. The 

SME sample is composed of upper-level executives whose main responsibilities were to 

supervise and strategize while the IS sample is composed of lower-level customer service 

representatives whose responsibility is to interact with customers (many of who are likely 

to be experiencing problems) and to assist them. As these jobs consist of differing 

characteristics, they likely also present different sources of role ambiguity. Regardless of 

the source of these differences, support for the differential effects of role ambiguity facets 

are consistently found. 

Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994) examined the relations between ambiguity 

characteristics and job outcomes from a sample of industrial salespeople. Research has 

consistently shown a negative relationship between a global unidimensional measure of 

role ambiguity and salesperson job outcomes, yet the differential effects of role ambiguity 

for this unique group of boundary spanners had not been examined. Using logical 

partitioning, they classified ambiguity characteristics into two categories: internal 

ambiguity (associated with the lack of specific information regarding role members internal 

to the organization, e.g., supervisor, company, other managers, coworkers) and extemal 

ambiguity (associated with the lack of specific information regarding role members 

extemal to the organization, e.g., customers and family). Ethical ambiguity is placed into 
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both categories as ambiguity regarding how to deal with ethical situations can arise in 

dealing with partners both internal and extemal to the firm. 

Using the MULTIRAM scale to assess role ambiguity, with job performance and 

satisfaction as dependent variables, Rhoads et al. report that ambiguity characteristics 

explained 21% of the variance in salesperson job performance. More importantly, there 

are differential effects of ambiguity characteristics upon performance. Salesperson 

ambiguity regarding customer presentations (regarding company/product strengths and 

benefits that should be presented to a customer) and ethical situations (regarding how to 

deal with ethical situations that arise in dealing with role partners extemal to the 

organization) negatively predicts salesperson job performance. None of the other 

ambiguity characteristics predict salesperson performance. 

Rhoads et al. also report that ambiguity characteristics account for 50% of the 

variance in job satisfaction. Salesperson ambiguity regarding company promotion 

(regarding what behaviors are expected for advancement), supervisor support (regarding 

the extent of support a salesperson is likely to receive from the sales manager), other 

managers (regarding the expectations of managers from other departments), and ethical 

situations all negatively predict job satisfaction. The sole extemal ambiguity characteristic 

that predicts satisfaction is customer interaction (regarding customer expectations and 

demands about the selling interaction). None of the remaining ambiguity characteristics 

predict salesperson job satisfaction. 

These studies support the original conception of role ambiguity proposed by Kahn 

et al. (1964) as a multidimensional constmct. In addition, these studies suggest that, 
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depending upon the type of sample used, different ambiguity characteristics influence job 

outcomes. As a result, while the existing research supporting the hypothesis that role 

ambiguity negatively affects job outcomes such as performance and satisfaction appears to 

accurately describe the relationship, the tme nature of the relationship is more complex 

than a global measure of role ambiguity can provide. Table 2.1 summarizes the findings 

from these studies. 

In conclusion, salespeople experience ambiguity regarding particular aspects of 

their job and these ambiguity characteristics negatively affect job satisfaction and 

performance. Depending upon the organizational position being studied, a 

unique set of ambiguity characteristics affects job satisfaction and performance. 

Therefore, the findings by Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994) provide the appropriate 

basis for describing the relations between salesperson ambiguity and job outcomes in the 

model of sales manager-salesperson communication being developed. 

Attention can now be turned to determining the effects of sales manager-

salesperson communication upon salesperson job outcomes. By combining the group of 

ambiguity characteristics found to affect salesperson job satisfaction and performance with 

the set of communication characteristics provided by the mechanistic perspective, a 

comprehensive model of the effects of sales manager-salesperson communication upon 

important salesperson job outcomes can be developed. 
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Table 2.1 Summary of Ambiguity Studies 

STUDY 

Singh & Rhoads 

(1991) 

Singh 

(1993) 

Rhoads, Singh, and 

Goodell (1994) 

SAMPLE 

Salespeople and 

customer service 

representatives 

Sales and marketing 

executives and 

customer service 

representatives 

Industrial 

Salespeople 

SATISFACTION 

PREDICTORS 

All 7 ambiguity facets 

negatively correlated 

with job satisfaction 

For the executives, 

company and 

supervisor ambiguity 

negatively predicted; 

family ambiguity 

positively predicted. 

For customer reps. 

supervisor ambiguity 

negatively predicted. 

Ambiguity regarding 

company promotion, 

supervisor support. 

other managers. 

customer interactions. 

and ethical 

considerations 

negatively predicted. 

PERFORMANCE 

PREDICTORS 

All 7 ambiguity facets 

negatively correlated 

with job performance 

For the executives. 

customer ambiguity 

negatively predicted. 

For customer reps, 

customer ambiguity 

negatively predicted. 

while co-worker 

ambiguity positively 

predicted. 

Ambiguity regarding 

customer presentations 

and ethical 

considerations 

negatively predicted. 
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Salesperson Job Outcomes 

This model will address the effects of sales manager-salesperson communication 

upon specific salesperson role ambiguity characteristics as well as upon two important 

salesperson job outcomes: job satisfaction and job performance. 

Job satisfaction is one of the most commonly researched salesperson job outcomes. 

Job satisfaction is important, not only from a humane perspective, i.e., managers want 

their salespeople to be satisfied because they care about them as human beings and 

valuable firm assets, but also because job satisfaction is related with greater organizational 

commitment and decreased turnover (Brown and Peterson 1993; Babakus et al. 1996). 

Therefore, increasing salesperson job satisfaction is a way to decrease one of every sales 

manager's most persistent problems—retaining salespeople who have been trained and 

have estabhshed territories and relations with customers. 

Job performance is important in its own right, as salesperson performance has a 

direct impact on the entire firm. In addition, sales managers are concerned with 

salesperson performance as often their own compensation and advancement are tied to 

how well salespeople perform. 

The Model 

Likert (1967) and Jablin (1979) suggest that communication has direct and positive 

effects upon job outcomes. Sehuler (1979) finds empirical support for his model 

that describes a negative relationship between communication and organizational member 

uncertainty that, in turn, is negatively related with job satisfaction and performance. 
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Tushman (1978, 1979a, 1979b) finds that communication frequency has a negative 

correlation with the level of felt uncertainty experienced by members of an organizational 

subunit. Tushman (1978) hypothesizes, but does not test, that the use of bidirectional 

flows of information would also be negatively correlated with member uncertainty. 

Additional support for the negative relationship between communication frequency and 

uncertainty and for the positive relationship between communication frequency and 

performance is provided by Ito and Peterson (1986), Katz and Tushman (1979), Keller 

(1994), Kim and Umanath (1993), Morrow (1981), and Zeffane and Gul (1993). 

Tushman (1978, 1979b) exphcitly states that organizational communication is 

composed of additional characteristics other than simply its frequency. Fortunately, the 

mechanistic perspective of organizational communication provides three additional 

characteristics—mode, direction, and content—that can be used to better 

describe the stmcture of communication between organizational members. These 

additional communication characteristics provide a more complete basis for describing the 

relationship between communication, role ambiguity, and job outcomes. Combined with 

the multidimensional conceptualization of salesperson role ambiguity, a complete model 

describing the relations among these variables can be developed. 
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The Relationships Between Communication Characteristics, 
Ambiguity Characteristics, and Job Outcomes 

The Effects of Communication Frequency 

Much of the research concerning the effects of communication has been concemed 

with the amount of communication contact between organizational members. In his 

exhaustive review of the literature, Jablin (1979) concludes that subordinate job 

satisfaction is positively correlated with the amount of communication contact with the 

supervisor. Note that this conclusion followed the Likert (1967) model that describes 

communication's direct effects upon job outcomes. In addition, Churchill, Ford, and 

Walker (1976) report a positive relationship between the frequency of communication 

between sales managers and salespeople and salesperson satisfaction with pay and 

customers. However, Walker, Churchill, and Ford (1975) and Behrman and Perreault 

(1984) report no relationship between sales manager-salesperson communication 

frequency and salesperson role ambiguity. 

Additionally, communication between sales managers and salespeople acts as the 

link between the two and provides the means for sales managers to guide salesperson 

behavior. Sales managers have a vested interest in how their salespeople perform as their 

compensation is often tied to the performance of their salespeople. Therefore, sales 

managers have an incentive to communicate frequently with their salespeople to manage 

them effectively. As a result, frequency of communication is hypothesized to positively 

affect both job satisfaction and performance directly. Frequency of communication is not 

hypothesized to affect any of the salesperson role ambiguity characteristics. 
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Previous studies have commonly operationalized communication frequency as the 

number of communication contacts between organizational members (e.g., Tushman 1978, 

1979a, 1979b). By using this particular operationalization, researchers appear to be 

implicitly assuming a continuously positive relationship between frequency and an 

outcome, i.e., that continually greater frequency of communication translates into greater 

satisfaction, performance, etc. However, this assumption is questionable. It suggests that 

managers should continuously communicate with their subordinates. However, not only 

would this prevent subordinates from completing their work but doing so would also 

likely lead to subordinates' aggravation and dissatisfaction. 

Perhaps the tme stmcture of the relationship is curvilinear, whereby increased 

communication frequency has a positive effect up to some optimal point after which its 

effects begin to erode. This research proposes that it is the subordinate's perception of 

the amount of communication with the supervisor that is important (Kohli 1985). 

Accordingly, the items developed for this study to measure communication frequency are 

designed to measure a salesperson's perception of the amount of communication and not 

simply the raw number of contacts. Therefore, a positive linear relationship, and not a 

curvilinear relationship, can be hypothesized. 

The Effects of Communication Modality 

According to Bums and Stalker (1961), a defining characteristic of an organic 

organizational stmcture is the common use of face-to-face communication between 

organizational members. An organic organizational stmcture is distinguished by its 

36 



flexibility, adaptability, and employee ability to adjust his or her responses to changing 

environmental circumstances. Tushman and Nadler (1978) note that verbal, face-to-face 

communication is an effective mode because it facilitates prompt information exchange, 

feedback, and evaluation. Marrett et al. (1975) and Muehinsky (1977) report that 

supervisor use of an informal modality is positively related with employee job satisfaction. 

Likewise, sales manager use of an informal modality may directly affect 

salesperson job performance. Sales managers use communication to train and guide 

salespeople to best accomphsh their tasks. By using an informal modality, characterized 

by greater use of face-to-face or other personal means, sales managers may best be able to 

train and guide their salespeople to sell effectively. The use of formal modality, 

characterized by less face-to-face interaction and greater amounts of impersonal 

communication such as memos and group meetings, does not allow for the personal 

coaching and attention to weaknesses in a salesperson's presentation, closing techniques, 

etc., that would positively influence a salesperson's performance. As a result, the sales 

manager's use of an informal communication modality is hypothesized to positively affect 

both salesperson job satisfaction and performance. 

The Effects of Communication Directionality 

The mechanistic view of communication also suggests that the direction of 

communication flows between supervisors and subordinates affect both organizational and 

subordinate outcomes. Tushman (1978, 1979b) hypothesizes that an organizational 

subunit (such as the salesforce) will perform better by using bidirectional information 
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flows between its members. The ability to adjust to greater levels of uncertainty depends, 

in part, upon increased use of two-way informational flows. This condition underlies the 

concept of requisite variety upon which the benefits of uncertainty reduction are based. 

Jablin (1979) concludes that two-way communication is essential to increased 

subordinate satisfaction and performance through a more effective superior-subordinate 

relationship. Many researchers have examined the use of task and behavioral feedback, an 

"open communication environment" and a "participative management style" (Baird 1974; 

Burke and Wilcox 1969; Frone and Major 1988; Housel and Davis 1977; Pincus 1984; 

Sehuler 1979; Sehuler and Blank 1976; Teas 1980, 1981a; Teas, Wacker, and Hughes 

1979; Vinnicombe 1984; Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1975; Yukl 1989) characterized, in 

part, by two-way communication flows between the superior and the subordinate. These 

studies have consistently found that these components of bidirectional communication 

flows are negatively related with subordinate role ambiguity. In addition, Oliver and 

Anderson (1994), Tanner and Castieberry (1990), and Tanner, Dunn, and Chonko (1993) 

find that salespeople who reported a high level of communication quality (partially 

comprised of salespeople's ability to have significant input into their job situation) with 

their sales manager also reported lower levels of role ambiguity. 

As a result, the use of bidirectional communication flows is seen to negatively 

affect salesperson role ambiguity. The studies cited above as support for this direct 

relationship all used a global measure of role ambiguity, so the differing effects of 

bidirectionality upon ambiguity characteristics have not been examined. By considering 

the set of ambiguity characteristics found to predict salesperson job outcomes (Rhoads, 
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Singh, and Goodell 1994), it is hypothesized that bidirectionality negatively affects them 

all. Bidirectionality refers to communication flowing both to the subordinate from the 

supervisor as well as from the subordinate to the supervisor, and is similar to (but more 

comprehensive than) the use of feedback. Singh (1993) reports that feedback negatively 

affects all seven of the ambiguity facets investigated. By using bidirectional 

communication, the sales manager may be able to reduce subordinate ambiguity regarding 

most any area in which the subordinate feels uncertain. Therefore, this model 

hypothesizes that communication bidirectionality has a negative effect upon salesperson 

ambiguity regarding company promotion, supervisor support, other managers, ethical 

situations, customer interactions, and customer presentations. 

The Effects of Communication Content 

Communication content depends upon the particular situation, the direction of the 

communication flow, and the purpose of the communication used. Frazier and Summers 

(1984) describe communication content as being either direct or indirect, and indirect 

communication is suggested for use in uncertain environments and when supervisors wish 

to create a participative decision-making environment with their subordinates. Through 

indirect communication content with their supervisor, subordinates are involved in 

decisions that affect their work and how they are evaluated. Subordinate involvement in 

decision-making and evaluation has been found to reduce subordinate role ambiguity 

(Housel and Davis 1977; Teas 1980, 1981a; Teas, Wacker, and Hughes 1979; Walker, 

Churchill, and Ford 1975). 
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Singh (1993) reports that leader consideration negatively predicts subordinate 

ambiguity regarding the company, supervisor, and ethical matters. Leader consideration 

refers to the degree to which the supervisor creates a facilitative climate of psychological 

support, mutual tmst, friendliness, and helpfulness (House 1971). Therefore, leader 

consideration is conceptually related to (but distinct from) supervisor use of an indirect 

communication content, and thus its effects should be similar. Singh (1993) also reports 

that leader consideration positively predicts subordinate ambiguity regarding other 

managers. Singh (1993, p. 26) suggests that "a plausible explanation for this unexpected, 

counterintuitive finding is that increased consideration from the supervisor draws the 

boundary spanner closer to the supervisor but away from the other manager. This shift 

possibly leaves the boundary spanner ambiguous about the expectations of the other 

manager." Following from these results, an indirect communication content is 

hypothesized to negatively predict salesperson ambiguity regarding company promotion, 

supervisor support, and ethical situations. Indirect communication content is hypothesized 

to positively predict salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers, and to have no 

effect upon salesperson ambiguity regarding customer interactions or presentations. 

The hypothesized relations between salesperson role ambiguity characteristics and 

job outcomes will follow the results obtained by Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994, see 

Table 2.1). Research findings strongly suggest that different organizational positions 

experience different patterns of ambiguity-outcome relations. As a resuh, the Rhoads, 

Singh, and Goodell (1994) study that examined the relations between ambiguity 
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characteristics and job outcomes for industrial salespeople provides the most appropriate 

basis to describe the relations between ambiguity and salesperson job outcomes. 

Accounting For Other Factors Affecting Sales Performance 

Salesperson performance may also be affected by the industry or product type 

being represented, salesperson gender, experience, age, education, etc. (Churchill et al. 

1985; Chapman and Paddock 1995). Not accounting for the effects of these variables in 

explanations of salesperson job performance would lead to serious model misspecification 

and questionable results. Resulting from their meta-analysis, Churchill et al. (1985) report 

that salesperson personal factors, skill, and salesperson role variables are strongly related 

with salesperson job performance. Personal factors that need to be considered include 

salesperson gender, experience, etc. Motivation has often been hypothesized to affect 

sales performance (e.g.. Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1977). However, Churchill et al. 

(1985) report that motivation accounts for a very minute amount of variation in 

salesperson performance. 

Much research has attempted to explain salesperson job performance but has not 

been particularly successful. This situation is similar to explaining employee turnover: 

there are so many considerations that affect the decision to leave an employer that 

properly modeling and measuring them is difficult. Therefore, research effort has shifted 

to explaining a smaller set of critical precursors to separation that may be influenced by 

organizational action, e.g., intent to leave, job satisfaction, and organizational 

commitment.. Likewise, efforts to directly explain job performance, especially in a sales 
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context, may face the same challenge. As a result, the proper response may be to explain 

critical precursors to salesperson job performance, namely sales skill. Omitting critical 

explanatory variables can only lead to a poorly specified model resulting in potentially 

misleading results. As a result, this research includes sales skill as an important variable 

that affects salesperson job performance. 

Using a sample of pharmaceutical salespeople, Weilbaker (1990) identifies five 

important sales skills: adaptability, ability to learn, communication skill, comprehension, 

and interrogative skill. Adaptability is described (p. 58) as "the ability to change planned 

behavior in order to respond to circumstances that are different than what was expected." 

Ability to learn (p. 57) "focuses on gaining, retaining, and recalling specific product 

information." Communication skill (p. 57) "is the use of verbal and nonverbal means to 

clearly convey the content of the sales message." Comprehension (p. 58) "means that 

salespeople actively absorb the verbal messages presented in sales interactions," and 

interrogative skill refers to the ability to ask appropriate questions to identify problems and 

customer needs. 

Sales skill is an independent variable that directly affects job performance and so 

was added to the model in order to account for its significant effects. No relationship 

between salesperson job satisfaction and performance is hypothesized. In their meta-

analytic study of salesperson job satisfaction, Brown and Peterson (1993) observe that the 

literature is mixed on whether satisfaction is antecedent or subsequent to job performance, 

or if any relationship exists at all. Their analysis indicated no relationship between these 
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two variables, and so none is hypothesized in this model. Figure 2.3 illustrates the 

complete hypothesized model. 

This model hypothesizes that communication has both positive effects upon 

salesperson job outcomes as well as negative effects upon salesperson role ambiguity. 

This research serves as the first empirical test of these hypothesized relations and thus will 

identify the type of effects that communication exerts. The relations between specific 

ambiguity characteristics and salesperson job outcomes are based upon the works of Singh 

and Rhoads (1991), Singh (1993), and Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994). This study 

will serve as an additional empirical test of these relations and will contribute to our 

developing understanding of the effects that specific ambiguity characteristics have upon 

salesperson job satisfaction and performance. 
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The Rival Models 

Bollen and Long (1992) suggest that researchers should compare rival models of a 

phenomenon instead of simply testing a proposed model. The descriptions of 

communication effects provided by Sehuler and by Likert and Jablin (see Figures 2.1 and 

2.2) provide the basis for rival models to compare against the hypothesized model. 

Schuler's model is an excellent rival to the hybrid model and is considered the primary 

competing model as it explicitly considers the effects of ambiguity. This primary rival 

model is shown in Figure 2.4 and reflects the relations between communication, ambiguity, 

and salesperson job outcomes that Sehuler describes. This model proposes direct and 

negative effects between the four communication characteristics and the six role ambiguity 

characteristics (with the one exception noted) and between ambiguity characteristics and 

salesperson job outcomes. Sales skill is hypothesized to exert a direct and positive effect 

upon job performance. There are no direct paths between communication characteristics 

and job outcomes proposed. 

The second rival model strictly follows Likert's and Jabhn's descriptions of 

communication's direct and positive effects upon job outcomes. In order to test this 

conceptualization, the effects of salesperson ambiguity characteristics and sales skill have 

been added. This model is shown in Figure 2.5, and hypothesizes that all four 

communication characteristics exert a direct and positive effect upon salesperson job 

satisfaction and performance and that all six ambiguity characteristics exert a direct and 

negative effect upon these outcomes. Sales skill is hypothesized to exert a direct and 
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positive effect upon job performance. No direct paths between communication and the 

ambiguity characteristics are proposed. 

Summary 

This chapter reviews the findings from the organizational communications 

literature to identify an appropriate theoretical viewpoint and set of communication 

characteristics that can be applied to the study of sales manager-salesperson interactions. 

The sales management literature provides a developing conceptualization of the role 

ambiguity constmct and its effects upon salesperson job outcomes. The proposed model 

of communication-role ambiguity-job outcomes relations has been developed from these 

research streams. In addition, two rival models suitable for comparative analysis have 

been developed and described. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Overview 

This chapter discusses the research sample, scale items, questionnaire development 

and pre-testing, data collection, and sample characteristics. 

Research Sample 

To increase the representativeness of the sample to include salespeople from firms 

of various sizes, products sold, market conditions encountered, pay plans in effect, etc., 

data have been gathered from a wide variety of firms. To facilitate access to such a 

diverse sample, the participation of members from one of the largest professional 

marketing organizations has been obtained. 

This organization, the Sales and Marketing Executives International (SMEI), is 

composed of upper-level sales and marketing managers from small, medium, and large 

firms that market a variety of products. Thus, SMEI provides an excellent group from 

which to develop contacts in order to obtain a sample of professional salespeople. Initial 

contact to describe the proposed research and to request SMEI's participation began in 

the spring of 1995. In the course of our conversations, I was invited to attend SMEI's 

annual convention held in Little Rock, Arkansas, on September 29-October 1, 1995. 

Attending the convention and meeting with the members directly allowed for the research 

study to be discussed personally with them and their participation to be requested. 
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During personal meetings with individual members, the research study was 

described, and several company executives agreed to allow their salespeople to be 

surveyed. Their participation in the study included distributing questionnaire forms to 

their salespeople and informing their salespeople that the employing firm was aware of and 

endorsed their participation in the study. Eventually, four firms contacted through SMEI 

participated, and in return each received a summary of the study and its findings. In an 

attempt to increase the number of respondents, an additional 30 sales executives 

associated with large national firms were contacted directly, and their participation in the 

study was requested. Of these firms, two participated by distributing questionnaire forms 

to their salespeople and endorsing their participation. These firms also received a 

summary of the study and its findings. 

Measures of the Constmcts 

The constmcts in this research were measured using self-report measures of the 

respondent's perceptions. Multiple item measures for each were used and treated as 

reflective measures of the underlying constmcts. Excluding demographic questions, the 

initial questionnaire was composed of 60 items scored using a 7-point (l=strongly 

disagree; 7=strongly agree) Likert format. Psychometrically, 7-point scales do not differ 

from 5-point scales and were used to better allow each item to be considered a continuous 

measure of the constmct. 

Items to measure each communication characteristic and sales skill were developed 

by following the procedure proposed by Churchill (1979). The first step was to properly 
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specify the domain of each constmct by reviewing the applicable literature and developing 

an appropriate definition of each. From these definitions, a pool of potential items to 

measure each characteristic as defined was developed. Original items to measure the four 

communication constmcts were designed to reflect the existence of a particular 

communication characteristic that the salesperson's manager may use. The initial scale 

items are shown in Appendix A. 

In the initial questionnaire, communication frequency was measured using five 

items developed for this study. In addition, a single item asking salespeople to report the 

average number of weekly communication contacts with their sales manager was included. 

Communication directionality (six items), communication modality (six items), and 

communication content (seven items) were also measured using items developed for this 

study. Several of the items to measure the communication characteristics were adapted 

from the scale designed to measure communication between distribution channel members 

developed by Anderson, Lodish, and Weitz (1987), and from the Perceived Leadership 

Behavior Scale developed by House and Dessler (1974) and the modifications suggested 

by Teas (1981b). All items were worded so that higher numbers, e.g., 7, indicated greater 

amounts of the hypothesized communication constmcts, i.e., high frequency, 

bidirectionality, informal mode, and indirect content. Lower numbers, e.g., 1, indicated 

less of the hypothesized constmct. 

All ambiguity characteristics were measured using items adapted from the 

MULTIRAM scale (Singh and Rhoads 1991). Singh and Rhoads (1991) report that the 

three items measuring salesperson ambiguity regarding company promotion have a 
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coefficient alpha of 0.75. Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994) report that these three items 

had a composite reliability measure of 0.78 using the method suggested by Fomell and 

Larcker (1981), and that they correlated (0.58) with the Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman 

(1970) global role ambiguity measure. These three items were adapted and used to 

measure salesperson ambiguity regarding company promotion. 

For the three items measuring ambiguity regarding supervisor support, Singh and 

Rhoads (1991) report a coefficient alpha of 0.86. Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994) 

report a composite rehability score of 0.80 and a correlation with the Rizzo, House, and 

Lirtzman (1970) global ambiguity measure of 0.66. These three items were adapted and 

used to measure salesperson ambiguity regarding supervisor support. For the three items 

measuring ambiguity regarding customer interactions, Singh and Rhoads (1991) report a 

coefficient alpha of 0.78. Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994) report a composite 

reliability score of 0.71 and a correlation with the Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) 

global ambiguity measure of 0.34. These three items were adapted and used to measure 

salesperson ambiguity regarding customer interactions. 

For the four items measuring ambiguity regarding other managers, Singh and 

Rhoads (1991) report a composite rehability of 0.83 and the amount of variance extracted 

at 0.71. Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994) report their composite rehability at 0.82 and 

a correlation with the Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) global ambiguity measure of 

0.47. These four items were adapted and used to measure salesperson ambiguity 

regarding other managers. For the four items measuring ambiguity regarding ethical 

situations, Singh and Rhoads (1991) report a coefficient alpha of 0.83. Rhoads, Singh, 
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and Goodell (1994) report a composite reliability of 0.78 and their correlation with the 

Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) global ambiguity measure of 0.50. These four items 

were adapted and used to measure salesperson ambiguity regarding ethical situations. 

For the two items measuring ambiguity regarding customer presentations, Singh 

and Rhoads (1991) report a coefficient alpha of 0.81. Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994) 

report a composite reliability of 0.73 and a correlation with the Rizzo, House, and 

Lirtzman (1970) global ambiguity measure of 0.35. These two items were adapted and 

used to measure salesperson ambiguity regarding customer presentations. 

To measure salesperson job satisfaction, six items from the INDSALES (Churchill, 

Ford, and Walker 1974) satisfaction with work determinant were adapted for the present 

study. An additional item adapted from Hunt, Chonko, and Wood (1985) was added due 

to its high face validity. This item is designed to measure a salesperson's satisfaction with 

his or her career; thus it corresponds with the INDSALES work satisfaction items. These 

seven items were adapted and used to measure salesperson job satisfaction. 

Regarding salesperson job performance, there is little consensus in the sales 

literature regarding the "best" manner to measure sales performance (Churchill et al. 

1985). Behrman and Perreault (1982) note the difficulties in measuring objective 

salesperson performance due to the variance in factors affecting performance beyond 

salesperson control, such as the quality of their assigned territory, product lines, 

customers, etc. They conclude that quantitative reports solely dependent upon dollar or 

unit sales would not reflect these important variables that affect salesperson performance 

and so self-report measures should be used instead. Behrman and Perreauh (1982) 
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propose five facets of salesperson performance that do not suffer from these 

shortcomings: salesperson performance in the areas of meeting sales objectives, providing 

information to customers, developing technical knowledge, sales presentation skill, and 

expense control. They also present a commonly used set of items designed to measure 

salesperson job performance, using salesperson self reports. 

Their results suggest that the scale's overall measure of performance is correlated 

wdth managerial evaluations (0.26) and profitability data for the salesperson (0.21). 

Behrman and Perreauh conclude that the measures captured common variance with other 

surrogate measures of sales performance and thus are appropriate measures of salesperson 

job performance. Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar (1994), Babakus et al. (1996), and Challagalla 

and Shervani (1996) adapted the Behrman and Perreault items for their studies of 

salesperson performance and report acceptable unidimensionality, rehability, and 

convergent and discriminant validity. Using a sample of salespeople and their managers, 

Boorom and Ramsey (1995) report that the Behrman and Perreault measures of 

salesperson performance demonstrate satisfactory psychometric soundness and so 

conclude that they are an appropriate measure of salesperson performance. They also 

report that the items designed to measure salesperson performance in meeting sales 

objectives have the highest correlation (0.65) with managerial ratings of salesperson 

performance. Churchill et al. (1985) report that self-report measures do not suffer from a 

tendency of salespeople to inflate their reported performance. Harris and Schaubroeck 

(1988) also conclude that self-report measures are appropriate for boundary spanning 

personnel such as salespeople. The six Behrman and Perreauh items specifically designed 
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to measure salesperson performance regarding meeting sales objectives were chosen and 

adapted for this research. This subset was chosen because meeting sales objectives most 

closely resembles an objective measure of sales performance, such as dollar or unit sales 

without the attendant problems previously noted, while at the same time corresponding 

highly with managerial evaluations. 

Questionnaire Development 

To pretest the questionnaire and receive feedback on its clarity and stmcture, a 

group of advertising sales managers in the local area was contacted. The purpose of the 

study was explained and the questionnaire reviewed with them in personal meetings. 

Items that appeared to be confiising were first reworded and then questionnaires were 

distributed to a sample (n=30) of their salespeople. These salespeople were asked to 

review the questionnaire form to note any items they felt were unclear or confusing and 

then to complete and return the survey form. None of the respondents reported any 

difficulties or problems with the items. 

The second phase of questionnaire pretesting was conducted on a sample (n=135) 

of salespeople from one of the firms originally contacted through SMEI. Questionnaire 

forms (see Appendix B) were distributed to these salespeople as part of their quarterly 

meetings with the regional sales manager. After completion, the forms were returned to 

me for analysis. Using LISREL VIII (Joreskog and Sorbom 1993), the measurement 

model relating each item to its underlying constmct was examined. Several items that 

loaded poorly on their assigned constmct (maximum likelihood estimate < 0.30) or that 
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strongly cross-loaded on a different constmct (modification index (MI) > 5.0 and 

standardized expected parameter change (SEPC) > 0.20)) were omitted. In addition, the 

form of the items measuring job performance and skill was changed. These items were 

adjusted to ask respondents to rank themselves into one of five groups on each 

performance and skill characteristic (l=lowest group; 5=highest group). This adjustment 

was made to counter the tendency of some respondents to report that they "strongly 

agree" with the statement that they are "above average" in performance and skill 

characteristics than would be expected. This revised form allows for a more balanced 

distribution of performance and skill characteristics and so serve as a more realistic 

measure of these characteristics. 

After pretesting, 51 items measuring communication characteristics, ambiguity 

characteristics, and salesperson job outcomes were retained. In addition, four items to 

measure salesperson organizational commitment, five items to measure communication 

quality with the sales manager, and two items each to measure salesperson satisfaction 

with communication and communication distortion (for a total of 64 items and eight 

additional demographic questions) comprised the final questionnaire. This questionnaire 

was distributed to salespeople at the six firms that participated in the study (see Appendix 

C). Only the first 51 items measuring communication, ambiguity, and job outcomes were 

used for this research; information regarding the additional constmcts will be used in 

subsequent research. 

From the first 150 survey form returned, the measurement model relating these 51 

items to their associated constmcts was analyzed to serve as a final check of the items. 
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This analysis indicated that all paths relating items to their associated constmcts were 

significant (lvalue > 2.0) and no serious cross-loadings (MI > 5.0 and SEPC > 0.20) were 

evident. With these encouraging resuhs, the remainder of the survey forms were 

distributed to all firms. A total of 438 questionnaires were distributed and exactly 300 

were returned for a 68% response rate. The method of obtaining the participation of 

contacts within firms and having them distribute questionnaire forms to salespeople 

contributed greatly to the response rate and helped to negate the effects of undeliverable 

mail or nonexistent respondents associated with the use of mailing lists or mass mailings. 

Sample Characteristics 

As this study concentrated on the perceptions of salespeople concerning 

communication with their sales managers, the sample consisted of professional 

salespeople. A description of sample characteristics is shown in Table 3.1. Note that a 

small number of respondents did not answer all the demographic questions, resulting in 

fewer than 300 responses to some items. 
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Table 3.1 Sample Descriptive Statistics 

VARIABLE 

AGE 

# OF TIMES 

COMMUNICATE 

WEEKLY WITH 

MANAGER 

# YEARS SELLING 

# YEARS WITH 

CURRENT FIRM 

N 

299 

299 

299 

299 

MEAN 

40.62 

6.0 

14.42 

7.47 

STANDARD 

DEVIATION 

12.38 

6.36 

10.31 

7.04 
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Table 3.1 Continued 

VARIABLE 

GENDER: 

Male 

Female 

TYPE OF PRODUCT SOLD: 

Consumer Products 

Industrial Products 

Service 

TYPE OF PAY PLAN: 

Commission Only 

Salary Only 

Combination Plan 

EDUCATION: 

High School 

Some College 

College Graduate 

Some Graduate School 

Graduate Degree 

FREQUENCY 

228 

71 

158 

31 

108 

26 

95 

175 

15 

79 

158 

27 

17 

PERCENTAGE 

76 

23.7 

53.2 

10.4 

36.4 

8.8 

32.1 

59.1 

5.1 

26.7 

53.4 

9.1 

5.7 
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CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS 

Overview 

This chapter describes the analysis of the measurement model relating individual 

items to their assigned underlying constmct. Next, the analysis of the hypothesized and 

rival stmctural models describing the relations among the constmcts is discussed. 

The Measurement Model 

Stmctural equation modeling was used to test the hypothesized relations among 

the constmcts. This method is appropriate as it allows for the simultaneous and specific 

examination of relations among constmcts. Anderson and Gerbing (1988) observe that a 

particular stmctural model assumes a particular measurement model, and they suggest that 

the two be examined separately to inspect the quality of the measures used. This approach 

was followed in order to examine both the vahdity and reliability of the measures. 

Analysis of the measurement model is similar to confirmatory factor analysis with 

the additional restriction that each item is hypothesized to measure only one constmct. 

One goal of examining the measurement model is to derive a group of items measuring 

each constmct whose variance is significantly due to the variance in the constmct being 

measured and not that of another constmct(s). As a result, further examination of items 

that: (1) strongly cross-load on other constmcts (exhibited by MI > 5.0 and SEPC > 

0.20); (2) do not significantly load (lvalue < 2.0) on their assigned constmct; or (3) have 
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a large amount of shared variance with one or more other items (indicated by standardized 

residual values between items exceeding an absolute value of 2.0) is suggested. 

After all survey forms were returned, the final measurement model, consisting of 

51 items measuring 13 constmcts, was examined. Using the covariance matrix (derived 

using PRELIS 2) as input, all 51 items significantly loaded on their assigned constmct (/-

value > 2.0), but several exhibited unacceptably large associated standardized residuals (an 

absolute value greater than 2.0) or exhibited unacceptably large cross-loadings (MI > 5.0 

and SEPC > 0.20) on another constmct(s). Through an iterative process, these items 

were isolated and deleted to obtain clean measures of each constmct. 

After purification, a total of 41 items was retained (items marked with """' in 

Appendix C). The confirmatory factor analysis results indicated acceptable fully 

standardized loadings for all items. All paths relating items to their underlying constmct 

are significant (lvalue > 2.0), thus indicating convergent validity. Model fit is acceptable: 

X 7̂oi) = 1006.88 is significant (p = 0.0) but this is expected given the large sample size. 

The comparative fit index (CFI) and the nonnormed fit index (NNFI) indicate an 

acceptably fitting model (0.95 and 0.94, respectively). The standardized root mean square 

residual (RMR) = 0.087 and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 

0.039 also indicate an acceptable measurement model. Of a possible 820 standardized 

residuals, only 19 (2.3%) had an absolute value greater than 2.0. 

Evidence for discriminant validity between all constmcts in the model was next 

examined. One-at-a-time chi-square difference tests were performed, whereby a 

measurement model with the factor correlation parameter (Oy) corresponding to each 
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constmct was fixed at 1.0 was computed. This model was then compared to a 

measurement model where this parameter was allowed to vary. To properly perform 

discriminant validity tests in this manner, all diagonal (Oij) elements were also set to 1.0. 

Discriminant vahdity between constmcts is exhibited by the model with the fixed Oy value 

having a j ^ value exceeding the measurement model j ^ (1006.88) by the y^ value with 1 

d.f (3.84). The results of these tests indicated sufficient discriminant validity between all 

constmcts except for that between salesperson ambiguity regarding customer interactions 

and customer presentations. As a result, items to measure these constmcts were 

combined to measure an overall "ambiguity regarding customers" constmct. After 

combining these two constmcts into one, the fit of the measurement model was examined 

again. This analysis uncovered two additional items that unacceptably cross-loaded on 

another constmct (MI > 5.0 and SEPC > 0.20) and so were deleted. 

The final measurement model with this combined constmct indicated an acceptable 

fit: X̂ (636) = 943.45, CFI = 0.95, NNFI = 0.94, standardized RMR = 0.044, RMSEA = 

0.040, p-value for test of close fit (RMSEA < .05) = 1.0, percentage of standardized 

residuals with an absolute value > 2.0 = 2.4%. This final measurement model was used as 

the basis for analysis of the hypothesized and rival stmctural models. Table 4.1 illustrates 

the completely standardized item loadings QCi). Table 4.2 illustrates constmct descriptive 

statistics, i.e., composite scale reliabilities, average variance extracted, mean values, and 

standard deviations. Note that all item loadings, reliabilities, and average variance 

extracted exceed the limits Bagozzi and Yi (1988) suggest, except for the average 

variance extracted for ambiguity regarding customers and communication content. Even 
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Table 4.1 Measurement Model Completely Standardized Item Loadings (k's) 

ITEM 

Satis4 

Satis2 

Satis3 

Satis5 

Perform 1 

Perform3 

Perform5 

Perform6 

Skill3 

Skill2 

Skihl 

Ethic4 

Etiiic3 

Ethic 1 

Omgr3 

Omgr2 

Omgrl 

Prom3 

Prom2 

Promt 

SATIS. 

0.84 

0.83 

0.87 

0.59 

PERFORM 

0.75 

0.75 

0.77 

0.79 

SKILL 

0.78 

0.70 

0.84 

. 

ETHIC 

0.91 

0.86 

0.78 

OMGR. 

0.79 

0.73 

0.81 

PROM. 

0.86 

0.86 

0.26 
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Table 4.1 Continued 

ITEM 

Custl 

Cust2 

Cust3 

Cust4 

Cust5 

Suppl 

Supp2 

Freql 

Freq2 

Model 

Mode3 

Mode4 

Bid3 

Bid2 

Bid4 

Content4 

Content2 

Content 1 

Content3 

CUST. 

0.71 

0.65 

0.61 

0.65 

0.65 

SUPP. 

0.74 

0.86 

FREQ. 

0.67 

0.87 

MODE 

0.89 

0.83 

0.51 

BID. 

0.93 

0.73 

0.73 

CON. 

0.80 

0.59 

0.61 

0.79 
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Table 4.2 Constmct Descriptive Statistics 

RELIAB. 

AVG. VAR. 

MEAN 

ST. DEV. 

SATIS. 

0.87 

0.62 

5.80 

0.98 

PERFORM 

0.85 

0.59 

3.27 

0.99 

SKILL 

0.82 

0.60 

3.44 

0.99 

ETHIC 

0.89 

0.72 

2.15 

1.29 

OMGR. 

0.82 

0.60 

3.17 

1.31 

PROM. 

0.73 

0.51 

3.40 

1.39 

RELIAB. 

AVG. VAR. 

MEAN 

ST. DEV. 

CUST. 

0.78 

0.43 

1.80 

0.69 

SUPP. 

0.78 

0.64 

2.75 

1.35 

FREQ. 

0.75 

0.60 

5.48 

1.27 

MODE 

0.80 

0.58 

4.42 

1.60 

BID. 

0.84 

0.64 

5.52 

1.33 

CON. 

0.79 

0.49 

5.05 

1.24 
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though the amount of variance extracted for these constmcts falls under a suggested 

baseline, the amount of variance extracted is significant and not considered to be a 

significant concern. 

The Hypothesized Stmctural Model 

The revised hypothesized stmctural model is shown in Figure 4.1. The key 

distinction between this model and previous research on the effects of communication is 

that it hypothesizes both direct and indirect effects of communication as well as offering a 

more complete description of communication beyond simply its frequency. Additionally, it 

expands the conception of role ambiguity by replacing the commonly used global 

conceptualization with a mukidimensional one. Note that in the testing of the stmctural 

models, the ambiguity characteristics of "customer interaction" and "customer 

presentation" were combined into a single "ambiguity regarding customers" characteristic, 

reflecting the lack of discrimination discussed earlier. 

By examining the hypothesized model, this research explicitly tests the entire set of 

relations between communication, ambiguity, and salesperson job outcomes. As a resuh, 

the entire model is the hypothesis. In the stmctural models examined, the four 

communication characteristics were allowed to correlate with each other as were the five 

ambiguity characteristics. Using LISREL VIII, the revised hypothesized model provided a 

good fit to the data: x'(665) = 999.76 (p = 0.0), CFI = 0.94, NNFI = 0.94, standardized 

RMR = 0.058, RMSEA = 0.041, p-value for test of close fit (RMSEA < .05) = 1.00, 

percentage of standardized residuals with an absolute value > 2.0 = 5.1%. Of the 21 
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hypothesized stmctural paths, 10 (48%) are significant as indicated by their associated t-

values. Table 4.3 illustrates the completely standardized path coefficients and associated 

lvalues found in the hypothesized model. 

In the hypothesized model, the sole significant direct path between either high 

frequency or informal mode and job outcomes lies between indirect mode and job 

satisfaction. In this model, indirect communication content negatively predicts salesperson 

ambiguity regarding company promotion, other managers, and ethical situations. 

Bidirectional communication negatively predicts salesperson ambiguity regarding 

supervisor support and customers. Sales skill positively predicts job performance. 

Salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers and customers negatively predicts job 

satisfaction, and salesperson ambiguity regarding ethical situations positively predicts job 

satisfaction. Next, the rival model was examined. 

The First Rival Model 

The stmctural model of the first rival is shown in Figure 4.2 and strictly foUows 

Schuler's (1979) description of communication effects. In this model, all communication 

characteristics directly affect all ambiguity characteristics, and ambiguity characteristics 

directly affect salesperson job outcomes following the resuhs by Rhoads, Singh, and 

Goodell (1994). No paths between communication characteristics and job outcomes are 

hypothesized. The first rival model also fits the data well: x^ess) = 983.90 (p = 0.0), CFI = 

0.94, NNFI = 0.94, standardized RMR = 0.055, RMSEA = 0.041, p-value for test of close 

fit (RMSEA < .05) = 1.00, percentage of standardized residuals with an 
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Table 4.3 Hypothesized Model Completely Standardized Parameter Values 

PATH 

Frequency => Satisfaction 

Frequency => Performance 

Mode ^ Satisfaction 

Mode => Performance 

Content => Promotion 

Content => Support 

Content => Other Manager 

Content => Ethical 

Bidirectional => Promotion 

Bidirectional => Support 

Bidirectional => Other Manager 

Bidirectional => Ethical 

Bidirectional => Customer 

Skill ^> Performance 

Promotion => Satisfaction 

Support => Satisfaction 

Other Manager => Satisfaction 

Ethical => Satisfaction 

Customer => Satisfaction 

Ethical => Performance 

Customer ^> Performance 

STANDARDIZED ESTIMATE 

0.03 

0.04 

0.13 

-0.05 

-0.32 

-0.11 

-0.19 

-0.27 

-0.11 

-0.60 

-0.13 

-0.14 

-0.43 

0.88 

0.18 

0.19 

-0.47 

0.31 

-0.62 

-0.07 

0.09 

T-VALUE 

0.39 

0.85 

2.10 

-0.93 

-3.49 

-1.30 

-2.03 

-3.35 

-1.18 

-6.54 

-1.41 

-1.70 

-6.24 

11.65 

1.18 

1.80 

-2.65 

2.54 

-5.49 

-1.10 

1.32 
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absolute value > 2.0 = 4.6%. However, of the 28 stmctural paths proposed, only nine 

(32%) are significant as indicated by their associated /-values. Table 4.4 illustrates the 

completely standardized path coefficients and associated /-values of the first rival model. 

In the first rival model, high communication frequency negatively predicts 

ambiguity regarding ethical situations and customers. Indirect content negatively predicts 

ambiguity regarding company promotion and ethical situations. Bidirectional 

communication negatively predicts only ambiguity regarding supervisor support, while 

informal mode does not predict any ambiguity characteristics. Salesperson ambiguity 

regarding other managers and customers negatively predicts job satisfaction, while 

ambiguity regarding ethical situations positively predicts job satisfaction. Sales skill 

positively predicts job performance. Next, the second rival model based on Likert's 

description of communication effects was examined. 

The Second Rival Model 

Recall that Likert proposes that communication exerts a positive and direct effect 

upon subordinate job outcomes without considering the effect of communication upon 

role ambiguity. In order to test Likert's conceptuahzation of communication effects in a 

way that best allows comparison with the hypothesized and rival models, the influence of 

ambiguity was added to Likert's description. The revised second rival model can be seen 

in Figure 4.3, whereby all communication characteristics are hypothesized to exert a direct 

and positive effect upon salesperson job outcomes, and ambiguity characteristics are 
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Table 4.4 First Rival Model Completely Standardized Parameter Values 

PATH 

Frequency => Promotion 

Frequency => Support 

Frequency => Other Manager 

Frequency => Ethical 

Frequency => Customer 

Mode => Promotion 

Mode => Support 

Mode => Other Manager 

Mode =5> Ethical 

Mode ^> Customer 

Content ^> Promotion 

Content => Support 

Content ^> Other Manager 

Content => Ethical 

Content => Customer 

Bidirectional => Promotion 

Bidirectional ^ Support 

Bidirectional => Other Manager 

Bidirectional => Ethical 

Bidirectional => Customer 

Skill => Performance 

STANDARDIZED ESTIMATE 

-0.11 

0.02 

-0.18 

-0.30 

-0.23 

-0.10 

-0.12 

-0.11 

0.01 

-0.02 

-0.33 

-0.13 

-0.19 

-0.29 

-0.14 

0.02 

-0.56 

0.04 

0.10 

-0.16 

0.88 

T-VALUE 

-1.05 

0.21 

- 1.65 

-2.89 

-2.09 

-1.41 

-1.92 

-1.61 

0.21 

-0.34 

-3.37 

-1.47 

-1.90 

-3.06 

-1.41 

0.20 

-5.21 

0.34 

0.90 

-1.44 

11.68 

72 



Table 4.4 Continued 

PATH 

Promotion => Satisfaction 

Support => Satisfaction 

Other Manager => Satisfaction 

Ethical => Satisfaction 

Customer => Satisfaction 

Ethical => Performance 

Customer => Performance 

STANDARDIZED ESTIMATE 

0.20 

0.12 

-0.49 

0.35 

-0.65 

-0.08 

0.09 

T-VALUE 

1.26 

1.29 

-2.72 

2.74 

-5.45 

- 1.23 

1.29 
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hypothesized to directly and negatively affect salesperson job outcomes following the 

resuhs reported by Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994). 

This second rival model fits the data poorly: x̂ 670) = 1146.60 (p = 0.0), CFI = 

0.92, NNFI = 0.91, standardized RMR = O.ll, RMSEA = 0.049, p-value for test of close 

fit (RMSEA < .05) = 0.66, percentage of standardized residuals with an absolute value > 

2.0 = 19.3%. Of the 16 stmctural paths proposed, only five (31.3%) are significant as 

indicated by their associated /-values. Table 4.5 illustrates the completely standardized 

path coefficients and associated /-values found in the hypothesized model. None of the 

paths from communication characteristics to job outcomes are significant. Salesperson 

ambiguity regarding other managers and customers negatively predicts job satisfaction, 

and ambiguity regarding supervisor support and ethical situations positively predicts job 

satisfaction. Sales skill positively predicts job performance. Therefore, Likert's 

description of the direct effects of communication upon job outcomes, even while 

considering the effects of ambiguity characteristics, does not appear to describe accurately 

the relations among the constmcts. 

Selection of the Final Model 

One purpose of this research is to examine whether communication characteristics 

directly affect job outcomes, if communication characteristics directly affect ambiguity, or 

if communication exerts its effects through some combination of these two hypothesized 

stmctures. As a resuh, the hypothesized and rival models have been 
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Table 4.5 Second Rival Model Completely Standardized Parameter Values 

PATH 

Frequency => Satisfaction 

Frequency => Performance 

Mode => Satisfaction 

Mode => Performance 

Content => Satisfaction 

Content => Performance 

Bidirectional ^> Satisfaction 

Bidirectional => Performance 

Skill => Performance 

Promotion => Satisfaction 

Support => Satisfaction 

Other Manager => Satisfaction 

Ethic => Satisfaction 

Ethic => Performance 

Customer => Satisfaction 

Customer =^ Performance 

STANDARDIZED ESTIMATE 

-0.09 

0.13 

0.12 

-0.03 

0.02 

-0.05 

0.17 

-0.09 

0.88 

0.21 

0.30 

-0.57 

0.33 

-0.07 

-0.62 

0.07 

T-VALUE 

-0.90 

1.72 

1.94 

-0.65 

0.17 

-0.68 

1.58 

-1.08 

11.67 

1.30 

3.05 

-3.04 

2.55 

-1.04 

-5.25 

0.99 
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examined. However, the question of which model best describes the relations among the 

constmcts remains to be answered. Joreskog and Sorbom (1993) observe that an 

appropriate basis for choosing from competing models is to consider both model 

parsimony and fit. They suggested the use of three measures-AIC, EC VI, and CAIC-

that are functions of model chi-square and degrees of freedom to assist in choosing among 

competing models. The model with the smallest values of these measures should be 

chosen from competing models while also considering substantive knowledge of the 

subject area. In addition, the Parsimony Normed Fit Index (PNFI) is also useful for 

choosing from among competing models; using this measure, the model with the greatest 

value should be chosen. These measures are displayed as part of the standard LISREL 

output and reported in Table 4.6. 

Table 4.6 Model Selection Criteria 

MODEL 

Hypothesized 

V Rival (Sehuler) 

2"̂ ^ Rival (L & J) 

AIC 

1229.76 

1227.90 

1366.60 

ECVI 

4.11 

4.11 

4.57 

CAIC 

1770.69 

1801.76 

1884.01 

PNFI 

0.76 

0.75 

0.75 

None of the model selection criteria would lead to selecting the second rival model 

based upon Likert and Jabhn's description. Statistical indicators (the fit indices and the 

model selection criteria) suggest that either the hypothesized or the first rival model 
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adequately describes the relation among the constmcts, with the hypothesized model 

having a slight edge due to a lower CAIC value and a greater PNFI. However, the 

hypothesized and rival models differ in an important substantive manner. The 

hypothesized model suggests that communication directly and positively influences job 

outcomes and negatively affects salesperson ambiguity, while the rival model suggests 

communication solely reduces ambiguity. Since one of the communication characteristics, 

informal mode, was both hypothesized and found to directly and positively affect 

salesperson job satisfaction, the hypothesized model best describes the relations among the 

constmcts. Therefore, this research indicates that different communication characteristics 

act to either directly and positively affect salesperson job satisfaction or negatively affect 

salesperson role ambiguity. Communication does not appear to exert only one of these 

effects as was hypothesized in the rival models; instead communication has both positive 

and negative effects depending upon the variable being examined. 

Further Analysis of the Hypothesized Model 

The proposed model supports the hypothesis that sales manager-salesperson 

communication positively affects salesperson job satisfaction and negatively affects 

salesperson role ambiguity. This model suggests that neither communication nor 

ambiguity directly affect salesperson job performance. As a result, sales managers should 

concentrate their efforts towards other factors that affect performance, namely to increase 

the selling skill of their salespeople. The proposed model hypothesized that two 

salesperson ambiguity characteristics negatively affect salesperson job performance, but 
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these relationships are not supported. Babakus et al. (1996), Bagozzi (1978), and 

Dubinsky and Hartley (1986) also report that salesperson role ambiguity does not directly 

affect job performance. 

However, Behrman and Perreauh (1984), Brown and Peterson (1993), and 

Rhoads, Singh, and Goodeh (1994) report that salesperson ambiguity does directly affect 

job performance. None of these studies included selling skill as an explanatory variable 

towards salesperson job performance. In addition, the very strong relationship between 

selling skill and job performance (completely standardized parameter estimate of 0.88) and 

the similar wording of the items to measure each of these constmcts may have "masked" 

the relations between ambiguity characteristics and job performance. In order to 

investigate this possibility, and to further examine the relations between ambiguity 

characteristics and salesperson job performance, selling skill was removed from the 

hypothesized model and the model reanalyzed. 

After removing selling skill and reanalyzing the full hypothesized model, the MI 

and SEPC values suggest adding a job satisfaction => job performance path. This path 

was added to the hypothesized model and the model analyzed again. In neither case did 

either of the ambiguity characteristics affect salesperson job performance. However, after 

removing all non-significant paths, the respecified model, without skill and with the one 

additional path, offers a better fit to the data: x̂ (566) = 845.56 (p = 0.0), CFI = 0.95, NNFI 

= 0.95, standardized RMR = 0.05, RMSEA = 0.041, p-value for test of close fit (RMSEA 

< .05) = 1.00, PNFI = 0.78. As this model best describes the relations among the 

constmcts, it provides the basis for the final discussion. Table 4.7 illustrates the amount 
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of explained variance in the endogenous constmcts. Table 4.8 illustrates the completely 

standardized path coefficients and associated /-values found in the final model after 

trimming the non-significant paths, and Figure 4.4 illustrates the final model. 

Table 4.7 Variance of Endogenous Constmcts Explained by Stmctural Equations 

CONSTRUCT 

VARIANCE 

EXPLAINED 

AMBIGUITY 

REGARDING 

PROMOTION 

15% 

AMBIGUITY 

REGARDING 

SUPERVISOR 

SUPPORT 

50% 

AMBIGUITY 

REGARDING 

OTHER MANAGERS 

12% 

CONSTRUCT 

VARIANCE 

EXPLAINED 

AMBIGUITY 

REGARDING 

ETHICAL 

SITUATIONS 

12% 

AMBIGUITY 

REGARDING 

CUSTOMERS 

20% 

JOB 

SATISFACTION 

32% 

CONSTRUCT 

VARIANCE 

EXPLAINED 

JOB 

PERFORMANCE 

3% 
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Table 4.8 Final Model Completely Standardized Parameter Values 

PATH 

Mode=> Satisfaction 

Content => Promotion 

Bidirectionality => Promotion 

Bidirectionality :=> Support 

Bidirectionality => Other 

Managers 

Bidirectionality ^> Ethic 

Bidirectionality => Customers 

Support ^> Satisfaction 

Other Managers ^> Satisfaction 

Ethic => Satisfaction 

Customers => Satisfaction 

Satisfaction => Performance 

STANDARDIZED ESTIMATE 

0.13 

-0.15 

-0.29 

-0.71 

-0.35 

-0.35 

-0.45 

0.20 

-0.34 

0.27 

-0.58 

0.18 

T-VALUE 

2.10 

-2.22 

-3.73 

-9.16 

-5.17 

-5.17 

-6.07 

2.27 

-2.97 

2.25 

-5.11 

2.77 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

Overview 

This chapter discusses the findings from the data analysis. In addition, the 

limitations and contributions of the study are presented. 

Findings 

A primary goal of this research has been to explicitly consider the effects of 

important communication characteristics in explaining salesperson role ambiguity, job 

satisfaction, and performance. The relations among these constmcts have been examined 

simultaneously and not in a bivariate manner. Therefore, the relationships that have been 

found are dependent upon all other relations at the same time. It is not appropriate to 

consider only the bivariate relationship between, for example, communication frequency 

and ethical situations without acknowledging that the relationship is part of an entire 

group of relations. As a resuh, this research provides a more accurate portrayal of the 

effects of communication and ambiguity upon important salesforce outcomes. 

Regarding the two gaps in our knowledge concerning the effects of supervisor-

subordinate communication noted earlier, the resuhs of this research lead to two 

conclusions. The first gap observed is that research has commonly considered only the 

effect of the amount of communication contact and has not considered the effects of a 

complete set of communication characteristics. This research addresses this gap by 
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examining the effects of four communication characteristics suggested by the mechanistic 

perspective upon salesperson job outcomes. These resuhs indicate that three out of the 

four communication characteristics affect either salesperson job satisfaction or ambiguity 

characteristics. The amount of communication contact was not found to affect any 

salesperson job outcome. As a resuh, communication should be conceptualized as a 

muhifaceted constmct in future research. 

The second gap observed is that research does not agree upon the manner that 

communication affects job outcomes. This research addresses this gap by testing three 

models hypothesizing that communication either exerts positive effects upon salesperson 

job outcomes, negative effects upon role ambiguity, or a combination of positive and 

negative effects. These results suggest that specific communication characteristics exert 

either a positive effect upon salesperson job satisfaction or a negative effect upon 

salesperson ambiguity characteristics. As a result, communication is found to provide a 

means to improve salesperson job satisfaction and to decrease the amount of ambiguity 

salespeople experience. 

The Influence of Communication Characteristics 

Communication is a key tool that sales managers use to influence the actions and 

job outcomes of salespeople. Therefore, determining the influence of sales manager-

salesperson communication upon salesperson outcomes is an important goal of this 

research. In order to accomplish this goal, the models developed have considered 

communication to be more than simply the amount of contact between organizational 
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members. Most studies that have examined the effects of communication have considered 

only its frequency while this research has considered the effects of three addhional 

communication characteristics. The effects of these four communication characteristics 

were tested simuhaneously and not independently as is commonly done. After testing 

these three models, the hypothesized model that describes both positive and negative 

effects has been found to best describe the relations among the variables. 

This model hypothesizes that greater amounts of communication contact (high 

frequency) directly and positively affect both salesperson's job satisfaction and 

performance. Job performance is important in its own right, as salesperson performance 

directly impacts the entire firm. Job satisfaction is important, not only from a humanistic 

perspective, i.e., managers want their salespeople to be satisfied because managers care 

about them as human beings and valuable firm assets, but also because increased levels of 

salesperson satisfaction are associated with greater amounts of organizational commitment 

and decreased turnover (Brown and Peterson 1993; Babakus et al. 1996). Therefore, 

increasing salesperson job satisfaction is one way to decrease one of every sales manager's 

most persistent problems—that of retaining salespeople who have been trained and have 

estabhshed territories and relations with customers. 

However, this study shows that greater amounts of communication contact 

between a salesperson and the sales manager does not affect salesperson job performance. 

The original hypothesis was based upon findings from several studies that have examined 

the effects of greater amounts of communication in a variety of organizational settings. 

However, none of these studies considered the effects of communication frequency while 
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also considering the effects of other communication characteristics. Nor has this 

relationship been examined using a sample of salespeople, and other studies have assumed 

the direct communication => job outcomes stmcture Likert and Jablin provide. This 

research suggests that communication does not exert its effects in that manner, and that 

communication in any form does not directly affect subordinate job performance. By 

including the relations among communication and ambiguity characteristics, this research 

indicates that sales managers are not able to use communication practices to directly affect 

salesperson job performance. 

Nor did greater amounts of communication contact affect salesperson job 

satisfaction. This finding contradicts that of Churchill, Ford, and Walker (1976) who 

found a positive relationship between frequency of communication with the sales manager 

and salesperson satisfaction with pay and with customers. However, Churchill, Ford, and 

Walker (1976) assume the direct communication => outcome stmcture that this research 

finds to be inadequate, and they did not examine the simultaneous relations among all the 

variables considered in this model. Nor did they find any relationship between 

communication frequency and salesperson job satisfaction in general, as is used in this 

study. As a result, future research on the effects of communication frequency upon job 

outcomes should examine the effects of the amount of communication on specific aspects 

of both satisfaction and performance to investigate if specific job outcome characteristics 

may be affected by the frequency of communication. 

An informal communication mode, characterized by greater use of face-to-face 

contact between the sales manager and salespeople, is hypothesized in this study to 
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directly and positively affect salesperson job satisfaction and performance. This research 

indicates that an informal mode affects only salesperson job satisfaction (completely 

standardized parameter estimate of 0.13). This finding parallels those Marrett et al. 

(1975) and Muehinsky (1977) report. Conversations with both sales managers and 

salespeople suggest that the mode of communication contact is of great concern to both 

Sales managers indicate that their firms are increasing the use of formal modes of 

communication between themselves and salespeople, e.g., faxes, e-mail, and other written 

instmctions, at the expense of face-to-face contact. Many salespeople operate out of their 

own homes, or in some other fashion whereby they experience less personal contact with 

members of the organization including their manager. Perhaps as a result of these 

conditions, salespeople also report that personal contact with their managers is important. 

The results of this research support this anecdotal evidence that salespeople desire 

personal, preferably face-to-face, contact with their sales manager. Personal contact, 

preferably face-to-face on an individual basis and to a lesser degree via the telephone, is 

directly and positively related with salesperson job satisfaction. This suggests that 

salespeople, perhaps because they largely work outside the focal organization, look to 

their sales managers as the primary contacts not only to provide them with both 

information and guidance but also to provide a sense of "belongingness" with the firm. 

Face-to-face contact may act to "personalize" the firm and its goals and thus contribute to 

salesperson job satisfaction. 

An indirect communication content, characterized by the use of information 

exchange and collaboration that allows subordinates to influence how they will act, was 
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hypothesized to negatively affect salesperson ambiguity regarding company promotion, 

supervisor support, and ethical situations. Indirect content was also hypothesized to 

positively affect salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers. Indirect content was 

not hypothesized to affect either salesperson job satisfaction or performance. 

This research finds that an indirect communication content negatively affects 

salesperson ambiguity regarding company promotion policies only (completely 

standardized parameter estimate of- 0.15). Through the use of information exchange and 

collaboration between the sales manager and salespeople, the amount of uncertainty that 

salespeople experience regarding promotion opportunities can be lessened. These results 

support Schuler's contention that communication directly and negatively affects ambiguity 

and my contention that an indirect communication content underlies leader consideration. 

Based upon Singh (1993), indirect communication content was hypothesized to increase 

salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers. However, no relationship between 

indirect communication content and salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers was 

found. 

Specifically, an indirect content is characterized by a sales manager relying less 

upon telling salespeople specifically what to do, i.e., giving them explicit and specific 

directions regarding what actions to take, how to take them, when to do so, etc. Instead, 

an indirect content is characterized by the sales manager sharing information with 

salespeople, informing them how their job tasks fit into the overall company effort, and 

why the salesforce does what it does and not simply telhng salespeople what to do. These 

results suggest that doing so allows salespeople to obtain a more complete picture of firm 
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efforts and how their individual actions contribute to firm success. By helping to close 

this information "gap" regarding company promotion pohcies, an indirect content 

contributes to reducing salesperson ambiguity in this area. 

Bidirectional communication, characterized by flows of information and influence 

from the sales manager to salespeople and from salespeople to the sales manager, was 

hypothesized to negatively affect salesperson ambiguity regarding company promotion, 

supervisor support, other managers, ethical situations, and customers. Bidirectional 

communication was not hypothesized to directly affect salesperson job satisfaction or 

performance. This research indicates that bidirectional communication negatively affects 

these four sources of salesperson ambiguity (completely standardized parameter estimates 

of-0.29, -0.71, -0.35, -0.35, and -0.45, respectively). This finding suggests that 

bidirectional communication is similar to feedback: feedback is a unidirectional 

information flow (from sales manager to salesperson), while bidirectional communication 

recognizes that information and influence flow both from the sales manager to the 

salesperson and from the salesperson to the sales manager. This resuh suggests that two-

way communication is an important tool for sales managers to decrease salesperson 

ambiguity. 

Of all the communication characteristics this study considers, sales manager use of 

two-way flows of information and influence appears to offer the best means to decrease 

salesperson ambiguity. Bidirectional communication flows may decrease salesperson 

ambiguity regarding supervisor support by allowing salespeople to not only receive 

information and influence from the sales manager but also to contribute to the "give and 

89 



take" of the working relationship. Salespeople may feel that by having two-way flows of 

communication with their sales manager they are able to, among other things, provide 

information about customers and market conditions and therefore can "have their say" in 

the relationship. This is negatively related with the amount of uncertainty salespeople feel 

concerning how far their managers will go to support them and to what extent the sales 

manager is open to hearing their point of view. Similarly, bidirectional communication 

also decreases salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers, promotion policies, and 

the proper manner to handle ethical situations. As a result, sales managers may wish to 

utihze two-way communication with salespeople to decrease the amount of ambiguity that 

salespeople experience. 

Perhaps most importantly, bidirectional communication decreases the amount of 

salesperson ambiguity regarding customers. This communication characteristic is the only 

one found to be related with this important source of salesperson ambiguity. Salespeople 

interact with customers as the central aspect of their responsibilities, so ambiguity 

regarding how they should do so in order to best meet personal and firm goals is an 

important consideration for both sales managers and salespeople. Salespeople deal with 

customers, that is what salespeople do. As customers represent both the central focus of a 

salesperson's efforts as well as the source of firm revenue, decreasing the uncertainty 

surrounding customers is in the best interest of both the salesperson and the firm. 

Salespeople look to the sales manager for guidance and training concerning all 

aspects of their job, especially concerning customers. This research indicates that the use 

of bidirectional communication is negatively related with the ambiguity that salespeople 
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experience concerning the focus of their efforts. By fostering an environment whereby 

salespeople bring information and ideas to the sales manager, as well as providing 

salespeople with the same, sales managers are able to decrease the ambiguity salespeople 

experience about customers. 

The Influence of Ambiguity Characteristics 

Based upon the work of Rhoads, Singh, and Goodell (1994), this research 

hypothesized that specific salesperson ambiguity characteristics are negatively related with 

salesperson job satisfaction and performance. However, Rhoads et al. do not consider the 

simultaneous effects of ambiguity and communication characteristics upon both of these 

salesperson job outcomes. This research serves as an addhional, more rigorous, empirical 

test of their results. More specifically, this research also serves as an additional test of the 

relations between ambiguity characteristics and salesperson job performance. The form of 

this relation is unclear as some research has reported that salesperson role ambiguity 

decreases job performance, while others have reported no relationship. 

Salesperson ambiguity regarding ethical situations was hypothesized to negatively 

affect both salesperson job satisfaction and performance. This study finds no relationship 

between ethical ambiguity and job performance, but ambiguity regarding ethical situations 

is positively related with job satisfaction (completely standardized parameter value of 

0.27). The positive relationship between salesperson ambiguity regarding ethical 

situations and job satisfaction suggests that salespeople may chafe at what they perceive as 

unnecessary constraints on their actions. This is not to suggest that salespeople prefer to 
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act unethically but that they may prefer to be given considerable freedom to act 

autonomously. Perhaps, the existence of an exphcit ethical policy or a specific ethical 

chmate leads to salespeople feeling that they are being constrained in how they may act. 

As a resuh, salespeople who report a higher level of uncertainty regarding ethical 

situations may perceive that this allows them to exercise the autonomy and freedom they 

desire, resuhing in greater job satisfaction. Support for this explanation is provided by 

Jayashree et al. (1984) who report that the job satisfaction of manufacturers' agents, who 

operate more autonomously and independently than internal salespeople, is negatively 

related with closeness of supervision. To the extent that an exphcit ethical code is 

perceived to resemble closeness of supervision, the positive relationship found can be 

explained. 

Similarly, salesperson ambiguity regarding supervisor support is found to 

positively affect job satisfaction (completely standardized parameter estimate of 0.20) 

This finding is contrary to that hypothesized, and the results reported by Rhoads, Singh, 

and GoodeU (1994). That a positive relationship between any source of salesperson 

ambiguity and job satisfaction is found is surprising and may reflect the unique working 

environment that salespeople operate within. However, this study is one of only a few 

that has examined the effects of specific ambiguity characteristics upon salesperson job 

outcomes. Role ambiguity, as a unidimensional constmct, has consistently been found to 

negatively affect salesperson job satisfaction. However, this study has used a developing 

muhidimensional conceptualization of role ambiguity in order to examine the effects of 

specific ambiguity characteristics. These resuhs suggest that some sources of ambiguity 
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may actually increase salesperson job satisfaction. Greater levels of ambiguity regarding 

the amount of sales manager support may also reflect salespeople's perception that they 

are able to exercise the autonomy and freedom desired. These relationships need to be 

examined further before making any definitive recommendations about increasing 

salesperson ambiguity regarding ethical situations or supervisor support. It is extremely 

difficult to recommend that sales managers attempt to increase the amount of salesperson 

ambiguity regarding ethical situations and supervisor support unless and until these 

relationships have been further verified. 

Salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers is hypothesized to negatively 

affect salesperson job satisfaction, and this relationship is supported (completely 

standardized parameter value of- 0.34). Salesperson ambiguity regarding customers is 

hypothesized to negatively affect both job satisfaction and performance. However, 

ambiguity regarding customers was found to negatively affect only salesperson job 

satisfaction (completely standardized parameter value of - 0.58). 

Of the ambiguity characteristics negatively related with salesperson job 

satisfaction, ambiguity regarding customers exhibits the strongest relationship. This 

further strengthens the contention, made previously, that since customers are the central 

focus of a salesperson's efforts, his or her relations with customers strongly influence 

many aspects of the salesperson's work experience. Familiarity with, knowledge of, and 

confidence in their ability to deal with customers appears to be highly important to the job 

satisfaction of salespeople. Conversely, a lack of these conditions, exhibhed by increased 

levels of ambiguity regarding customers, strongly and negatively affects salesperson job 
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satisfaction. This suggests that managers should make serious efforts to familiarize 

salespeople, especially new salespeople, with customer characteristics through training and 

in-the-field introductions. Clearly, this effort should also include specific sales training in 

prospecting, questioning, handhng objections, etc. Such efforts aimed at decreasing 

salesperson ambiguity regarding customers appear to offer the benefit of increased job 

satisfaction. 

Likewise, salesperson ambiguity regarding other managers is negatively related 

with job satisfaction. This suggests that salespeople are unsure how other managers 

perceive them and that this ambiguity has a significant negative effect upon salesperson job 

satisfaction. Salespeople may perceive that other managers can affect their own careers, 

perhaps by influencing territory assignments or the opportunity to work with better 

accounts. Salespeople may not have many opportunities to interact with other managers 

and this may increase their ambiguity about the expectations and demands from other 

managers. As a result, sales managers should take specific steps to allow salespeople to 

mteract with other managers, perhaps through job rotation. Exposing salespeople to other 

managers can decrease the amount of ambiguity that salespeople experience concerning 

other manager's expectations and can poshively affect salesperson job satisfaction. 

Salesperson ambiguity regarding company promotion pohcies was originally 

hypothesized to negatively affect salesperson job satisfaction. This hypothesis is based 

upon studies that had examined the effects of this ambiguity characteristic upon job 

satisfaction in isolation. The present study has modeled the relations among all the 

variables in a more realistic manner, i.e., simuhaneously. Recognizing that ambiguity 
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characteristics are related, the ambiguity characteristics were also allowed to 

intercorrelate. By modeling their effects more realistically, this research finds that this 

source of salesperson ambiguity does not exert a significant effect upon job satisfaction. 

As a result, sales managers should concentrate their efforts on reducing the areas of 

salesperson ambiguity that have been found to negatively affect salesperson job 

satisfaction. 

Two of the ambiguity characteristics were hypothesized, but not found, to 

negatively affect salesperson job performance. Instead, salesperson ambiguity appears to 

directly affect job satisfaction and so indirectly affect job performance. This finding 

corresponds with that reported by Babakus et al. (1996) who also use stmctural equations 

modeling to investigate the relations between, among other constmcts, salesperson 

ambiguity, satisfaction, and performance. They report no relationship between 

salesperson role ambiguity and job performance but that ambiguity affects salesperson job 

performance indirectly through its effect upon job satisfaction. Future research should 

continue to investigate both the direct and indirect effects of ambiguity upon salesperson 

job performance. 

The Relationship Between Job Satisfaction and Performance 

In the original model, there was no relationship hypothesized between job 

satisfaction and job performance. Research has differed on the direction of the 

relationship or if one exists at all. However, this research supports the perspective that 
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salesperson job satisfaction positively affects their job performance (completely 

standardized parameter estimate of 0.18). 

In summary, these resuhs suggest that sales managers may decrease the amount of 

ambiguity salespeople experience, and increase the level of salesperson job satisfaction 

through the use of specific communication practices. Additionally, these resuhs suggest 

that some sources of ambiguity may actually improve salesperson job satisfaction, perhaps 

by reflecting their desire for autonomy and independence in their work. Lastly, these 

results suggest that the primary effect of salesperson ambiguity is upon job satisfaction and 

not upon job performance. 

Limitations of the Research 

As a part of this research, measurement items for communication and sales skill 

were developed. Unfortunately, only a small number of hems to measure several of the 

constmcts survived the purification process. Communication frequency and content, and 

ambiguity regarding supervisor support and promotion policies were measured using only 

two items. This resuhs in the items being "not identified" as there are an infinite number 

of parameter estimates (the ^'s) that allow a unique solution in testing both the 

measurement and stmctural models. Communication mode, communication 

bidirectionality, and salesperson ambiguity regarding ethical situations were all measured 

using only three items. With this few number of items to measure a constmct, h can only 

be said that the measures are "just identified" as there are zero degrees of freedom. In 

both these instances, determining the unidimensionality of the measures is difficuh. Job 
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satisfaction, job performance, salesperson ambiguity regarding customers and other 

managers were all measured using four or more items and the unidimensionality of the 

measures could be adequately determined. Future research should develop and test 

additional items to measure these constmcts before further investigating the relationships 

among them. 

The second limitation of this study involves the generalizability of the resuhs. In 

an attempt to increase the generalizability of the resuhs, the sample consisted of 

professional salespeople from a variety of firms operating under a variety of condhions 

(see Table 3.1). However, the number of firms that participated in the study is hmited so 

the results obtained may not reflect the relations that would have been found had a larger 

number of firms participated. In addition, the sample is overwhelmingly middle-aged 

males with several years of selling experience. While the characteristics of this sample 

compare favorably to those in other samples (e.g., Rhoads, Singh, and GoodeU 1994), had 

the sample contained a higher proportion of younger, female, and less experienced 

salespeople, the results may have been different. Future research should attempt to 

broaden sample characteristics to include groups that have not been well represented in 

this study, and specific hypotheses regarding the effects of communication should be 

developed for different groups. Younger, less experienced, and female salespeople may 

interact differently with their sales manager, so the effects of specific communication and 

ambiguity characteristics may likewise differ. 
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Summary 

This research has addressed two gaps in our knowledge regarding the effects of 

sales manager-salesperson communication. The first gap-that researchers had not 

considered the effects of a complete set of communication characteristics-is addressed by 

considering the effects of the four communication characteristics provided by the 

mechanistic perspective. The second gap-that researchers had found communication 

exerts either positive or negative effects depending upon the job outcome that is 

investigated~is addressed by developing the hypothesized model that proposed both 

effects. This model was tested against two rival models that strictly followed the stmcture 

of communication's effects found in previous research by allowing communication to have 

ehher poshive or negative effects but not both. This study shows that the hypothesized 

model best describes the effects of sales manager-salesperson communication. As a resuh, 

communication appears to exert both positive and negative effects. 

Specific contributions from this research include: (1) the review and integration of 

several diverse streams of research regarding the stmcture and effects of communication 

between a supervisor and subordinates; (2) from these research streams, three competing 

models describing the effects of communication were developed; (3) the integration of an 

expanded group of communication characteristics into these models; (4) the integration of 

an expanded conceptualization of role ambiguity into these models; (5) the integration of 

sales skill as an important antecedent to salesperson job performance into these models; 

(6) the development of scale items to measure communication and sales skill; and (7) 
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testing these competing models and finding that the hypothesized model best describes the 

relations among the constmcts. 

This research has found that sales managers can decrease the amount of 

salesperson ambiguity regarding promotion, supervisor support, other managers, ethical 

situations, and customers through the use of increased amounts of bidirectional and 

indirect communication. Greater amounts of sales manager-salesperson communication is 

not found to affect salesperson ambiguity, satisfaction, or performance. Use of informal 

communication is found to directly and positively affect salesperson job satisfaction. None 

of the communication or ambiguity characteristics have been found to affect salesperson 

job performance. Instead, ambiguity characteristics indirectly affect job performance 

through their effects upon job satisfaction. Job satisfaction is found to positively affect 

salesperson job performance. These results indicate that communication exerts both 

negative effects upon salesperson ambiguity and positive effects upon job satisfaction. As 

a result, salesperson job satisfaction can be improved and their levels of role ambiguity 

decreased by the appropriate use of specific communication characteristics by the sales 

manager. 

Future research should consider this model a starting point to investigate the 

relations among these variables. The hypothesized model could serve as the basis for 

model reestimation in an attempt to uncover additional relations that were not originally 

hypothesized. This process would consist of dropping each non-significant hypothesized 

path one-at-a-time and reestimating the model. This process would continue until ah non

significant paths have been removed. Next, based upon the modification indices and 
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standardized parameter values, the paths suggested by the data should be added one-at-a-

time and the model reestimated. This process should continue until no additional paths are 

suggested. This process is entirely model generating and should be done as a means of 

connecting the data gathered as part of this research to further theory development. This 

study has served as a test of theory and by continuing the analysis process in this way the 

hypothesized model could also serve as a basis for theory development. 
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APPENDIX A 

ORIGINAL QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS 
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Communication Frequency 

1. I rarely communicate whh my sales manager about my job. (reverse scored) 
2. I often communicate with my sales manager. 
3 I often discuss my work with my sales manager. 
4. Only rarely does my sales manager communicate with me about my job. (reverse 

scored) 
5. My sales manager often communicates with me about my job. 

Communication Bidirectionality 

1. At my job, communication occurs both from me to my sales manager as well as 
from my sales manager to me. 

2. In my job, communication with my sales manager flows both ways. 
3. At my work, salespeople exchange ideas and information with the sales manager 

freely and easily. 
4. At my job, communication flows both to and from the sales manager. 
5. My sales manager is interested in open lines of communication both to and from 

the salespeople. 
6. At my job, communication between my sales manager and me is usually initiated 

by the sales manager only, (reverse scored) 

Informal Communication Modality 

1. I receive the majority of my information about my job through formal meetings 
with my sales manager, (reverse scored) 

2. My sales manager prefers to discuss work with each salesperson individually and 
not as a group. 

3. I rarely engage in impromptu, unscheduled discussions with my sales manager, 
(reverse scored) 

4. Most of the communication I have with my sales manager is through memos or 
other written directions, (reverse scored) 

5. Most communication with my sales manager is done face-to-face. 
6. Much of the communication I have whh my sales manager is through impersonal 

means such as the telephone, faxes, or electronic mail, (reverse scored) 
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Indirect Communication Content 

1 My sales manager rarely tells me exactly how to do my job. 
2. My sales manager likes to communicate with me so that we agree upon the best 

actions for me to take. 
3 My sales manager prefers to communicate why we do what we do instead of just 

telhng us to do it. 
4. My sales manager communicates with me about how to do my job and does not 

just teU me. 
5. My sales manager communicates with me how what I do fits into the overall firm 

effort. 
6. My sales manager often communicates to me exactly how I should do my job. 

(reverse scored) 
7. My sales manager often describes very specific actions that I should do as part of 

my job. (reverse scored) 

Ambiguity Regarding Company Promotion 

1. In my job, I am certain what I can do to get promoted. (MULTIRAM) 
2. In my job, I am certain how vulnerable to job termination I am. (MULTIRAM) 
3. In my job, I am certain what is the critical factor in getting promoted. 

(MULTIRAM) 

Ambiguity Regarding Supervisor Support 

1. In my job, I am certain to what extent my supervisor is open to hearing my point 
of view. (MULTIRAM) 

2. In my job, I am certain how satisfied my supervisor is with me. (MULTIRAM) 
3. In my job, I am certain how far my supervisor will go to back me up 

(MULTIRAM) 

Ambiguity Regarding Customer Interactions 

1. In my job, I am certain how I am expected to interact with my customers. 
(MULTIRAM) 

2. In my job, I am certain how much service I should provide to my customers. 
(MULTIRAM) 

3. In my job, I am certain how I should behave with customers while on the job. 
(MULTIRAM) 
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Ambiguity Regarding Other Managers 

1. In my job, I am certain how managers in other departments expect me to interact 
with them. (MULTIRAM) 

2. In my job, I am certain what managers in other departments think about the job I 
perform. (MULTIRAM) 

3. In my job, I am certain how I should respond to questions/criticisms of managers 
from other departments. (MULTIRAM) 

4. In my job, I am certain how much information I should provide managers from 
other departments. (MULTIRAM) 

Ambiguity Regarding Ethical Situations 

1. In my job, I am certain how I should handle ethical issues in my job. 
(MULTIRAM) 

2. In my job, I am certain how top management expects me to handle ethical 
situations. (MULTIRAM) 

3. In my job, I am certain what I am expected to do if I find others are behaving 
unethically. (MULTIRAM) 

4. In my job, I am certain of the ethical conduct my supervisor expects of me. 
(MULTIRAM) 

Ambiguity Regarding Customer Presentations 

1. In my job, I am certain which specific company strengths I should present to 
customers. (MULTIRAM) 

2. In my job, I am certain which specific product benefits I am expected to highlight 
for customers. (MULTIRAM) 

Job Satisfaction 

1. I feel that my job as a salesperson is valuable. (INDSALES) 
2. I feel that my job as a salesperson is satisfying. (INDSALES) 
3. As a salesperson, I feel that my job is satisfying. (INDSALES) 
4. As a salesperson, I feel that I am really doing something worthwhile. 

(INDSALES) 
5. As a salesperson, I feel that my job is interesting. (INDSALES) 
6. In my job as a salesperson, my work gives me a sense of accomplishment. 

(INDSALES) 
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If I had to do it aU over again, I would choose a career other than in sales. (Hunt 
et al.; reverse scored) 

Job Performance 

1 I often exceed the sales targets and objectives that are assigned to me. (B&P) 
2. I often produce a high market share for my company in my territory. (B&P) 
3. I often generate a high dollar amount of sales in my territory. (B&P) 
4. I am better than average in identifying and selling to major accounts in my 

territory. (B&P) 
5. I am better than average in seUing products with higher profit margins. (B&P) 
6. I am better than average in quickly generating sales of new company products. 

(B&P) 

Sales Skill 

1. I am better than average in my ability to change my planned sales behavior in order 
to respond to circumstances that are different than what I originally expected. 

2. I am better than average in my ability to gain, retain, and recall specific product 
information. 

3. I am better than average in my use of verbal and nonverbal means to clearly 
convey the content of my sales message to customers. 

4. I am better than average in my ability to actively absorb the verbal messages 
customers provide during sales interactions. 

5. I am better than average in my ability to ask customers appropriate questions to 
identify their problems or needs. 
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Dear Sales Professional: 

Thank you for participating in this important research study, and rest assured that your 
responses will be kept strictly confidential. Please answer all questions on this 
questionnaire. There are two sections to this questionnaire: the first section consists of 
questions about your job. On these, please indicate how much you agree with each 
statement. The second consists of several demographic questions for you to answer about 
yourself 

Please indicate how much you agree whh each of the following statements. 
Strongly Su-ongly 
Disagree Agree 

My sales manager and I communicate so that we can both agree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

upon the best actions for me to take. 

1 am better than average in selling products with higher profit margins. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am better than average in my ability to change my planned sales behavior 
in order to respond to circumstances that are different than what I 
originally expected. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
I often communicate with my sales manager. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I feel that my job as a salesperson is valuable. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am certain how far my sales manager will go to back me up. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

lam certain how I should handle ethical issues in my job. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager prefers to communicate why we do what we do instead 
of just telling us to do it. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager prefers to discuss work with each salesperson individually 
and not as a group. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am certain which specific product benefits I am expected to 
highlight for customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 am certain what I am expected to do if I find others are 
behaving unethically. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am better than average in my ability to gain, retain, and recall 
specific product information 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Most of the communication 1 have with my sales manager is through memos 
or other written directions. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Strongly Strongly 
Disagree Agree 

As a salesperson, I feel that 1 am really doing something worthwhile. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Only rarely does my sales manager communicate with me about my job. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 often generate a high dollar amount of sales in my territory. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am certain what managers in other departments think about 
how weh I perform my job. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 am certain how I am expected to interact with my customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am better than average in my use of verbal and nonverbal means to 

clearly convey the content of my sales message to customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I rarely engage in impromptu discussions with my sales manager. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

lamcertainhowlshouldbehave with customers while on the job. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
At my work, salespeople exchange ideas and information with the sales 

manager fi-eely and easily. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am certain how top management expects me to handle ethical situations. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager is interested in open lines of communication both to and 

from salespeople. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am certain how vulnerable tojob termination I am. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

At my job, communication occurs both from me to my sales manager as well 

as from my sales manager to me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am certain to what extent my supervisor is open to hearing my point of view. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am certain how satisfied my supervisor is with me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager communicates with me about how to do my job and does 
notjustteU mehowto doit. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
In my job, I am certain what is the critical factor in getting promoted. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
I receive the majority of information about my job through formal meetings 
with my sales manager. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
I am certain which specific company strengths I should present to customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Strongly SUongly 
Disagree Agree 

I am better than average in my ability to actively absort) the verbal messages 
customers provide during sales interactions. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager often communicates with me about my job. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager often describes very specific actions that I should do. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am better than average in identifying and selling to major accounts in 
my territory. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Much of the communication that I have with my sales manager is through 

impersonal means such as the telephone, faxes, or electronic mail. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I often discuss my work with my sales manager. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

At my job, communication between my sales manager and me is usually 

initiated by the sales manager only. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager often communicates to me exactiy how I should do my job. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

In my job, lam certain what lean do to get promoted. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
My sales manager communicates with me how what I do fits into the 
overall firm effort. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
In my job, I am certain how much information I should provide managers 
from other departments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
At my job, communication flows both to and from the sales manager. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

In my job, I am certain how managers in other departments expect me to 

interact with them. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager rarely tells me exactly how to do my job. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

As a salesperson, 1 feel that my job is interesting. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

In my job, I am certain how much service I should provide to my customers. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am better than average in quickly generating sales of new company products. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I rarely communicate with my sales manager about my job. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 feel that myjob as a salesperson is satisfying. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I often produce a high market share for my company in my territory. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

In myjob, I am certain of the ethical conduct my boss expects of me. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Strongly 
Disagree 

Strongl) 
Agree 

If I had to do it all over again, I would choose a career other than in sales. 

In myjob, 1 am certain how I should respond to questions/criticisms from 
managers of other departments. 

I often exceed the sales targets and objectives that are assigned to me. 

Most communication with my sales manager is done face-to-face. 

As a salesperson, I feel that myjob is satisfying. 

In myjob, communication with my sales manager flows both ways. 

I am better than average in my ability to ask customers appropriate 
questions to identify their problems or needs. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Now, please answer these few questions about yourself 

You are: Male Female 

On average, how many times per week do you communicate with your sales manager? 

Less than 3 Between 3 and 7 Between 7 and 12 

How many years of professional seUing experience do you have? 

Less than 3 Between 3 and 7 Between 7 and 12 

How many years have you been with your current company? 

Less than 3 Between 3 and 7 Between 7 and 12 

What is your age? 

Under 30 Between 30 and 39 Between 40 and 49 

More than 12 

More than 12 

More than 12 

50 or over 

What type of product are you currendy representing? 

Consumer Goods Industrial Goods 

What type of pay plan are you currendy under? 

Commission only Salary only 

Service 

Combination plan 
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What is the highest level of formal education you have completed? 

Did not graduate from high school Some college Graduated from college 

Some graduate work Completed my graduate degree 
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Dear Sales Professional: 

Thank you for participating in this study. Please answer aU the questions and be assured 
that your responses will be kept strictly confidential. We are interested in several aspects 
of your current job and would like for you to indicate how much you agree or disagree 
with each statement by circling the number that best expresses your feeling. 

FIRST, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT YOUR LEVEL OF JOB 
SATISFACTION. 

Strongly Strongly 
Disagree Agree 

I feel that myjob as a salesperson is valuable. 

As a salesperson, I feel that myjob is interesting.* 

I feel that myjob as a salesperson is satisfying.* 

As a salesperson, I feel that I am really doing something 
worthwhile.* 

If I had to do it all over again, I would choose a career 
other than in sales.* 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT SOME OF THE AREAS 
OF YOUR JOB IN WHICH YOU MAY FEEL SOME UNCERTAINTY 

I am certain how far my manager will go to back me up.* 

I am certain how I should handle ethical situations in myjob.* 

I am certain which specific product benefits I am expected to 
highlight for customers.* 

I am certain how well managers in other departments think 
I perform myjob.* 

I am certain how I am expected to interact with customers.* 

I am certain how vulnerable tojob termination 1 am.* 

In myjob, I am certain how much information I should provide 
managers from other departments.* 

I am certain what I am expected to do if I find others are 
behaving unethically. 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

2 3 4 5 6 7 

123 



Strongly 
Disagree 

I am certain to what extent my supervisor is open to hearing 
my point of view.* 1 

In myjob, I am certain what the critical factor is in getting promoted* 1 

2 

2 

3 

3 

4 

4 

I am certain which specific company strengths I should present 
to customers.* 1 

I am certain how satisfied my supervisor is with me. 

In myjob, I am certain what I can do to get promoted.* 1 

5 

5 

Strongly 
Agree 

I am certain how much service I should provide to my customers.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6 

6 

7 

7 

In myjob, I am certain how managers in other departments expect me to 
interact with them.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

lam certain how I should conduct myselfwith customers on the job.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I am certain how top management expects me to handle 
ethical situations. * 1 7 '? 4 ^ 6 7 

In myjob, I am certain how 1 should respond to questions/criticisms from 
managers in other departments. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

In myjob, I am certain of the ethical conduct my boss expects of me* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT THE FREQUENCY THAT 
YOU AND YOUR SALES MANAGER COMMUNICATE. 

My sales manager and I communicate frequently.* 

My sales manager and I communicate regularly.* 

Communicating with my sales manger usually takes only a 
short period of time. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT THE WAYS THAT YOU 
AND YOUR SALES MANAGER COMMUNICATE. 

Most of the communication that I have with my sales manager is done 
face-to-face.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager and I usually meet individually and not as part 
of a group. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Strongly 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Agree 

My sales manager and I usually communicate by telephone, 
fax, or memos.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Most of the communication between my sales manager and myself 
is done on a pre-planned basis and is rarely spontaneous* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT HOW COMMUNICATION 
WITH YOUR SALES MANAGER "FLOWS" - IF IT COMES ONLY "DOWNWARD" 
FROM YOUR SALES MANAGER TO YOU OR IF IT ALSO FLOWS "UPWARDS" 
FROM YOU TO YOUR SALES MANAGER. 

At myjob, communication flows both from my sales manager to me as 
well as from me to my sales manager. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager provides information to me about customers, 
competitors, and market conditions.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager works towards having open lines of communication 
with salespeople.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I rarely provide information about customers, competitors, and market 
conditions to my sales manager.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT YOUR SALES 
MANAGER'S COMMUNICATION "STYLE." THIS REFERS TO WHETHER YOUR 
MANAGER PREFERS TO TELL YOU EXACTLY HOW TO DO YOUR JOB OR IF 
YOUR MANAGER PREFERS TO DISCUSS YOUR JOB TASKS WITH YOU. 

My sales manager prefers to tell me exacdy how to do myjob. * 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager prefers to communicate with me about the best 
way to do myjob.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager communicates to me how myjob tasks fit into the 
overall firm effort.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager prefers to communicate with me why we do what 
we do instead ofjust telling me what to do.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My sales manager often describes very specific actions that 
I should take.* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO HONESTLY RATE YOURSELF ON 
SALES SKILL AND JOB PERFORMANCE. PLEASE PLACE AN "X" INTO THE 
SPACE CORRESPONDING WITH THE GROUP YOU WOULD RATE YOURSELF 

First Second Third Top Top 
30% 30% 30% 10% 1% 

My abihty to sell products widi higher profit margins* 

My ability to change my planned sales behaviors in order to 
respond to sittiations tiiat are different than what I expected* 

My ability to gain, retain, and use product information* 

My ability to generate high dollar amount of sales 
in my territory. 

My ability to use verbal and nonverbal means to clearly 
communicate my sales message to customers.* 

My ability to use the verbal and nonverbal communication 
messages that customers provide during sales interactions. 

My ability to quickly generate sales of new company 
products.* 

My ability to produce high market share for my company in 
my territory. 

My abihty to exceed the sales targets and objectives that are 
assigned to me.* 

My ability to ask my customers appropriate questions to 
identify their problems and needs.* 

My abihty to identify and sell to major accounts in my 
territory.* 

NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT THE AMOUNT OF 
COMMITMENT THAT YOU FEEL TOWARDS THE FIRM YOU WORK FOR. 

Strongly Strongly 
Disagree Agree 

I would be willing to change companies if the new job offered a 25% 
pay increase. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I would be willing to change companies if the new job offered more 
creative freedom. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Sttongly 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Agree 

I would be willing to change companies if the new job offered 
more status. 

I would be willing to change companies if the new job was with 
people who were more friendly. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT THE QUALITY OF THE 
COMMUNICATION YOU HAVE WITH YOUR SALES MANAGER 

Communication that I have with my sales manager is generally timely. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Communication that I have with my sales manager is generally accurate. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Communication that I have with my sales manager is generally adequate. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Communication that 1 have with my sales manager is generally complete. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Communication that I have with my sales manager is generally credible. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT HOW SATISFIED YOU 
ARE WITH THE COMMUNICATION THAT YOU HAVE WITH YOUR SALES 
MANAGER 

I am satisfied with the communication that I have with my sales manager. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Compared with other supervisors I have had, communication with my 
present sales manager is not very good. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

127 



NEXT, WE WOULD LIKE FOR YOU TO THINK ABOUT IF YOU SOMETIMES 
FIND IT NECESSARY TO EITHER CHANGE THE NATURE OF INFORMATION 
(FOR EXAMPLE, BY USING DIFFERENT WORDS, SHIFTING EMPHASIS, 
SIMPLIFYING) OR TO NOT PASS ON INFORMATION TO YOUR SALES 
MANAGER. 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Frequently I change the nature of information before I pass it on to my 
sales manager. 1 2 3 

Strongly 
Agree 

4 5 6 7 

I rarely decide to withhold information from my sales manager. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

LASTLY, PLEASE ANSWER THESE FEW QUESTIONS ABOUT YOURSELF. 

You are: Male Female 

What is your age? 

On average, how many times per week do you communicate with your sales manager? 

How many years of professional selling experience do you have? 

How many years have you been with your current company? 

What type of product are you currendy representing? 
Consumer Goods Industrial Goods Service 

What type of pay plan are you currendy under? 
Commission only Salary only Combination plan 
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What is the highest level of formal education you have completed? 

. High School Some College 

College Graduate Some Graduate School 

Graduate Degree 

THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS SURVEY. PLEASE PLACE THE 
COMPLETED FORM IN THE MAIL WHEN YOU ARE FINISHED. 
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