The effect of effort on sales performance and job satisfaction
Brown, Steven P, Peterson, Robert A

Journal of Marketing; Apr 1994; 58, 2; ABI/INFORM Global

pg. 70

Steven P. Brown & Robert A. Peterson

The Effect of Effort on Sales
Performance and Job Satisfaction

The authors address a fundamental gap in understanding how sales performance and job satisfaction are deter-
mined in an investigation of the sales force of a direct-selling organization. Results indicate a direct positive effect
of work-related effort on job satisfaction that is not mediated by sales performance. This is inconsistent with com-
monly accepted theoretical models and suggests that the perspective of work as a “terminal value” (i.e., an end in
itself, rather than strictly a means to an end) has been underemphasized in models of work behavior. As such, ei-
ther (1) measures of sales performance should be broadened to encompass the terminal value perspective on the
psychological value of work or (2) conceptual models should be revised to reflect that narrowly defined measures
of sales performance do not completely mediate the effect of effort on job satisfaction. The authors conclude with
a discussion of managerial implications of these findings.

I n spite of the extensive research literature on salesperson mo- In positing that performance completely mediates the re-
tivation, performance, and job satisfaction, one crucial var- lationship between effort and job satisfaction, some expec-
iable has been largely neglected—effort. Although it is in- tancy theory models (e.g., Churchill, Ford, and Walker
tuitively logical that the harder salespeople work, the better 1993) have conceptualized performance more broadly, to en-
they perform, few attempts have been made to empirically compass not only outcomes that are instrumental for the
document the strength of this relationship. Scarcer still is re- firm, but also those that are instrumental primarily for the
search on how work-related effort affects job satisfaction. personal goals, growth, and well-being of the salesperson.
Such relationships represent fundamental inputs and out- However, empirical measures of performance in sales force
comes of sales work, and lack of knowledge about them con- and organizational behavior research have not reflected this
stitutes a basic gap in understanding the psychology of broad conceptual deflmtlon..Most operationalizations in
sales work. sales force research and practice have defined performance

more narrowly as only those outcomes that are instrumental
to the organization in the short term; they do not consider
the psychological value of work itself. Thus, our study inves-
tigates whether commonly accepted theoretical relation-
ships between effort, performance, and job satisfaction hold
when sales performance is measured only in terms of out-
comes that are instrumental to the organization.
Investigation of these different perspectives on work be-
havior and attitudes is important to understanding what

The relationship between effort and job satisfaction is
of particular interest. This study investigates whether exer-
tion of effort influences job satisfaction only through the me-
diation of performance or whether it has a direct effect on
satisfaction that is not contingent on performance. Previous
research (i.e., Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1977) has con-
ceptualized salesperson job satisfaction primarily as a func-
tion of performance outcomes rather than a direct function

of effort exerted. When performance is construed narrowly work means to members of the sales force. Only through
(i.e., as only those outcomes that are instrumental for the such understanding can effective policies be formulated for
firm), this conceptualization would imply that work is fun- motivating, controlling, and evaluating the sales force. In-
damentally a means to an end, an activity that people en- valid assumptions regarding the psychological meaning of
gage in primarily for the material and psychological re- work and the measurement of sales performance are likely
wards that accrue from successful performance. An alterna- to lead to policies that demotivate salespeople and reduce
tive view holds that exertion of effort in the work itself pro- the impact of sales management activities.
vides fulfillment of people’s intrinsic needs to be com- Cherrington (1980) described two fundamental perspec-
petent, effective, and self-determining, and hence contrib- tives on the psychological value of work: (1) work as an in-
utes to job satisfaction independently of performance strumental value and (2) work as a terminal value. The in-
outcomes. strumental value perspective views work primarily as a
means to an end, or as ‘‘a positive activity because it con-
Steven P. Brown is an Assistant Professor of Marketing at the Edwin L. tributes, at least indirectly, to other worthwhile goals’” (Ch-
Cox School of Business, Southern Methodist University. Robert A. Peter- errington 1980, p. 26). The terminal value perspective
son holds the John T. Stuart lll Centennial Chair in Business Administra- views work as a positive activity in and of itself; it holds
tion and the Charles Hurwitz Fellowship at the University of Texas at that *“dedicated work is a positive virtue, much like honesty
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1980, p. 26). It also holds that ‘‘work is a natural law that
governs life. It produces a feeling of dignity, self-respect,
and independence’’ (Cherrington 1980, p. 26). This perspec-
tive implies that effortful engagement in work has affective
consequences that have not been recognized in models of
sales force motivation and behavior.

The prevailing conceptual notion that sales performance
strongly influences job satisfaction and mediates the effects
of antecedent variables on job satisfaction (e.g., Walker,
Churchill, and Ford 1977) has not been supported in the ma-
jority of existing studies (Brown and Peterson 1993).!
Thus, it is important to account for the discrepancy between
conceptual models and the accumulated empirical results.
A possibility investigated here is that effort affects both
sales performance and job satisfaction simultaneously and di-
rectly and that the relationship between performance and
job satisfaction is spurious and attributable to the relation-
ship of both with effort. We also investigate the role of ef-
fort as a mediator of the effects of motivational and role per-
ception constructs on sales performance and job
satisfaction.

The next section develops the conceptual foundations
of the study. This is followed by the development and test-
ing of a model of the relationships between effort and ante-
cedent and consequent constructs. We conclude with a dis-
cussion of the results and their implications.

Motivation, Role Perceptions,
and Effort

Conceptually, effort has often been confounded with, or con-
sidered equivalent to, motivation. For example, motivation
has been defined as the amount of effort expended in work-
related tasks (cf. Campbell and Pritchard 1976). However,
clearer and more useful definitions have discriminated be-
tween motivation and effort, identifying the former as an an-
tecedent of the latter (e.g., Naylor, Pritchard, and Iigen
1980; Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1977). This distinction
is maintained here. Motivation and effort are treated as con-
ceptually distinct, with effort representing the force, energy,
or activity by which work is accomplished, whereas motiva-
tion represents the psychological state or predisposition of
the individual with respect to choices involving the direc-
tion, intensity, and persistence of behavior (e.g., Ilgen and
Klein 1988; Naylor, Pritchard, and Ilgen 1980).

Sales force and organizational behavior researchers
have consistently recognized the importance of effort in con-
ceptual models of performance (Naylor, Pritchard, and
Iigen 1980; Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1977). These mod-
els typically have considered effort to mediate the relation-
ship between motivation and performance. Thus, they are
consistent with the previous conceptualization in represent-
ing effort as the mechanism by which motivation is trans-

"It should be noted, however, that the majority of empirical studies op-
erationally define sales performance narrowly, in terms of criteria instru-
mental for the firm. Given this narrow operationalization, though, the ac-
cumulated results of empirical research suggest that sales performance is
only weakly related to job satisfaction and other work attitudes.

lated into accomplished work (Naylor, Pritchard, and Iigen
1980).

Naylor, Pritchard, and Ilgen (1980, p. 6) define effort as
‘‘the amount of energy ‘spent’ on [an] act per unit of
time.’” Ilgen and Klein (1988) reiterate this definition. The
definition, however, ignores the perseverance aspect of
work-related behavior that logically constitutes part of the ef-
fort construct. Both the duration of time spent working and
the intensity of work activities represent important aspects
of effort (Campbell and Pritchard 1976).

In addition to motivational factors, other broad catego-
ries of variables may have antecedent effects on salesperson
effort. These include personality characteristics (e.g., com-
petitiveness, instrumentality, self-efficacy), role perceptions
(e.g., role ambiguity, role conflict), supervisory behaviors
(e.g., feedback, contingent rewards), job characteristics
(e.g., task variety, task significance, autonomy), and environ-
mental factors (e.g., territory potential, workload). We
focus on two individual difference constructs (competitive-
ness and instrumentality) and two role perception con-
structs (role ambiguity and role conflict) that previously
have not been studied in relation to salesperson effort.

The Effort-Satisfaction Linkage

A long tradition of theory and research has argued that
work itself provides meaning and satisfaction irrespective
of performance outcomes. White (1959, p. 318) argues that
people possess an innate need for *‘effectance’ (i.e., an “‘in-
born need to deal [effectively] with the environment’’). Ac-
cording to White (p. 322), ‘satisfaction has to be seen as
lying in a considerable series of transactions, in a trend of be-
havior rather than a goal that is achieved.”” Deci (1975;
Deci and Ryan 1985) builds on White’s idea of effectance
in elaborating intrinsic motivation theory. This theory (or,
more accurately, meta-theory) posits that people possess an
innate need to be competent, effective, and self-determin-
ing. Like White’s theory of effectance, intrinsic motivation
theory holds that work motivation is inborn and work itself
is fulfilling to the extent that the worker undertakes it will-
ingly and finds it to be an optimal challenge (Deci and
Ryan 1985). These perspectives suggest that effort affects
job satisfaction in ways that do not depend on narrowly de-
fined performance outcomes.

Other conceptual frameworks also predict a direct effect
of effort on job satisfaction not mediated by performance.
For example, self-perception theory (Bem 1972) posits that
people infer their attitudes from their own overt behavior.
Cognitive dissonance theory maintains that people adjust
their attitudes to be consistent with their behavior to relieve
tension resulting from attitudes that are discrepant from be-
havior (Festinger 1957). Both theories tend to make the
same empirical predictions (Fazio, Zanna, and Cooper
1977). Using these frameworks, several empirical studies
(e.g., Aronson and Mills 1959; Cardozo 1965; Emmons
1986; Mitchell 1983) have documented that expenditure of
effort tends to increase people’s evaluations of objects, out-
comes, feeling states, and memberships they earn or experi-
ence by means of their exertions. Hence, they support the hy-
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pothesis of a direct positive effect of effort on job
satisfaction.

Motivation

Researchers have identified two broad categories of motiva-
tional theories: (1) mechanistic or process theories (e.g., €x-
pectancy theory; Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1977) and (2)
substantive or content theories (i.e., theories positing dispos-
itional needs and motives within individuals; e.g., Hech-
hausen, Schmalt, and Schneider 1985). This research em-
ploys the latter conceptualization, focusing on two achieve-
ment-related individual difference variables, instrumentality
and competitiveness, and their effects on salesperson effort
and performance.

Instrumentality. Instrumentality represents a task-
centered, individualistic orientation (Spence and Helmreich
1983). Those high in instrumentality tend to focus on task
accomplishment and be independent and self-determining
in their work behavior, whereas those low in instrumental-
ity have less task focus and tend to be less independent, as-
sertive, and self-determining. The highly instrumental sales-
person is likely to maintain a focus on the details of task per-
formance, recognize the relationship between effort and
sales performance, and engage and persevere in the activi-
ties instrumental to successful performance (Spence and
Helmreich 1983). Although instrumentality previously has
not been investigated in sales force research, it has been re-
lated positively to performance in athletics, scientific attain-
ment, aviation pilot performance, and entrepreneurial busi-
ness attainment (Carsrud and Olm 1986; Spence and
Helmreich 1983).

Competitiveness. Competitiveness is an individual differ-
ence construct relating to the ‘‘enjoyment of interpersonal
competition and the desire to win and be better than oth-
ers’’ (Spence and Helmreich 1983, p. 41). Highly competi-
tive people are especially attentive to how their perfor-
mance compares with that of others. The importance they at-
tach to exceeding the performance of others motivates them
to exert high effort levels in the expectation that it will lead
to winning performance. Such dynamics apparently consti-
tute a ‘‘theory in use” (Zaltman, LeMasters, and Heffring
1982) of sales managers, who often use sales contests to
stimulate effort and boost sales.

Although researchers have investigated the effects of
contests on sales performance (e.g., Wildt, Parker, and Har-
ris 1987; Wotruba and Schoel 1983), very few have consid-
ered the effects of competitiveness as a dispositional charac-
teristic of salespeople. One exception was Plotkin (1987),
who reported a positive relationship between competitive-
ness and sales performance. In other work domains, compet-
itiveness has been found to be correlated positively with the
number of publications of academic psychologists
(Helmreich et al. 1980), business performance by entrepre-
neurs (Carsrud and Olm 1986), and performance of commer-
cial lending officers (Murphy 1986). Locke (1968) suggests
that the effect of competition on performance was likely to
occur through stimulation of higher levels of effort. Accord-
ing to Locke (1968, p. 179), competition ‘‘can serve as an
incentive to increase one’s effort on a task.”” Highly compet-
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itive salespeople are likely to exert greater effort than less
competitive salespeople. Effort is expected to mediate the re-
lationships between instrumentality and competitiveness
and performance.

Role Ambiguity and Role Conflict

As “‘boundary personnel”” linking an organization to its cus-
tomers, salespeople often experience role ambiguity and
role conflict. The stress that results has negative effects on
job satisfaction (e.g., Churchill, Ford, and Walker 1976). Ef-
fects of role ambiguity and role conflict on sales perfor-
mance have been weaker and less consistent (Brown and Pe-
terson 1993).

If a salesperson’s calling pattern generates high levels
of role conflict, a degree of call reluctance could result. An
obvious way to reduce the conflict is to reduce the number
of sales calls. Coping with role conflict by reducing effort
is likely to affect sales performance negatively. Thus, role
conflict is likely to affect salesperson effort negatively, and
effort is likely to mediate the effect of role conflict on sales
performance. The negative effect of role conflict on job sat-
isfaction, on the other hand, is likely to be strong and di-
rect, because conflict is likely to generate less positive eval-
uations of the job (e.g., Churchill, Ford, and Walker 1976).

Similarly, uncertainty regarding role performance expec-
tations is likely to result in less purposeful exertion of effort
(Behrman and Perreault 1984), resulting in lower sales per-
formance. Thus, it is reasonable to expect role ambiguity to
affect salesperson effort negatively and effort to mediate
the effect of role ambiguity on sales performance. Consis-
tent with previous research (e.g., Churchill, Ford, and
Walker 1976), a direct negative effect of role ambiguity on
job satisfaction is predicted.

Hypotheses

On the basis of the literature reviewed, the following re-
search hypotheses guided the empirical study:

H,: Work-related effort will have a direct positive effect on
job satisfaction and an indirect positive effect that is me-
diated by sales performance.

H,: Competitiveness will be positively related to effort; effort
will mediate the relationship between competitiveness
and sales performance.

H,: Instrumentality will be positively related to effort; effort
will mediate the relationship between instrumentality and
sales performance.

H,: Role ambiguity will be negatively and directly related to
job satisfaction; effort will mediate an indirect effect of
role ambiguity on job satisfaction.

Hs: Role ambiguity will be negatively related to salesperson
effort; effort will mediate the effect of role ambiguity on
sales performance.

Hg: Role conflict will be negatively and directly related to job
satisfaction; effort will mediate an indirect effect of role
conflict on job satisfaction.

H,: Role conflict will be negatively related to salesperson ef-
fort; effort will mediate the negative effect of role con-
flict on sales performance.

Hg: Effort will positively influence sales performance.

Hy: Sales performance will positively influence job
satisfaction.
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FIGURE 1
Hypothesized Model

Competitiveness

Instrumentality
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Role Ambiguity Role Conflict

Satisfaction

The model of hypothesized relationships is depicted in Fig-
ure 1.

Method

The Direct-Selling Context

This study was conducted in the context of a direct-selling
organization. This context was used to provide a rigorous
test of boundary conditions under which performance to-
tally mediates the relationship between effort and satisfac-
tion as posited in prevailing conceptual models. If the hy-
pothesized relationships are not supported empirically
under boundary conditions, they are not likely to hold in
other situations. A direct-selling company sells to the end
user without the use of channel intermediaries. It has been
estimated recently that approximately 5.5 million Ameri-
cans and a rapidly growing number of people worldwide
work for direct selling organizations and that annual indus-
try sales exceed $14 billion in the United States and $40 bil-
lion worldwide (Direct Selling Education Foundation
1993).

Salespeople working for direct-selling companies tradi-
tionally are independent contractors rather than employees.
Hence, company managers recruit, train, and motivate sales-
people but do not have coercive power over them. Thus, di-

rect salespeople enjoy a high degree of self-determination
over their work activities. Deci and Ryan (1985) maintain
that a person’s maximum involvement in and satisfaction
with their activities occur only when those activities are self-
determined. Therefore, it is fitting to investigate the hypoth-
eses in a context in which self-determination is maximized.
Such a context is likely to provide a rigorous boundary con-
dition test of the effort — performance — satisfaction
causal sequence.

Sample

The sample used in this study consisted of 380 direct sales-
people who worked for a company that sells a durable prod-
uct line door-to-door throughout the United States. These in-
cluded all salespeople from two 1-week training classes
who completed a 10- to 14-week field selling period. Ap-
proximately 69% of those who completed the training
classes also completed the field selling period and thus
were included in the final sample. The salespeople repre-
sented all 50 states and several foreign countries. Of the
380 salespeople, 265 were males.

This sample had numerous benefits for testing the hy-
potheses. For example, salespeople in this setting are very fo-
cused on face-to-face selling and little concerned with other
activities such as information gathering, customer service,
and administrative work, which tend to occupy more sub-
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stantial portions of time in other contexts. This facilitated
measurement of effort as the amount of time spent selling
and the intensity of selling activity during that time. It also
facilitated assessment of the effects of effort on work out-
comes, because this would have been more difficult if ef-
forts were more divided among disparate activities. Also, vir-
tually all sales result directly from individual sales calls on
potential customers. Hence, there were no carryover sales,
and the probability of ‘‘windfall’’ sales was small. All sales-
people began and concluded selling activities at nearly the
same time of year (the total period varying between 10 and
14 weeks). In summary, the study context represents
““pure’’ selling, or personal selling reduced to its lowest
common denominator.

Measures and Data Collection

Measures of the constructs were obtained at three different
points in time over four months. Measures of instrumental-
ity and competitiveness were obtained during training
classes. Salesperson self-reports of role ambiguity, role con-
flict, effort, and satisfaction were obtained at the end of the
selling period. Finally, manager ratings of performance
were collected separately after the selling period. The time
between collection of the exogenous and endogenous meas-
ures was long enough to inhibit any potential memory ef-
fects on the relationships between them and facilitated as-
sessment of true predictive (rather than concurrent) validity
and reduced the potential effects of common measurement
bias.

Salesperson effort was measured by three self-report
items assessing overall effort in the sales task, number of
hours worked, and number of calls made. The items asked
the salespeople to rate how they compared with all others in
the company on bipolar scales anchored by ‘‘Among the
most in the company’’-‘‘Among the least in the com-
pany.’’2 Coefficient alpha for the three items was .93.

Competitiveness was measured by a 5-item scale taken
from Helmreich and Spence (1978), which consisted of Lik-
ert items assessing the individual’s drive to exceed the per-
formance of others (e.g., ‘‘I enjoy working in situations in-
volving competition with others,”” *‘It annoys me when
other people perform better than I do’’). Coefficient alpha
for the scale was .68.

Instrumentality was measured by means of a scale taken
from Spence and Helmreich (1978) that consisted of eight bi-
polar items utilizing 5-point response formats. Sample
items included ‘‘Not at all independent’’—*‘Very independ-
ent’’ and ‘‘Go to pieces under pressure’’—*‘Stand up well
under pressure.”” Coefficient alpha for the scale was .75.

Sales performance was measured by manager ratings of
the salespeople under their supervision. Manager ratings are
commonly used in sales force and organizational behavior
research and have not been found to systematically bias cor-
relations with other constructs (Churchill et al. 1985; Landy

2The participating company followed the industry practice of weekly
(and even more frequent) sales force meetings in which individual salespeo-
ple interacted extensively with one another as well as with the manager.
Number of calls and hours worked were discussed frequently at these meet-
ings, and one’s relative standing on these indicators was well known.
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and Farr 1983).3 Managers rated the salespeople on five 7-
point scales assessing their overall sales performance and
their effectiveness on specific aspects of the selling process.
The items asked how effective the salesperson was in mak-
ing product demonstrations, closing, and collecting cash pay-
ments for sales made (‘‘Extremely effective’’—*‘Extremely
ineffective’’), how the manager would rate the overall per-
formance of the salesperson (‘‘Among the best in com-
pany”’—‘‘Among the worst in the company’’), and how the
salesperson’s performance would rank compared with all
other salespeople in the company (‘‘Among the best in com-
pany’’—*‘Among the worst in the company’’). Coefficient
alpha for the manager rating measure was .89.

Measures of job satisfaction, role ambiguity, and role
conflict were included on a questionnaire the salespeople
completed at the end of the selling period investigated. The
job satisfaction measure was global and adapted to the di-
rect-selling context. Similar global measures have been
used in previous research (e.g., Bagozzi 1980). The meas-
ure assessed overall satisfaction by means of 7-point bipo-
lar scales. The items asked how satisfied the salesperson
was overall (‘‘Extremely satisfied’’—‘‘Not satisfied at all’’),
to what extent the salesperson found the work exciting (‘ ‘Ex-
tremely exciting’’—*“Not at all exciting’’), how worthwhile
the salesperson considered the investment of time spent sell-
ing (“‘Extremely worthwhile’’—*‘Not at all worthwhile’”),
whether the salesperson would advise a friend to sell for the
company (‘‘Absolutely yes’’—‘‘Absolutely no’’), and
whether the salesperson would recommend the company as
a place to work (‘‘Definitely yes’’—*‘definitely no™’). Cron-
bach’s alpha for this scale was .86.

The role ambiguity and role conflict measures were
taken from Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman (1970) and con-
sisted of six Likert items each. The measures contained
fewer items than the original scales owing to elimination of
items that did not relate well to the direct-selling context
(e.g., ‘I had to buck a rule or policy in order to carry out an
assignment’’; “‘I had enough time to complete my work’’).
Cronbach’s alpha for role conflict was .77; for role ambigu-
ity it was .73.

Analytical Procedure

Path coefficients for the hypothesized model were esti-
mated using LISREL VII (Joreskog and Sorbom 1989).
The relatively large number of observed indicators for the
constructs were combined into single index measures equal
to the arithmetic mean of the item scores. The values of the
paths from the latent constructs to their observed indicators
were fixed to equal the square roots of the measure reliabil-
ities in a manner consistent with Loehlin (1987, p. 105).

3An objective measure of sales performance, total merchandise units
sold, also was collected. The correlation between manager ratings and this
objective measure was .71, suggesting a high degree of convergence.
Model results and substantive conclusions of the study are the same using
either measure of performance. Results using the manager ratings are re-
ported here because they reflect a somewhat broader construal of perfor-
mance in this selling context.
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TABLE 1
Intercorrelations Among Constructsa

Construct 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Role ambiguity [.73]
2. Role conflict .36 [.77]
(.01)
3. Competitiveness -.02 .15 [.68]
(n.s.) (.01)
4. Instrumentality -.03 =21 A7 [.75]
(n.s.) (.o1) (.01)
5. Effort -13 -.09 .04 .13 [.93]
(.05) (n.s.)) (n.s.) (.01)
6. Performance -.06 .04 A7 17 .51 [.89]
(n.s.) (n.s.) (.01) (.10) (.o1)
7. Satisfaction -17 -.31 A7 .20 A1 .31 [.89]
(.01) (.01) (.01) (.01) (.01) (.01)

aGignificance levels are noted in parentheses.
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients are reported in the diagonal.

TABLE 2
Standardized Path Coefficients and t-Values for Hypothesized and Revised Model2
Hypothesized Revised
Model Model
Standardized Standardized

Structural Path Coefficient t-Values Coefficient t-Values
Competitiveness — Effort -.02 =21 - -
Instrumentality — Effort .23 2.14 A7 2.59
Role conflict — Effort .05 .52 - -
Role ambiguity — Effort -19 -2.05 -.16 -2.23
Competitiveness — Performance - - 15 2.80
Role conflict — Satisfaction -.37 -5.05 -.34 -5.99
Role ambiguity — Satisfaction .06 .76 - -
Effort —» Performance .64 11.11 .62 11.05
Effort — Satisfaction 47 5.43 .48 8.48
Performance — Satisfaction .04 .46 - -

x2(6) = 1376 x2(9) = 703

=.032 p=.634
GFl =.990 GFl =.995
RMSR = .029 RMSR = .022

at-values exceeding 2.0 are statistically significant.

Results

Model Estimation and Modification

Table 1 reports the observed intercorrelations among the con-
structs. The results of estimating the hypothesized model
are presented in Table 2. Fitting the model resulted in x? =
13.76 with 6 degrees of freedom (p = .032). In spite of a chi-
square value that is significant at the .05 level, the model’s
ability to recreate the sample correlation matrix is evi-
denced by the small root mean square residual (.029) and
large goodness of fit index (.990). These indices suggest a
good fit to the data. The crucial direct path from effort to
job satisfaction was statistically significant. There was no in-
direct effect of effort on job satisfaction; the sales perfor-
mance — job satisfaction path was not statistically signifi-

cant after the effects of effort on both outcome constructs
were controlled. This was true in spite of a statistically sig-
nificant zero-order correlation between performance and sat-
isfaction (r = .31, p < .001). This strongly suggests that the
observed pairwise correlation was spurious and attributable
to the common antecedent, effort.

In spite of the adequate fit of the hypothesized model,
modifications were undertaken to provide a more accurate
and parsimonious representation of the data (McCallum
1986). First, the nonsignificant paths were deleted from the
model. Second, LISREL modification indices suggested the
existence of a direct relationship between competitiveness
and sales performance that was not mediated by effort.
Such a direct path suggests that competitiveness may con-
tribute positively to sales performance primarily through
means other than greater effort exertions (e.g., self-presen-
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FIGURE 2
Revised Model
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RMSR = .022

tational/selling skills). No other additions to the model
were suggested by the modification indices.

Estimation of the revised model, depicted in Figure 2, re-
sulted in a very good fit of the model to the data (x*> = 7.03
with 9 d.f,, p = .63, GFI = .995, RMSR = .022). These indi-
ces suggest that the model provides a very accurate and par-
simonious representation of the data. All paths were statis-
tically significant.

Hypotheses Tests

As predicted (H,), salesperson effort had a significant direct
effect on work satisfaction. Contrary to H;, however, effort
did not have an indirect effect on job satisfaction mediated
by sales performance. Although effort significantly affected
sales performance, performance did not have a significant ef-
fect on job satisfaction.

The positive effect of competitiveness on salesperson ef-
fort predicted in H, was not significant. However, a signifi-
cant direct relationship between competitiveness and sales
performance was observed. As predicted (H,), instrumental-
ity had a significant positive effect on salesperson effort.

Role ambiguity did not have the significant direct nega-
tive effect on job satisfaction predicted in H,, though it did
have a modest indirect effect mediated by effort. Role am-
biguity also had the significant direct effect on effort and in-
direct effect on performance predicted in H.

76 / Journal of Marketing, April 1994

Role conflict had the direct negative effect on job satis-
faction predicted in Hg but not the predicted indirect effect
mediated by effort. Role conflict did not negatively affect ef-
fort or perfomance as predicted in H;. As predicted in Hyg, ef-
fort had a strong positive effect on sales performance. Fi-
nally, contrary to the prediction of Hy, performance had no
significant effect on job satisfaction.

Does the Effort-Satisfaction
Effect Generalize?

Although the direct effect of effort on job satisfaction
emerged clearly, it is possible that the effect was specific to
the direct-selling context. To assess the generalizability of
this result, meta-analytic techniques were used to synthe-
size previous research involving effort, work performance,
and job satisfaction.* An extensive search of the sales force
and organizational behavior literatures located 11 empirical
studies (5 sales force and 6 non—marketing-related organiz-
ational behavior studies) that considered effort in relation to
work performance and/or job satisfaction.

“Technical details are available from the first author. Even if the results
of this study did not generalize beyond the direct-selling context, the fact
that over 5.5 million people work in direct-selling jobs in the United States
makes that context substantively important in the overall work force (Di-
rect Selling Association 1993).
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TABLE 3
Meta-analytic Results for Sales Force and Non-Sales Force Studies

Sales Force Studies

Non-Sales Force Studies

No. of Cumulative No. of Cumulative
Relationship r Studies N r Studies N
Effort-Performance .24 5 999 27 5 1124
Effort-Satisfaction A7 3 684 .25 4 998
Performance-Satisfaction 15 3 684 .20 3 878
Weighted-mean pairwise correlations among the con- FIGURE 3

structs were computed according to formulas and proce-
dures described in Hedges and Olkin (1985). These
weighted-mean correlations are reported in Table 3. Be-
cause the weighted-mean correlation for non—sales force
studies was significantly greater than the corresponding cor-
relation for sales force studies for the effort-satisfaction re-
lationship, the two groups of studies were treated
separately.

The weighted-mean correlations from the two groups of
studies were used to estimate the model depicted in Figure
3, with effort representing the common antecedent of both
performance and job satisfaction and performance also des-
ignated as an antecedent of job satisfaction (e.g., Bagozzi
1980; Sheridan and Slocum 1975). Standardized path coef-
ficients and t-values are reported in Figure 3. All three struc-
tural paths were statistically significant for both sales force
and non-sales force studies. As in the empirical analysis,
the direct effort — job satistaction path was significant for
both sales force and non-sales force studies. Thus, it ap-
pears that the direct effect of effort on job satisfaction is not
specific to the direct-selling context. The meta-analysis did
find a significant performance — job satisfaction path, how-
ever, suggesting that this relationship is not completely at-
tributable to the common relationship of both constructs
with effort.

Discussion and Conclusions

The empirical study indicates that effort has a strong direct
effect on job satisfaction that is not contingent on sales per-
formance. The findings also corroborate those of previous
studies (e.g., Behrman and Perreault 1984; Dubinsky and
Hartley 1986) that sales performance is, at best, weakly re-
lated to job satisfaction. In the empirical study, no indirect
effect of effort on job satisfaction (i.e., mediated by perfor-
mance) was observed. In light of the significant zero-order
correlation between performance and job satisfaction (r =
.31, p < .001), the results are consistent with Behrman and
Perreault’s (1984) assertion that the performance-satisfac-
tion relationship may be at least partially attributable to com-
mon antecedent variables. In both the empirical and meta-
analytic studies, effort was a direct antecedent of both con-
structs. In the empirical study, the causal relationship be-
tween sales performance and job satisfaction became negli-
gible when the effects of effort were controlled, whereas in
the meta-analytic study, a significant performance — satis-
faction path still resulted after considering the effects of ef-
fort. Thus, though effort clearly appears to be a common an-

Standardized Path Coefficients and t-Values for
Causal Model Relating Effort, Work Performance,
and Job Satisfaction in Sales Force and
Non-Sales Force Contexts

A. Model for Sales Force Studies

Satisfaction

B. Model for non-Sales Force Studies

Satisfaction

t-values are in parentheses

tecedent of both performance and job satisfaction, the ev-
idence is inconclusive on the extent to which the relation-
ship between performance and satisfaction is attributable to
the association of both constructs with effort.

The results suggest that sheer input of effort into sales
work enhances job satisfaction and that this enhancement is
independent of narrowly measured performance outcomes.
Although effort also had a concomitant positive effect on
performance, its positive effect on job satisfaction occurred
independently of performance and was not mediated by it.
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The strong direct effect of effort on job satisfaction im-
plies that the perspective of work as a terminal value merits
greater attention in conceptual models of work behavior
and job attitudes. This effect is consistent with theories of in-
trinsic motivation (Csikszentmihalyi 1990; Deci 1975; Deci
and Ryan 1985; White 1959), which emphasize people’s in-
herent needs to be competent, effective, and self-determin-
ing and maintain that high levels of involvement in instru-
mental activities such as work constitute a primary means
of satisfying these needs.

Csikszentmihalyi (1990), for example, cites instances of
people in very mundane situations such as factory work,
who, through intense focus on and involvement in their rou-
tine work tasks, achieve high levels of job satisfaction. In
the process, they also achieve high performance; however,
their satisfaction does not result from their performance,
but rather from involvement in their work.

The results of this study are generally consistent with
previous research regarding the effects of role ambiguity
and role conflict on sales work outcomes. They contribute
to understanding the process through which role ambiguity
negatively affects sales performance by demonstrating that
effort mediates the relationship, which suggests that the ef-
fect of role ambiguity on sales performance occurs primar-
ily through a reduction in the level of effort exerted. Inter-
estingly, role ambiguity was only indirectly related to job
satisfaction (also through the mediation of effort).

Contrary to role ambiguity, role conflict had a negative
direct effect on job satisfaction but no significant effect on
either effort or performance. These results are consistent
with previous research (e.g., Behrman and Perreault 1984).

A positive relationship was observed between instrumen-
tality and effort. The independence and task-orientation char-
acteristic of highly instrumental salespeople was associated
with greater effort levels; those low in instrumentality
tended to exert less effort and, as a result, to be lower per-
formers than those high in instrumentality. Effort mediated
the indirect effect of instrumentality on sales performance.

Competitiveness was positively and directly related to
performance. Surprisingly, this effect was not mediated by
effort. This suggests that though competitiveness was asso-
ciated with higher performance, the effect occurred primar-
ily through behavioral channels other than effort (e.g., self-
presentation).

Although research in other contexts has suggested that
competitiveness is a ‘‘mixed blessing’’ (e.g., Spence and
Helmreich 1983), it appears that in this context, as well as
in others that have been studied, competitiveness is associ-
ated with higher performance. Within a well-considered
framework of superordinate organizational goals, it appears
that a spirit of competition can serve a useful motivational
purpose, but it is important that all parties to the competi-
tion consider themselves primarily to be members of the
larger, unified team and only secondarily to be members of
competing subunits (Sherif et al. 1961).

These results contribute toward a better understanding
of the psychological meaning of work to the sales force. In
terms of a falsificationist view of theory development (cf.
Popper 1963), the empirical study has subjected the hypoth-
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esis that narrowly defined sales performance totally medi-
ates the effect of effort on job satisfaction to a rigorous test
and provided disconfirming evidence. The meta-analytic re-
sults provided supporting evidence suggesting that this rela-
tionship is not unique to the direct-selling context. These
findings, along with the accumulation of previous results in-
dicating that performance is only modestly related to satis-
faction, suggest that current measures of job performance
do not capture performance aspects that reflect the terminal
value perspective on the psychological meaning of sales
work. Consequently, a discrepancy exists between com-
monly accepted theoretical models and the accumulated em-
pirical research findings. To address and correct this discrep-
ancy, either broader measures of sales performance that ad-
equately encompass the terminal value perspective should
be developed and employed or conceptual models should
be revised to reflect the limitations of narrowly defined per-
formance measures. Such narrow measures do not appear to
mediate the effects of effort completely, as posited in prevail-
ing conceptual models.

Managerial Implications

Our results have implications for sales management with re-
spect to recruiting, training, motivating, and evaluating the
performance of sales personnel. With respect to recruiting,
the results regarding instrumentality and competitiveness
suggest that these dispositional traits are positively related
to effort and performance, respectively, and that managers
might screen candidates usefully for sales positions on
these traits. In the case of competitiveness, however, it is im-
portant for managers to recognize the potential for very
high levels of competition among members of the sales
force to be dysfunctional (e.g., Sherif et al. 1961).

With respect to training and organizational socializa-
tion, our results are consistent with those of previous re-
search in social psychology suggesting that effortful and dif-
ficult initiations tend to enhance people’s attitudes toward
group membership (e.g., Aronson and Mills 1959; Gerard
and Mathewson 1966). If requiring performance of effortful
or difficult tasks enhances appreciation of group member-
ship, then salesperson socialization procedures that ask
high levels of effort from new employees can enhance their
esteem for the role they are to play in the organization.
When salespeople exert high levels of effort to become ini-
tiated into the sales force (e.g., Dubinsky et al. 1986), they
may value membership more highly than when socializa-
tion is less effortful.

Managerial focus on effort is also likely to be important
in motivating veteran salespeople. Honor clubs (e.g., hun-
dred percent clubs) are likely to be an excellent way of mo-
tivating high performers to sustain high effort levels. Recog-
nition of consistency in achieving quota is likely to be effec-
tive in sustaining the efforts of successful salespeople. This
study also suggests that recognition of salesperson effort
can have beneficial effects on both performance and job sat-
isfaction. It suggests that contests, awards, and recognition
based at least partly on effort (e.g., number of contacts or
calls made, number of hours worked) could be particularly
worthwhile.
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Our results reveal that effortful engagement in sales
work has psychological benefits for salespeople that are not
captured by typical measures of sales performance. This sug-
gests that to capture elements of performance that have the
most psychological meaning to their salespeople, managers
should consider broadening their evaluative criteria to in-
clude not only dimensions that are instrumental to the firm
in the short term, but also those that are instrumental in the
long term and even those that are more meaningful for the
salesperson than for the organization. Such broadened per-
formance criteria can help build organizational commit-
ment by helping salespeople link their personal goals with
those of the organization.

Because turnover consistently has been found to be neg-
atively related to job satisfaction, it is imperative that man-
agers understand and appreciate the antecedents of job sat-
isfaction. The present results suggest that managers would
be ill-advised to assume that salespeople who perform well
on measures instrumental to the firm’s performance neces-
sarily will be more satisfied with their jobs and hence less
likely than low performers to leave the organization. Be-
cause the results suggest that effortful involvement in work
is a better predictor of salesperson job satisfaction than is
performance, to ensure some degree of turnover functional-
ity (i.e., the retention of top performers and simultaneous
winnowing of weak performers), managers should consider
proactive steps to sustain the effort expended by high
performers.

Directions for Further Research

Although the empirical context of the present research con-
sisted of only one type of sales force, the substance and im-
plications of the research questions are general in nature.
Hence, replication of these results in other types of sales
forces and other work contexts are needed to further ex-
plore the boundary conditions and moderators of the relation-
ships among effort, performance, and job satisfaction. For
example, is the direct effect of effort on job satisfaction gen-
eralizable to more complex selling situations in which the re-
sults of a salesperson’s efforts are not so quickly and read-
ily observable as in this context? The meta-analytic investi-
gation would suggest that it is, but further research probing
the limits of these findings would be useful. In particular, re-
search investigating different compensation systems, differ-
ent selling cycles, transaction- versus relationship-selling ori-

entations, and individual versus team selling would be espe-
cially worthwhile.

The present study suggests that research on the respec-
tive effects of working harder versus working smarter on
sales performance (e.g., Sujan 1986) should be extended to
consider the relative effects of these aspects of selling behav-
ior on job satisfaction and to what extent each is mediated
by sales performance.

As previously noted, prior research has not adequately
explored the conceptual domain of work-related effort. A
comprehensive consideration of the nature and scope of
work-related effort as well as its antecedents and conse-
quences is needed. Sales force and organizational behavior
researchers have tended to use the concept of effort as if a
universally accepted conceptual and operational definition
existed. Such a definition does not currently exist, however,
and requires comprehensive and rigorous development.

Although the present study uses measures typical of
those employed in related research, it is possible that they
did not fully capture the conceptual domains of the effort,
performance, and job satisfaction constructs (e.g., as they
are conceptualized in Churchill, Ford, and Walker 1993).
Further research could focus usefully on developing and val-
idating broader measures of these constructs that more fully
incorporate the terminal value perspective on the psycho-
logical meaning of work. The possibility of common meas-
urement bias also exists because effort and job satisfaction
were measured using the same instrument. It would be use-
ful for further research to replicate these results by measur-
ing all constructs independently.

It is important to consider managerially controllable an-
tecedents of effort, such as supervisory behaviors and organ-
izational variables. Variables such as the frequency and qual-
ity of communication and feedback, consideration, initia-
tion of structure, participation in decision-making, task va-
riety, influence over standards, and contingent rewards
would all make useful contributions to the theory and prac-
tice of sales management.

This study suggests that models of work behavior and
performance can be refined and improved through specifica-
tion and testing of process variables. Identification of other
mediator variables in sales force and other work contexts
would increase understanding of how sales performance
and job attitudes are determined. When these processes are
better understood, prescriptions for effectively managing
work behavior can be offered with greater confidence.
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