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Introduction

In today’s highly competitive markets and turbulent environment, salespeople face increasing
product-price-technological competition, and heavy pressure to meet firm goals and customer
continuous changing demands. The changes in the customer purchasing pattern, contract types,
customer expectations and electronic customer interfaces demand sales representatives (reps) to
organise and effectively respond to information coming from different directions. This environment
can be extremely challenging for the salespeople. Facing such complexity may overwhelm the
individual salesperson and, hence, may entail the joint efforts of sales teams with multiple
perspectives and skills set (Brown et al. 2005; Dixon et al, 2002). In addition, in such fierce
competitive environment, firms depend more on salespeople to develop customer relationships,
exceed expectations, and manage growth. Salesforce duties expanded to include participating in a
wide array of activities. This expansion of job responsibilities can increase role stress and
consequently, negatively affect salesforce outcomes such as turnover and intention to leave (Fournier
et al. 2013).

In the sales context, job stress has been defined as psychological process where in a salesperson
perceives personal resources as taxed, resulting in an unknown potential for negative outcomes
(Ingmar et al., 2006; Sagar & Wilson, 1995). According to the American Institute of Stress, job stress
is a major cause to health damage demonstrated in increased heart attacks, hypertension and other
disorders. Job stress costs the US industry around $300 billion annually as result of accidents,
absenteeism, employee turnover, direct medical, insurance and legal costs (www.stress.org).
Salespeople in many organizations also experience stress because of the different forms of work
overload. Salespeople adopt the role of the boundary spanner, and have to manage an internal and an
external network of relationships (internal network refers to managing relationships with the various
departments inside the seller organization) and external network relationships (external network refers
to managing the relationship with the buyer organizations). All these tasks and demands can cause
work overload, role conflict and role ambiguity for the salesperson which in turn can affect the overall
performance of the seller firm (Singh, 1998). Although, the literature on role stress and sales person
satisfaction has been addressed extensively, studies on role stress and sales performance has been
under-researched (Onemeyah, 2008; Jones et al, 2007). Moreover, the trust construct appeared as a
principal construct in many organisational studies including the ones focusing on performance
(Lewicki et al., 2005; Colquitt et al. 2007). However, the studies of trust and its effect on sales
performance have been inconsistent (Lau & Cobb, 2010; Athuahene-Gima & Li, 2008). To our
knowledge this is the first time trust is explored as intervening construct between role stressors and
sales performance. Therefore our aim in the paper is three fold:

1. to examine the effect of role stressors (role ambiguity, role conflict and role overload) on the
sales-manager / salesperson trust and sales performance.

2. to explore the intervening effect of trust (represented by the trust in the salesmanager-
salesperson on performance).

3. to examine the moderating effects of competitive intensity and market dynamism on sales
performance.

The paper is divided into seven sections. First, a brief literature review and conceptual framework.
Second, an overview of the constructs. Third are the methods used in the study. Fourth, reporting the
key finds on the study. Fifth, discussion of the findings, and the last section is the conclusion section
and managerial implications of the study.



Literature review and conceptual framework
Role theory

Role theory is not one single theory, it is a set of concepts and interrelated theories that are at the
foundation of social science. Solomon et al. (1985) argue that role theory is based on “dramaturgical”
metaphor because individuals are embedded in a cluster of social cues that dictate and guide their
behaviour in a given setting. Role theory attempts to explain the interactions between individuals in
organizations by focusing on the roles they play (Gilbert et al. 2014; Kahn et al. 1964). Role
behaviour is influenced by role expectations for appropriate behaviours in that position, and changes
in role behaviour occur through an iterative process of role sending and role receiving (Thompson,
2001). In addition, role theory focuses on the incompatible, inconsistent, or unclear expectations
resulting from role dynamics in the work environment. Often, employees are faced with ambiguous
information about role expectations or incongruity of the different role expectations (Gilbert et al.,
2014). In such situations this can create role ambiguity and role conflict. The salesperson will respond
to these so called “role-stressors” with negative attitudes and behaviour, and consequently lead to
poor performance (Van Sell et al., 1981; Lagace, 1991). There are three important role stressor
constructs that have been highlighted in the literature that have an interrelated relationship, namely:
role ambiguity, role conflict and role overload (Liu et al., 2014; Verbeke et al., 2011; Singh, 1999).
These are discussed below in the following sections.

Conceptual framework

There are many frameworks that have been used to study organisational stress in the literature (Glazer
& Beehr, 2005). The framework in the current study represents the stressors which stimulate a
behavioural reaction and affect organisational performance, such as the sales performance. As shown
in figure 1 below, role stressors are linked to trust in the sales manager, which in turn is linked to sales
performance. These are moderated by two constructs market dynamism and competitive intensity.
Trust in the sales manager is operationalised as a state of behaviour (e.g. supporting requests, positive
interaction with the customer, achieving goals). Organisational consequence of trust in the sales
manager is better sales performance. Low trust in the sales manager is expected to result in poor sales
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Construct overview
Role ambiguity

According to Miao and Evans (2013) salesperson’s role ambiguity is defined as the “perceived lack of
information a salesperson needs to perform his/her role adequately and his/her uncertainty about the
expectations of different role members” (p. 77). Salespeople who are exposed to role ambiguity have
tendency to perform at lower levels (Knight et al. 2007; Bhuian et al., 2005) than other salespeople
who have a clear understanding of job requirements and what is expected of them (Liu et al., 2014).

In our study role ambiguity is linked to trust in the sales manager which in turn linked to sales
performance. Role ambiguity is a factor of role stress that management is most likely to be able to
positively impact. Walker (1975) note that the right organizational structure and management styles
can help salespeople reduce role ambiguity. Hence, if the sales manager who acts as the role sender to
the salesperson (role receiver) and communicates insufficient and inaccurate information to the
salesperson this can lead to role ambiguity and in turn decrease the trust in the sales manager. In
addition, Knight et al., (2007) and Wetzels et al. (2000), suggest that salespeople who experience role
ambiguity related to authority, job responsibilities or any manner in which their job will be evaluated
can affect their customer-oriented behaviour negatively, leading to a diminished sales performance.

We propose the following the hypothesis:

H1: Role ambiguity negatively affects the trust.
H2: Role ambiguity negatively affects performance.

Role conflict

Role conflict occurs when the employee believes that the job requires meeting incompatible demands
and expectations (e.g. the demands of the managers and customers) (Jaramillo et al., 2011). From a
sales point of view, role conflict occurs when the salesperson cannot satisfy or is incompatible with
the group demands and expectations (Fournier et al., 2013). According to Knight et al. (2007), a
significant outcome of role conflict is its effect on performance. In a similar vein, salespeople who
might face role conflict tend to experience psychological withdrawal from the job leading to reduced
performance (Bettencourt & Brown, 2003).

The extant literature on role conflict and its effect on performance has been inconsistent. One stream
of studies (Liu et al., 2014; Onemayah, 2008; Bhuian et al., 2005) found that role conflict had
negative effect on performance. However, others like (Babin & Boles, 1996; Dubinsky et al., 1992)
indicated that role conflict had a positive or no effect on performance. In fact, Knight et al., (2007),
Onemayah (2008) and Singh (1998) have stated that moderate level of role conflict can act as a
stimulus for better performance. However, some scholars in the field agree that extreme levels of role
conflict can be detrimental to performance (Singh et al. 1994). In addition, from the literature survey
conducted other than the study done by Lagacy (1991) we could not find studies that have examined
the effect of role conflict on trust. We propose the following hypothesis:

H3: Role conflict will affect performance negatively
H4: Role conflict will negatively affect the trust of the sales manager.

Role overload

Role overload tends to be subsumed by role stressors, such as role conflict and role ambiguity and
refers to the incompatibility that can happen between the specified tasks and given time (Gilbert et al.,
2014). Bacharach et al. (1990) define role overload “...being unable to complete all assigned tasks
effectively due to time limitations”. Role overload is considered to be an endemic of the fast-track
organisational environments and can upset the performance cycle fuelled by self-efficacy and goal



setting (Brown et al., 2005). Jones et al. (2007) argue that role overload is conceptually distinct from
role conflict and role ambiguity. In addition, the authors state that role overload is conceptually
distinct from emotional exhaustion- which is an outcome linked with a person’s inability to handle
continuous work demands and contributes to diminished feelings of personal achievement (Singh et
al, 1994; Babakus et al., 1999). However, Demerouti et al (2001); and Lewin and Sager (2008) found
that role overload is a critical predictor to emotional exhaustion. Research evidence suggest that there
are several reasons why salespeople experience work overload. First, salespeople work in a highly
competitive environment and have to handle constantly the ever-changing customer demands. Second,
besides managing the demands of the customers they have to manage many administrative tasks, e.g.
attending & organising meetings, reply to emails, and provide extensive reports. Third, no doubt
juggling roles as employees, spouses, parents etc. became the greater challenge for the workforce. The
greater work demands led the employees to use their personal time to accommodate work demands
(Duxbury & Higgins, 2001). Brown et al (2005) and Jones et al. (2007) highlights the fact that the
relationship between role stressors and performance is under researched. Since role overload is part of
the role stressors family this warrants further examination of the role overload — performance
relationships. In addition, in the literature as far as we know we could not find studies that have
examined role stressors - trust (role overload - trust) relationship. We propose the following
hypothesis:

H5: Higher levels of role overload tend to lower sales performance.
H6: Role overload will negatively affect the trust in the sales manager.

Trust in the sales manager

There is general consensus that trust is the key element in the development of buyer-seller
relationships and the main ingredient of successful inter-firm relationships and collaboration that
leads to long-term business relationships (Wang et al., 2008; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Marshall, 2003;
Brashear et al., 2003). The importance of this variable stems from its contribution to the strength of
interpersonal relationships, intra-organisational relationships and inter-organizational relationships
(Svensson, 2001; Ojukwu & Georgiadou, 2007). In Particular, some of the advantages of trust are its
contribution to the decrease in the level of anxiety and transaction uncertainty and negotiation costs
because it enhances the confidence between partners (Wang et al., 2008). In addition, according to
McKnight & Chervany (2001) it is considered that trust is mandatory in every interpersonal and
commercial relationship, and it is seen as the glue that holds dyadic buyer-seller relationships and the
essence of co-operation (Pressey & Mathews, 2004; Ashnai et al., 2009).

In the marketing literature, trust is defined as ‘the willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom
one has confidence’ (Moorman et al., 1993, p. 82). Hence, trust exists when one party has confidence
in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23). Consequently, trust is
conceptualised to have two important elements: ‘credibility’ which is based on the supplier’s
effectiveness and reliability in performing the job; and ‘benevolence’ which is based on the belief that
the supplier will act in the best interest of the exchange partner (Ganesan, 1994). Scholars who work
in the interpersonal field (e.g. manager-subordinate / salesmanager — salesperson relationship) define
trust as the employee’s attachment or bond with the manager and his/her belief in the manager’s
benevolence. Hence, salesperson’s trust in the sales manager is bound to the degree to which the
salesperson perceives the sales manager as benevolent and believes the supervisor is genuinely
concerned with salesperson’s welfare (Agnihorti & Krush, 2015; Athuahane-Gima & Li, 2002). In
addition, Schetzsle & Delpechitre (2013) have indicated certain characteristics in the sales manager
that are mandatory for the salesperson to be trusted, namely a) dependability — degree sales managers
are consistent and predictable in their interactions with their salespeople (DelVecchio, 1998); b)
consideration — the degree that sales managers are concerned with the personal needs of their
salespeople (Johnston et al, 1990); and c) competence — the degree to which sales managers are able
to apply their knowledge and skills to the job (Brashear et al, 2003). Lastly, the studies on trust-
performance and trust in the salesmanager - performance are inconsistent. One stream of the research
has supported the effect of trust on performance (Lau & Cobb, 2010; Rich, 1997; Brashear et al.,



2003). On the other hand, there are some studies that did not find significant effect of trust on
performance (Athuahane-Gima & Li, 2002; Crosby et al. 1990; Doney & Cannon, 1997). Hence, we
hypothesis the following:

H7: Trust in the sales manager enhances sales performance.
H8: Trust in the sales manager does not enhance sales performance.

Moderating role of market dynamism

Market dynamism is referred to the ongoing and frequent changes in the industry in response to the
external environment, competition, market structure, customer demand and technology (Cui et al.
2006; Jap, 1999; Achrol & Stern, 1988). The continuous change brings with it many uncertainties
which makes it difficult for precise planning, cost reductions and forecasting (Sheth & Parvitiyar,
1992). Apparently market dynamism brings with it shorter product life-cycles, stemming from faster
changing customers tastes and fiercer competition (Dreyer & Gronhaug, 2004). With the influx in the
market environment, firms need to make rapid changes in their production plans and invest more in
their technological capabilities (to decrease cost) and adjust product designs to suit the new market
demand (Ciu et al, 2006).

On one hand, an increased market dynamism and associated risks of uncertainty render decision
making difficult and constitute serious drawbacks for business performances in virtually all industries.
On the other hand, it is argued that increased market dynamism may contribute positively to the
competitive performance of firms (Alpkan et al. 2007). We, assume that market dynamism will have
an effect on sales performance. Therefore, we, examine the moderating effects of market dynamism
on sales performance. We propose the following hypothesis:

H9: Market dynamism can improve sales performance.
H10: Market dynamism does not improve sales performance.

Moderating role of competitive intensity

Cui et al (2006) define competitive intensity as “degree of competition a firm faces in the market” (p.
102). The level of competitive intensity is related to the competitive activities of firms in the market,
including price competition, promotion competition, product competition (Grewal & Tansihaj, 2001;
Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). In the literature it has been stated that competitive intensity is the major
contributor to environmental hostility (Chan et al. 2012). Scholars in the marketing field argue that in
the case of low competition companies may not suffer from low performance even if they did not
attend completely to the customer needs. This is because customers have to stick to the firm’s
offerings as there are no alternatives. However, in highly competitive markets customers have more
market power (Appiah-Adu & Singh 1998). Hence, the customer’s expectation is to have higher
demands in a competitive markets, such as better quality products and services. Moreover, customers
have more suppliers to choose from their products/services and the supplier who satisfies its
customers better than the other competitors is likely to boost its sales performance (Chan et al., 2012).

A point worth to note, is that in highly competitive markets the quality of the products and services of
the diverse suppliers happens to be similar, which decreases the differentiation element.
Consequently, in highly competitive environment salespeople are forced to be the means of
differentiation, and as such, for example, the relationship itself that they have with the customer may
be the main value-add and the differentiation factor (Homburg et al. 2011; Yim et al. 2008). Therefore
we hypothesize the following:

H:11 The higher the competitive intensity the higher the sales performance.
H:12 The lower the competitive intensity the higher the sales performance.



Sales performance

The literature on performance in sales management discipline is mainly described in terms sales
people behaviour which has been evaluated from the perspective of their contribution to the firm goals
(Ingram et al. 1989). In sales management, job performance may be accepted as the main indicator of
performance (Jaramillo et al. 2005), which provides information on the managerial decisions such as
compensation, training and improving performance (Jones, et al, 2007). The literature on the
relationship between role stress and sales rep satisfaction has been extensively studied. However, its
relationship to sales performance is under researched (Kilic et al, 2010; Jones et al, 2007; Berhman &
Perreault, 1984). One possible reason for the lack of attention paid to this construct may be due to the
difficulties of defining and measuring overall salesperson effectiveness in Business-to-Business
selling — where it is not only important to meet established sales objectives but also to develop
effective sales presentations, generate new accounts, find new leads and generally in the long run to
be a team member (Ingram et al. 2006)

Methods
Data collection

To test our hypotheses, a cross-sectional survey was conducted in a sample of firms located in north
France, and more precisely at the lle-de-France (Paris) and Nord Pas de Calais (Lille) regions. The
sampling frame was composed from the Kompass directory of french firms, and following a
systematic random selection procedure, a total number of 780 sales people were selected and
contacted, 610 of which agreed to participate in the study. Following similar methodologies in the
sales and organisational behaviour literature, sales personnel were selected as respondents (Lagace,
1991; Dyne, Jehn and Cummings, 2002; Moideenkutty, Blau, Kumar and Nalakath, 2006). A
preliminary test of the questionnaire was run by means of 15 personal interviews with field sales
representatives. All items were checked in terms of readability, clarity, and face validity. Eliminating
guestionnaires with missing data, left us with 238 completed questionnaires (39% response rate).

In order to assess non-response bias, a comparison of early respondents and late respondents was
made on all variables of interest (Amstrong & Overton, 1977). No significant difference was found,
thus suggesting that generalisation of the results may be possible. Box’s M-test for homogeneity of
variances between the two groups, the multivariate Wilk’s lambda test and the test of between-
subjects effects for all constructs was nonsignificant. In addition, Levene’s test of equality or error
variances for all variables was also nonsignificant.

Measures

All constructs were adapted from the literature and utilized multiple items. Fifteen items relating to
the three role stressors (five items each), role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload, were taken
from previous research (Onemeyah, 2008; Boles et al., 1997; Jaramillo et al., 2005). For trust in the
sales supervisor construct, we adapted our items from (Agnihotri & Krush 2015; Schwepker & Good,
2010). Lastly, for sales performance we utilized from items from Fournier et al., 2013; Agnihotri &
Krush, 2015).

Findings

The above stated hypotheses were tested following a two-step approach (Gerbing and Anderson
1988). As a first step, unidimensionality and reliability of the measurement instrument were
established, and as a second step, the hypothesized structural relationships between constructs were
tested.



Confirmatory factor analysis

First, we established the measurement properties (i.e., reliability, discriminant and convergent
validity, as well as common method bias) for all constructs via confirmatory factor analyses (Table 1).
Results suggest that the model (CFI=0.96; GFI1=0.96; RMSEA=0.043; y*/df (395.29/301) = 1.313)
provides a good overall fit.

All factor loadings were statistically significant and above the cut-off value of 0.5. More importantly,
all measures show high reliability and convergent validity, with composite reliabilities and average
variances extracted (AVE) exceeding the recommended standard of 0.7 and 0.5 for all constructs
respectively (Bagozzi & Yi 2012). Results also support the discriminant validity of the measures.
First, confidence intervals around the correlation estimates between any two constructs were all
significantly different from one (Gerbing & Anderson 1988). Second, the average variance extracted
exceeded the squared correlation between all pairs of latent constructs (Fornell & Larcker 1981). The
maximum shared variances (MSV) and average shared variances (ASV) are also smaller than the
average variance extracted for each construct, providing additional evidence for the discriminant
validity of the measures in the model. We also inspected our findings for multicollinearity; however,
because the highest variance inflation factor in our models was 1.43 (Role Conflict), multicollinearity
did not appear to be a problem for our analyses (Hair, Anderson et al. 1995). Finally, we tested for
common method bias with the one-factor model showing significantly inferior fit statistics in
comparison to our initial measurement model. These results suggest that the likelihood of common
method bias is low.

Hypothesized relationships

Having established the unidimensionality and reliability of the model, in a next step we estimated the
hypothesized relationships between the focal constructs of this study. Overall, the findings presented
in Figure 2 suggest that the hypothesized structural model (y?/df (145.10/127) =1.143; CFI1=0.98;
GF1=0.98; RMSEA=0.029) fits the data well. Furthermore, the results support the general pattern of
hypothesized linkages between constructs in the model.

Moderating effects

The results show a significant positive moderating effect of competitive intensity on the relationship
between trust in managers and sales performance (f=.210, p=.005). Similar support is provided for the
moderating effect of market dynamism on the relationship between trust in managers and sales
performance (p=.250, p=.006). Figures 3 and 4 illustrate the significant interaction effects.
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Figure 2 : The structural model



Table 1: Confirmatory factor analysis

CR AVE MSV ASV 1 2 3 4 5 6
Sales Performance (a = .801) 0.802 0.575 0.096 0.038 0.759
Competitive Intensity (a =.916) 0.918 0.739 0.149 0.065 0.112 0.860
Market Dynamism (a =.855) 0.845 0.525 0.076 0.044 0.215 0.211 0.724
Role Conflict (a =.855) 0.844 0.522 0.188 0.077 0.310 0.221 0.276 0.722
Role Ambiguity (a =.876) 0.882 0.654 0.049 0.016 0.081 0.159 0.005 0.006 0.808
Role Overload (o =.817) 0.822 0.609 0.108 0.055 0.065 0.329 0.216 0.235 0.122 0.780
Trust (o =.795) 0.811 0.590 0.188 0.101 0.254 0.386 0.226 0.434 0.222 0.318 0.768
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Figure 4: Competitive intensity - moderated effect of trust in manager on sales performance
Discussion and managerial implications

The present study is an effort to shed light on the impact of role stressors on salespeople’s trust on
their manager and its impact on sales performance. It is evident from the results that role stressors
affect negatively salespeople’s trust in their supervisor. The less the salesperson’s role conflict,
ambiguity and overload the higher the trust those salespeople posit for their managers.

Moreover the impact of trust in the sales manager on salesperson’s performance has also been shown
to be significant and positive. In line with existing literature the more salespeople trust their line
manager, the better their sales performance.

Furthermore, the results indicate a moderating role for two environmental variables that have been
explored: market dynamism and product intensity. Both those environmental factors seem to boost the
positive effect of trust in the manager on salespeople’s performance. This means that the more intense
is a market perceived by the salespeople, the stronger the impact of those with high levels of trust on
their manager will be on their sales performance. The same applies for market dynamism, where in
highly dynamic markets, salespeople need high levels of trust to achieve higher levels of performance.



Those two findings are of particular importance, as they demonstrate clearly the power of trust in the
supervisor related to sales performance in tense and dynamic business environments. At the same
time, it is evident that salespeople, in order to overcome difficulties associated with tough competition
or market dynamism rely on their immediate managers, with those salespeople showing high levels of
trust in their managers performing better.

The present study is a first effort to unveil the link between role related managerial efforts, trust and
sales performance. The findings hold fruitful conclusions for sales managers in their effort to motivate
their salesforce in a turbulent and continuously demanding business era.
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