DOES INTRAORGANIZATIONAL NETWORK EMBEDDEDNESS
IMPROVE SALESPEOPLE’S EFFECTIVENESS?
A TASK CONTINGENCY PERSPECTIVE

Tuba Ustiiner and Dawn lacobucci

Using a two-phase research methodology, this study investigates the refationship between salespeople’s intraorganizational
network embeddedness and their sales effectiveness. Following the indings of the explorarory research, we first distin-
guish salespeople’s intraorganizational netwarks on the basis of their content—work versus social networks
activation frequency. Next, we focus on three main sales tasks, opportunity-identification, solutien-creation, and closing
the deal, and uncover that overcoming the challenges of each sales task requires mobilizing particular intraorganizacional
resources, We show that work and social networks give access to different sets of resources, and we develop a contingency
model that explains which nerworks and nerwork ties are likely to be more instrumental for salespeople’s effectiveness at
each sales task. In the second phase of the research, we test the contingency model using a sociometric method. The resulis
indicate that for effectiveness in apportunity-identification, social as opposed o work nerworks are most instrumental.
For effectiveness in solution-creation, work racher than social networks are more eritical. And for closing the deal, both
work networks and social networks are important. Furthermore, salespeople who have frequently activared nerworle ties

and their tie

are consistently more effective than salespeople who may have many ties but who activate them less frequently.

From the simplest products to the most complex services,
today’s sales environment is marked by ever-increasing de-
mands for knowledge, communication, coordination, and
customization (Jones et al, 2005a; Richards, Moncrief, and
Marshall 2010). Customers want salespeople to “process,
internalize, and manage increasing information loads” (Jones
et al. 2005a, p. 106), and companies spend billions of dollars
in technologies to support their sales force in their efforts to
strengthen their relationships with their customers (Ahearne
and Rapp 2010; Hunter and Perreault 2007).

Customers expect more and they want it now {Crittenden,
Peterson, and Albaum 2010; John, Weiss, and Dutta 1999;
Johnson and Selnes 2004). Indeed, customer expectations are
increasing faster than whart salespeople can deliver on their
own. As a result, salespeople are forging new roles. Racher
than operating as “lone wolves” (Jones et al. 2005a), effective
safespeople are more and more functioning as strategic “or-
chestrators” {Jones et al. 2005b; Weitz and Bradford 1999).
They span boundaries (Moon and Armstrong 1994}, and
coordinate the expertise within their organizations to deliver
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the right value for their customers (Glazer 19915 Steward et
al. 2010).

These new, more expansive roles require salespeople to have
access to resources that they cannot develop on their own.
As a resule, effective salespeople search within their firms to
uncover the kinds of resources their organizations can offer to
them. They engage in behavior that Ploufte, Sridharan, and
Barclay (2009) call “exploratory navigation.” The salespeople
identify where the relevant resources lie within their organi-
zation, and discover ways to gain access. Next they mobilize
these resources to best fie with the customers’ requirements.
Once the proposed customer solution is created, they follow
up with their customer, and implement the requested changes
to close the sale effectively. When that sale is closed, they con-
tinue managing the relationship for future sales opportunities.
All these sales tasks require the salespeople to have complete
support from their internal organizations (Mehra eral. 2006).
In order ro manage their customer relationships smoothly on
an ongoing basis, and to effectively make a sale, the effective
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salespeople first sell it inside their own organizations (Steward
et al, 2010; Weitz, Castleberry, and Tanner 2008).

Interestingly, however, che literature has been mostly silent
on the role that the nonsales employees of an organization
may play in enhancing {or undermining} the sales process.
Some researchers have suggested the importance of intra-
organizational social nerworks in sales effectiveness (Homburg,
Workman, and Jensen 2002; Ustiiner and Godes 2006). Yet
there has been lirtfe empirical research to date linking sales
effectiveness and intraorganizational network embeddedness.
One notable exception is Steward etal.’s (2010) scudy, which
demonstrates the importance of salespeople’s social networls
in enabling salespeople to function better as coordinators of
expertise inside their organizations.

Our goal in this paper is to contribute to this evolving litera-
ture by uncovering how salespeople’s networl embeddedness
shapes their sales effectiveness at three main sales tasks: (1) op-
portunity identification, (2) solution creation, and (3) closing
the deal. Given thar this is one of the first attempts to explain
the refationship between networl embeddedness and sales
effectiveness, we use a two-phase research methodology. In
the exploratory phase we uncover that there is a contingent
relationship between salespeople’s network embeddedness and
their effectiveness. Following the findings of the interviews
conducted with salespeople, their colleagues, and sales manag-
ers, we develop a contingency model and specify our findings
with three sets of hypotheses. In the second phase, we test
these hypotheses using a sociometric network methodology (1o
uncover salespeople’s network variables) and surveys collected
from sales managers (to uncover salespeople’s effectiveness at
each task). The findings support the contingency model.

We start with a literature review on sales effecriveness.
Following the findings of the exploratory research and the
literature on social networks, we develop the task contingency
model, mapping out which social networks and network ties
are likely to be most instrumental for sales effectiveness ar each
sales task. Next, we describe our two-phase methodology. We
then present the results of the sociometric study and the sur-
vey study conducted during the second phase of the research,
where we test the contingency model. We conclude with
discussions, limitations, and directions for future research.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THE
DEVELOPMENT OF HYPOTHESES

Sales Effectiveness

Until recently, the extant sales literature defined the sales
process as a dyadic process that takes place between the sales-
person and the customer (or che sales team and the procure-
ment team). According to this traditional philosophical point
of view, effectiveness in sales depended on the salesperson’s
personal resources, selling skills, cognitive abilities, personality,

educational background, experience, motivation, role percep-
tions, and aptitude, holding environmental and firm-level
factors constant (e.g., see Churchill et al. 1985; Vinchur et
al. 1998 Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1977; Weitz 1981 ). In
this literature, the role of intraorganizational resources in sales
effectiveness was mentioned only in passing.

During recent years, however, an important shift has
taken place in the sales literature, as was documented in
the twenty-fifth anniversary special issue of the journal of
Personal Selling e Sales Management in 2005. In thar issue,
safes scholars discussed the major changes that were taking
place in the sales environment. They discussed the new roles
the salespeople need to assume to overcome the challenges of
this new environment (see also Moon and Armstrong 1994;
Richards, Moncricf, and Marshall 2010; Steward et al. 2010;
Weitz and Bradford 1999). In addition, they called for studies
that revisit some of the basic sales concepts (Jones eval. 2005a;
Jones et al. 2005b). These scholars argue that in today’s sales
environment, knowledge is becoming an explicit pare of the
market offering—customers derive value from knowledge
and are willing to pay for it (Jones et al. 2005a; Powell and
Snellman 2004},

As knowledge becomes more important strategically, knowl-
edge bases continue o expand (Castells 2001; Johnson, Sohi,
and Grewal 2004; Powell and Snellman 2004). The sources
of expertise become more specialized and dispersed, making
individuals and departments within firms interdependent
for knowledge sharing. These changes blur the boundaries
between intra- and interorganizational structures and processes
(Powell, Koput, and Smith-Docerr 1996; Wortkman, Homburg,
and Jensen 2003). As a result, sales no longer functions as a
department unto itselfs instead, it must collaborate with other
departments (Anderson 1996). For example, salespeople sell-
ing compuer servers depend on the support of their immedi-
ate group of colleagues, as well as the support and expertise of
hardware and software engineers throughout their company.
Salespeople are facile representatives of a broad set of sales
support functions. Although these functional supporters are
not explicitly on the sales team, the implicit sales support
combines sales and nonsales employees™ efforts in creating
value for the customer (Moon and Armstrong 1994).

As the sales function continues to change, salespeople’s
individual resources are falling short of meeting these new
challenges (Ustiiner and Godes 2006). Salespeople can no
longer accumulate all the requisite knowledge resources on
their own, so they increasingly depend on their social networks
to access, share, and coordinate the camulated knowledge em-
bedded in the networks (Podolny and Page 1998; Powell and
Snellman 2004; Troy, Hirunyawipada, and Paswan 2008). In
Plouffe’s and Barclay’s words, “salespeople require the ability
to navigate within their own organization to get what they
need to be successful” (2007, p. 528).




The theoretical arguments for the importance of network
embeddedness for sales effectiveness are compelling, but the
sales liverature is scill in its infancy with respect to empiri-
cal support for these conceptualizations. A new literature is
beginning to emerge, For example, Plouffe, Sridharan, and
Barclay’s (2009) investigation into salespeople gathering in-
ternal resources captures the importance of leveraging onc’s

ties. Likewise, Steward ecal.’s (2010) scudy focuses on the role
of salespeople’s internal working relationships and uncovers
how these relationships impact salespeople’s coordination
of expertise inside the firm dircetly and their overall sales
performance indirectly. They define salespeople’s internal
working relationships in terms of their reputation, diversity,
and strength. They show that reputation, diversity, and tie
strength of internal relationships are positively related o
salespeople’s coordination of expertise inside the firm, which
in turn is positively related to their overall performance. Even
though Steward eral.’s study is a fine beginning in building our
understanding of the role of salespeople’s intraorganizational
network embeddedness in sales effectiveness, it focuses on
only one particular sales task {coordination of expertise) and
one particular network {work nerworks).

In this research, we contribute to this emerging literature by
developing a contingency approach to the refacionship between
network embeddedness and sales effectiveness. We focus on
two sets of contingencies. First, we distinguish salespeople’s
intraorganizational nerworks on the basis of their content
(worle versus social networks) and frequency of interaction,
Following the literature in organizational behavior and the
findings of the exploratory research, we posit that salespeople’s
work and social networks give access to different resources
that could be more or less useful to the salespeople depending
on the sales task that they want ro achieve. Second, we focus
on salespeople’s effectiveness in three main sales tasks that
are included in most sales process models in the literature:
opportunity-identification, solution-crearion, and closin gthe
deal (Creyer and Ross 1994; Moncrief and Marshall 2005;
Rentz et al. 2002). Then, we develop a contingency model
that specifies the types of necworles and the kinds of ties within
them that would be most instrumental in salespeople’s effec-
tiveness at each sales task.

* Types of Networks and Network Ties

A network is defined as a set of actors and the ties that connect
them (lacobucci and Hopkins 1992; Knoke and Yang 2007;
Roncherto, Hutt, and Reingen 1989). Different sets of people
will certainly yield different networks, but even the same
collection of people, such as salespeople in an organization,
can yield information about multiple “networks,” if the links
berween these people reflect diffesent means of interacting, For
example, the sales force can be asked to report on their friend-
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ship tes, their communication ties, their e-mail exchanges,
and so on, and these structures will not be redundant.

Work Networks Versus Social Networks

Marketing scholars studying relationships in sales and mar-
keting have found it useful to distinguish between social ties
and task-related interactions (e.g., Bradford, Stringfellow,
and Weitz 2004; Frenzen and Davis 1990; Goldenberg et al.
2008; Grayson 2007; Price and Arnould 1999). For example,
while trust in one’s coworkers is frequently toured as excremely
important to performance and satisfaction (Brashear et al.
2003; Jones er al, 2005b; Lin 2007; Seevers, Skinner, and
Kelley 2007), marketers also speak of holding team members
accountable for task-related performance (Jones er al, 2005b).
Alternative labels have been used to characterize analogous
constructs, such as task- and emotion-oriented skills (Bradford
et al. 2010; Plouffe and Barclay 2007).

We will leverage these distinctions. For simplicity, we
refer 1o “work” neework ties and “social” network ties, where
work networlk ties involve the sharing of fine-grained techni-
cal information abour work-relaced matters such as product
specifications, financing models, logistics, and other process
management information. Social network ties are the ties con-
necting people who spend time together because chey enjoy
each other’s company. In terms of network analysis, work
ties and social ties typically result in fairly different network
structures-—actors who communicate technical information
frequently are not necessarily friends, and actors who arc cen-
trally embedded in one network may be more peripheral in
another (Gundlach and Foer 2008; Knoke and Yang 2007).

Interconnections in work networks are clearly important
to attain worle goals. They facilitate the sharing of technical
informartion. For example, a salesperson taps a work networl
tie when seeking to answer a question that a customer raises
about a product. Work network ties are instrumental to the
basic process of creating value for the customers, including
the adapration of the firm’s offering to a particular customer’s
needs, ro make a product-service package attractive to a cus-
tomer in the selling process.

In contrast, social network ties may appear to be “softer,”
but they can be equally important, albeit in different ways.
Social ties are critical in the formation of bonds among col-
leagues, and are the foundations in building trusting personal
relationships. Trust, in turn, gives access to fruitful sales-relaced
information. For example, social ties often yield leads in
identifying potential customers, such as when a friend at one
company recommends contacting his or her counterpast at
another company who may have similar purchasing require-
ments. Social norms encourage people embedded in social
networks to go the extra mile for their friends when they know
their friends need a favor.
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Thus, we anticipate that it will be useful to distinguish
intraorganizational networks in terms of work and social
nerworks. When salespeople access their work networks ver-
sus social networks, we posit that they are seeking different
resources, abilities, and knowledge bases, and we will empiri-
cally test these distinctions.

Frequent Versis fnﬁ'qum' Contact

In addition to varying in terms of content, network ties also
vary in the frequency of interactions among the actors in the
network. A work network connection that involves frequent
interactions is likely to influence sales performance differently
from a work network connection that involves less frequent
interactions. To illustrate, imagine a small organization. In
such a fiem, it is likely that most parties know each other and
the work network may be fairly dense (i.c., the proportion
of links among actors is high). Yet the mere existence of a tie
does not necessarily imply that a lov of information is being
shared between the actors. Ties that are useful o a salesper-
son are those thar are frequently accessed to leverage critical
information.

To maximize sales effectiveness, knowledge sharing requires
frequent interactions. The tmeliness, intensity, and volume
of information that must be shared cannot be done at casual,
infrequent intervals. Jones et al. (2005b) hypothesized that
strong reladonships should facilitate positive performance
outcomes.

Sales Tasks

The sales literarure defines the sales process as consisting of
“various stages” (Rentz et al. 2002, p. 15) during which the
salesperson's skills are tested by diverse customer demands.
Numerous conceptual partitions of stages have been suggested
in the literature, and no one’s set of stages are intended as
exhaustive or immutable. For example, some scholars have
developed a five-stage process (Creyer and Ross 1994; Weitz
1978), whereas others have defined sales as a six-stage process
(Rentz et al. 2002) or a seven-stage process (Moncrief and
Marshall 2005}. Presumably, these scholars are nov disagree-
ing with cach other so much as emphasizing slightly different
clements they wish to highlight.

In addition, some scholars define the sales process in terms
of distinct tasks that the salespeople are required to perform,
such as prospecting, preapproach, approach, presentation,
overcoming objectives, close, and follow-up (Moncrief and
Marshall 2005). Others define it in terms of the salesperson’s
adaptiveness in impression formation, strategy formulation
and transmission, and the evaluation of ourcomes and adjuse-
ment of the preceding steps (Creyer and Ross 1994; Witz

1978).

Our goal in chis paper is to develop ot a comprehensive
sales process model, buta network contingency madel for sales
effectiveness. So, rather than focusing on alf the potential sales
tasks, phases, or stages, we focus on the three sales tasks that
almost all salespeople are required to deliver regardless of the
simplicity or complexity of the products or services that they

are offering—opportunity-identification, solution-creation,
and closing the deal.

Opportunity-Identification

The opportunity-identification task involves identifying new
potential customers (Weitz, Castleberry, and Tanner 2008).
It is also referred o as “prospecting.” For effectiveness in
opportunity-identification, information abour the “where-
abouts” of potential customers is critical. A salesperson who
calls on a customer who the salesperson knows is looking for
the product or the service that the salesperson’s firm is offer-
ing will be in a much better position than the salesperson
who blindly cold-calls on customers regardless of whether
they need the offering. Thus, salespeople’s effectiveness in
opportunity-identification depends on their receiving infor-
mation about more new customers as quickly as possible.

We argue that salespeople’s social networks rather than
their work networks will be instrumental in salespeople’s
effectiveness in opportunity-identification. As Powell points
out, “the most useful information is rarely that which Hows
down the formal chain of command in an erganization. . . .
Rather, it ts that which is obtained from someone you have
dealt with in the pastand found o be reliable” (1990, p. 304;
see also Podolny and Page 1998, p. 62}. The management
literarure demonstrates the importance of informal network
ties in the speed in which organizational actors learn about
new projects and new resources that are not readily available
to others within the organization (Burt 2001; Gabbay and
Zuckerman 1998; Mchra et al. 2006). This kind of valuable
information travels in informal social networks rather than
work networks because its transfer requires a special connec-
tion between the information giver and the receiver. And
such a special connection is likely to exist among colleagues
who not only see one another at work but also spend time
together outside of work.

Consider two illustrative quotations from effective sales-
people about how they learn of possible new customer op-
portunities. (These quotations are extracted from interviews in
the first phase of the rescarch project. We describe the sample
and methodology below.) ‘

H you have a good reladionship wich them [your inside sales-
people] one of them might just call and say, “Hey, listen. 1
just ran across this [a new customer]. Can you take a lool?”
(Salesperson 1)



If I establish a quality relationship with my engineers, then
they will give me the leads like, “Hey, there is a new company
out there, this is what they are going to build. You mighr wanc
to go in there.” (Salesperson 2)

Per the aforementioned literature and the above quotations,
we predict that social networks should be more instrumental
in opportunity-identification than work nerworks. Further,
following Frenzen and Nakamoto {1993), who show that
individuals share valuable information with their strong ties
rather chan weak ties, we argue that it is not the mere existence
of ties but the existence of ties that are activared frequently thar
is instrumental in salespeople’s effectiveness in opportunity-
identificadon. When valuable information is shared, both
the informaiion giver and the receiver know that transmis-
sion of such information is a favor that the information giver
does for the receiver. They also both know that at the time
of information delivery, the relational tie has been tapped
asyrametrically. Further, this asymmetry is acceprable among
contacts who frequently socialize because both parties know
that in the long term, the information receiver will recurn the
favor in one form or another. Such an expectation requires
crust; and truse is clearly facilicated by a social tie, a friendty
understanding, a fic of values between the two parties (Richards
and Jones 2009) who frequently socialize. Thus, frequently
activated social ties should be more helpful in obtaining new
customer information than social ties that are largely inert (see
Brown and Reingen 1987), Thus, we predict:

Hypothesis 1la: When identifying opportunities, salespeaple
who have a bigh number of frequently activated social net-
work ties are move effective than salespeaple who bave a high
nimber of frequently activated work network ties,

Hypothesis 1h: When iz;{mt@mg opportunities, salespeople
who have a high number of frequently activated social
network ties are more cffective than salespeaple who simply
have a high number of social network ties.

Solution-Creation

The solution-creation task requires the salesperson to reach
out to the prospect and uncover the prospect’s particular
needs. The goal is to match the prospect’s requests with the
selling organization’s offerings. Should there be a match, then
the salesperson has created a solution for the customer. Such
a match has been demonstraced 1o be important to both the
customer; as in service recovery (e.g., Gonzalez et al. 2010),
and the salesperson, per his or her job satisfaction and inten-
tion to stay in their current positions (Jaramillo et al, 2009},

In today’s knowledge-intensive sales contexts the informa-
tion and expertise required to successfully create a solution for
the customer must be gathered from diffuse sources. Fffective
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salespeople described their approach to the solution-creation
task as follows:

When the custamer is trying to select the component, it is
my responsibility to make sure thae he understands all two,
three, or four solutions. That is my job. For that T get help
from four, sometimes five, different specialists, I bring them
into the account so that they [the customer] know whac is
avaifable. (Salesperson 3)

work with all of them depending on what the applicadion is.
Customers have a design cycle. There are certain times when
I need help from generalise engineers and certain times when
I'need help from specialists. So it is key to have relationships
with all of them. (Salesperson 4)

These salespeople pointed our that they must work closely
with the customer as well as their support network in their
own organization to know what solutions are available, to
communicate these solutions, and if required, to make cus-
tomized changes to ensure that the solutions matched with
the customer’s requirements.

Creating such solutions demands a level of knowledge and
expertise that is impossible for the individual salesperson to ac-
quire on his or her own. Indeed, in Steward et al.’s words, “the
development and delivery of these often customized solutions
are no longer the responsibiliey of an individual salesperson,
but instead are crafted by an ad hoe, cross-functional team
that is assembled and managed by the salesperson to meet
specific customer requirements” (2010, p. 550). Thus, to be
elfective in solution-creation the salespeople need to funcrion
as coordinators of expertise in their own firms (Steward et al.
2010). They need to access to technical information resources
embedded in their work nerworks {Onyemah, Swain, and
Hanna 2010}. Work networks are an important asset for chis
task because they spur innovative solutions “by encouraging
novel syntheses of information thav are qualitatively distinct
from the information that previously resided within the dis-
tinct nodes” {(Podolny and Page 1998, p. 61).

Furthermore, frequently activated work network ties arc
likely to be more instrumental for effective solution-creation
because as demonstrated in both the marketing and the organi-
zational behavior literature, frequently activated ties give access
to more depth and breadth of‘knowledgc (Hansen 1999). For
example, Powell, Koput, and Smith-Doerr’s (1996) study of
interorganizational alliances in the biotechnology industry
show that firms with both diverse and strong ties innovated
more and so grew faster than their competitors. Likewise,
Steward etal.’s (2010) study shows that salespeople with more
close, important, and frequent intraorganizational connections
were better at coordinating expertise in their own firms, and
in turn were more effective. Frequenty connecting with work
network ties is also important in roday’s fast-paced markerplace
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because information can quickly become obsolete. Thus, only
those salespeople who keep their contacts active are likely to
have up-to-date knowledge, which is necessary to find just the
right solution for their customers. Therefore, we predict that
the optimal network configuration for solution-creation is to
have many frequently actvated worle ties:

Hypothesis 2a: For solution-creation, salespeaple who have
a bigh number of frequently activated work ties are more
effective than the salespeople who have a high number of
[frequently activated social tics.

Hypothesis 2b: For solution-creation, salespeaple who have
a high number of frequently activated work ties are move
effective than salespeople who simply have a bigh number
of work ties.

Closing the Deal

Success in closing the deal hinges on two critical elements.
The first is the successful implementation of what is prom-
ised during the previous phases of the sales process, and the
second is the ability to manage the customers’ new needs
regarding logistics, financing, and other special requests. And
all these require the salespeople to coordinate the efforts,
skills, and expertise of diverse intraorganizational acrors,
getting them to work together cohesively and with generosity

of effort toward a common goal—closing the deal.
According to the organizational behavior literacure,

when an organizational task requires the effective coordina-

tion of the participants efforts——as does closing the deal
actors need all the resources embedded in their networks.
So we argue that both work networks and social networks
will be instrumental for effectiveness at closing the deal.
For example, in his garment industry scudy, Uzzi {1996)
found that networks provide three benefits. First, networks
build erust, and trust serves as a goverpance mechanism
between actors (Coleman 1988; Granovetter 1973). When
trust is present, network actors will volunearily give extra
effort to the relationship, and they will believe that the
other will not take advantage of them (i.c., opportunism
is minimized). So trust decreases the governance costs and
risks associated with doing business. For the development
of trusting relationships, embeddedness in social networles
would be mose useful. Second, networks enable fine-grained
technical information transfer among actors. So interaction
between actors is easier and more efficient, which in wrn
improves the effectiveness of joint activities. For the trans-
fer of such information, embeddedness in work networks
would be most useful. The third benefit is that networks
serve as problem-solving mechanisms that enable actors to
coordinate functions and work out problems “on the fly.”
Informal arrangements such as routines of negotiation and

mutual adjustment arise in nerworks that allow actors to
flexibly resolve problems. To receive all these network ben-
efits at the same time, we argue that both work networks
and social neeworks would be instrumental in salespeople’s
success in closing the deal.

Furthermore, given the extent of coordination efforts
required by the salespeople to effectively close a deal, we
expect salespeople with frequently activated intraorganiza-
tional contacts to be much more effective than those with
mere contacts. Indeed, during the interviews the effective
salespeople pointed out the importance of cooperation of
diverse intraorganizational contacts for an effective closing,
These salespeople believed that reception of their contacts’
cooperation depended on the extent to which the salespeople
kept them “in the loop™ (an emic term used by the salespeople)
regarding how the sale is progressing. When the salesperson’s
intraorganizational contacts knew about the requirements
of the customer and the stage the sales process was ar, they
were much more proactive in helping the salesperson. Their
involvement and speedy response to customers’ needs made the
customers feel reassured about their purchase decisions. They
felt much more comfortable with the sale and the prospect of
having a long-term relationship with the salespeople and the
selling firm because the customers knew that the salespeople
and the selling firm would be there to take care of their needs.
Accordingly, cffective salespeople make a point to frequently
connect with their intraorganizational contacts, inform them
how the sale is progressing, and suggest that they be parc of
the sales process as much as possible:

You know, [ give them {inside salespeople] a litde bit of
heads-up. “You should call this person, or take him out for
lunch, or this is happening over there.” It helps if they know.
Then they ask about it. It makes their job a little bit easier.
And you gotra keep that communicagion line open. If you
do, then it’s a good working relationship. Because without
them giving proper pricing, booking the orders, and making
ourgoing calls, you can do all the design acrivity you wane
and you will lose. We are only as good as our inside people.
If they are lousy, and lousy o our customers, we will lose big
time. They have got to be good. (Salesperson 5)

I communicate with them [inside salespeaple] quite often
because 1 want all of us to be on the same page of you know
what is going on, the more they know abour what is going
on at the customer, the more they will talk about it with the
purchasing group, and the more likely you're gonna be able to
captuge that business. [ may say 1o an inside person, “Hey, |
was int B and we ralked about the M parts, you can expect a call
from them, this is the part they might be interested.” When B
calls them you know they arc aware of it. {Salesperson 0)

Thus, the salesperson’s ideal network configuration for ef-
fectiveness in the closing-the-deal task would have many
frequently activated work and social ties (e.g., Mehra et al,

2006):




Hypothesis 3a: For the closing-the-deal task, salespeaple
who have a high number of frequently activated social ties
are more effective than salespeaple who merely have a high
nunber of social ties.

Hypothesis 3b: For the closing-the-deal task, salespeople
who have a high number of frequently activated work ties
are more effective than salespeaple who merely have a high
number of work ties.

Hypothesis 3¢: Salespeople will be more successful ar closing
the deal if they have a high number of frequently activated
social ties and a high number of frequently activated work
ties.

METHOD

Here we begin by describing the context in which our theo-
rizing will be tested. We then describe the dara collection
procedures, including the measures gathered to represent the
network phenomena, and the dependent variables representing
the performance of salespeople throughout the sales process.
In order to enhance the internal and external validity of this
study, we used a variety of control variables. We also describe
those controls.

Research Setting and Data Collection

Data were collected in 12 locations of an electronics
components distributor that we will call “Alpha Corpora-
tion.” Alpha’s electronic components are highly technical
products, including semiconductors and electromechanical
components. The supply side of the electronic components
industry is extremely fragmented, that is, over 600 manufac-
turess offer thousands of components. Most manufaceurers
specialize in only a few components, which creates further
fragmentation of expertise. Furthesmore, knowledge is out-
dated very quickly in these markets, for example, there are
monthly new product introductions, resulting in very fast
knowledge creation turnover. Together, these factors suggest
that the sales in the electronic components industry may be
a good context that bears some of the characteristics of the
new sales environments outlined by the sales scholars {Jones
et al. 2005a).

Given the theoretical gap in the literature on the relation-
ship between salespeople’s network embeddedness and sales
effectiveness, we used a two-phase rescarch design (Bonoma
1985; Eisenharde 1989; Narayandas and Rangan 2004;
Van Maanen 1979}, At the exploratory stage, the first author
conducted over 90 hours of interviews with all 44 employees,
including both sales and nonsales senior management, in a
northeastern location of Alpha Corporation. The first author
also regularly observed the group interactions of salespeople
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with their coworkers from various departments and conducted
many shorter informal interviews, taking extensive notes after
each interview, At the second phase, a contingency model was
developed 1o explain the phenomenon, and hypotheses were
formalized 1o be tested by the sociomertric method.

Sociometric Method

There are two primary ways thar social nerwork data may be
collected—the full sodometric method and the cgocentric
method. The former method s the classic approach in which
relational data are obtained from all actors within the net-
WOE'I(. In tl]is appr()ach, t‘ach IT]Clle(.'l' ()f‘ the nt‘twOI‘l(, SUC]]

as the current employees of an organization, is surveyed to
understand his or her relationships to every other member.
Clearly, this approach requises extensive effort in data collec-
tion because the number of actors and resulting des is often
very large. '

As a result, the egocentric method has become quite popu-
Jar. Instead of gathering the full network data set, researchers
survey a standard sample and ask people abourt their social dies.
The technique gets its name from the fact thava respondent in
the survey is called an “ego” and the people they reporcabout
are called “alters.” The alters are not pursued or surveyed for
their relational data. Thus, egocentric network maps tend
1o bC ﬂTllCh maore limi[‘cd COI]’];)H]‘Cd o S()Ci()CClltl'iC ﬂetWO!‘l{
l“napSw-nOl' ﬁ“ actors are Ca})l‘ui'{fd, a[ld SubSCqUCl]dy ﬂﬂﬂlyses
are greatly constrained (e.g., one cannot detect cliques without
the fuller social network data).

We are sympathetic with the fact that most studies in the
literature use egocentric as opposed to the fuller sociometric
design because of the massive data collection requirements of
the full social network, Nevertheless, social network purists
argue that only when all the actors within the soctal structure
are included can the full richness of interrelationships be
understood (see Knoke and Yang 2007). Thus, even though
the full sociometric approach is far more effortful, we used
that approach to obtain the highest-quality data for the rich-
est theoretical and empirical insights, the least amount of
bias, and to proceed with theory testing in a context as free
of alternative explanations as possible.

Multiple Site Testing

Most network studies, indeed most field studies, limic their
samples to a single case study, calling into question their
external validity (Jones et al. 2005b). Our study focuses on a
singfe firm, and therefore a single industry, but we accempred
to broaden our sampling by measuring multiple networks at
multiple offices of the firm. Given this sampling frame, we
needed to be careful in generalizing our results to different
companies or industries. However, we have at least made
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data collection efforts so as to study, model, and speak abouc
multiple networks.

Thus, to oy to contribute to the existing literature, we
surveyed all the actors in the networks across multiple offices
of an organization for a full sociometric design within cach
worl site (actors were unfamiliar with and did not interact
with employees at another work site). Specifically, networks
in 12 Alpha regional offices were studied. These methodologi-
cal effores make this investigation one of the more extensive
network studies in the literature,

Participation

Survey respondents were incentivized via support from senior
management as well as pacticipation in a random draw for five
$100 checks and fifteen $50 checks. Out of 18 regional othices
of Alpha Corporation that inicially showed interest, 16 ook
part in the study. Of these 16 offices, 4 yielded response rates
lower than 80 percent. While survey response rates of 80 per-
cent are usually considered quite strong, given the novelty of
our study, we sought to be conservative in capturing the full
network in these offices, so we retained the 12 offices with
stronger response rates. (We note that in checking descriptive
comparisons, the exchuded offices did not differ statistically
from those included in our sample; hence, we believe the
relationships we found to be generalizable.} Thus, the final
sample consisted of 12 regional offices, and cach office had
an average of 24.6 employees,

Measures
Netuork Variables

Network studies typically use single-item scales in collecting
relationship data (Knoke and Yang 2007). While multi-item
scales are usually advised in traditional surveys, single items
are used in network surveys because each respondent needs
to answer the same relationship question for each member
of the organization (Grayson 2007). To overcome possible
reliability issues inherent in single-item scales for networks,
network methodologists suggest wording each network ques-
tion in detail with examples and using terminology that is
most accessible to the respondents. To uncover the generally
accepted terminology and develop the measures, we used
the interview data that we gathered at the first phase of the
research methodology. Appendix A contains the wording and
scales of the network questions for the work nerwork and
social nerwork data.

To be complete, social network data require that a relation-
ship be measured from both parties’ perspectives, Thus, for
each dyad within the neeworl, there are two data points for
cach tie: one from respondent 1’s perspective and the other

from respondent 2’s perspective. When respondents ditfered
in their rating of the relationship, we followed a faisly standard
procedure and computed the mean value of both parties (cf.
Chatterjee et al. 1992).

Number of Network Ties. We obtained two sets of counts, One
set caprured all the employees’ perceptions of their worl ties.
The second set of counts captured each employee’s perception
of the social ties.

Frequency of Network Activation. Much of our hypothesizing
revolved around not the sheer number of ties, but the fre-
quency of their activation. Hence, to test hypotheses involving
“frequently activated ties,” we use the items in Appendix A
that pertain to the frequency of work and social tic activation.
A tie was counted as a frequently activated if it exceeded the
median of the salespeople’s ties, and infrequently activated if
it fell below the median. (Medians were computed across all
salespeople. Medians did not differ substantiatly across offices,
so within-office calibration would have been comparable.)

Dependent Variables

The scale developed by Padsakoff and MacKenzie (1994) was
used to measure the salespeople’s performance. This construct
measures how the sales managers evaluate the salesperson’s
overall performance.

We designed items specifically to measure the salespeople’s
performance at the three sales tasks that we studied. Examin-
ing performance at a more microlevel, within cach stage, is
consistent with the philosophy of Plank and Reid (1994),
who argued for behavioral indicators as mediators beoween
salespeople’s attitudes and motivations and their subsequent
financial achievements and satisfaction. For example, an item
capturing effectiveness in the opportunity-identification task
asked the sales manager to assess the exvent to which “This
salesperson learns about high potential #ew customers in the
very early stages of their design cycles.”
in the solution-creation task, we asked items such as “This
salesperson delivers the tosal number of registrations 1 expect from
him or her.” To assess effectiveness at the closing-the-deal rask,
we asked items such as “This salesperson closes the orders on
The items

To assess performance

most of the components he or she helped design.”
are presented in Appendix B.

To enhance the reliabilicy and validity of the scales, we drew
on two information sources in their development. First, the
previously mentioned in-depth interviews provided an overall
understanding of the managers’ expectations from the sales-
people for each sales phase. Second, we were given permission
to read the performance evaluation forms used by the managers.
The forms were used for internal evaluation purposes and were
confidential, so we did not use those items verbatim, but they




helped us uncover the aspects that the management takes into
account ia evaluating their salespeople.

We then pretested the perfermance scales on ten experts.
Five of these experts were established marlceting academics
whose research concentrates on business marketing. Upon
receiving feedback from these academics, we deleted irems
that they felt did not map onto our constructs and we changed
wording on others that were not clear, We then implemented
the revised survey with managers from industry—three were
general managers in different Alpha offices and two were the
sales managers at the firse Alpha office. We incorporated their
feedback into the final instrument.

To capture the performance of a salesperson in opportunisy-
identification of potential new sales, we measured three under-
lying aspecis: (13 how fast the salesperson fearns about a new
opportunity compared to other salespeople under their sales
manager’s supervision, (2) when in the customer’s design cycle
{earlier versus fater) the salesperson learns abour the new op-
portunity, and (3) compared to an average salesperson, how
many new opportunities the salesperson identifies. The first
of these qualities emphasized timeliness, to capture both the
competitive speed characterized in many industries, including
the context under study and the likely enhanced benefit to the
custamer of earlier rather than later involvement {e.g., Steward
ctal. 2010). The third item captured a classic view of sales being
partly a numbers game (i.e., more opportunities are required
to enable good numbers of conversions),

The second sales phase, solution-creation, involves three
critical aspects in electronic components sales. First, the
salesperson must find the right electronic componenes for
the specific requirements of the electronic boards of each
customer. Second, the salesperson must help rhe customers
engineering team to fir these new components onto their new
board. Third, the salesperson must access the engineering team
if any compatibility issues arise as a result of the inclusion of
the new components to the board. When all of these criteria
are met, the salesperson “registers” the component, indicating
that the customer has agreed to inctude the component on its
new board. Therefore, the sales managers evaluate the sales-
person’s performance in solution-creation on the basis of the
salesperson’s intensity of registration activities, which involves
registering (1) mote components on more customers, (2) more
components per board, and (3) designing more of the key
manufacturers components.

The final sales phase is closing the deal This construct reflects
the salesperson’s performance at generating sales revenues from
the solution-creation activities. Sales managers evaluate sales-
persons effectiveness ar chis stage on the basis of (1) the propor-
tion of registration efforts that is turned into sales dollars per
board, and (2) the consistency of the salesperson doing so.

Data on all performance evaluation measures were collected
from each salesperson’s immediate manager, The scales for
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overall performance and performance in each particular sales
phase are presented in Appendix B,

Control Variables

The sales literature has demonstrated the importance of mana-
gerial styles, organizational and environmental contexts, and
individual-level resources on the salesperson’s performance
(Churchill ecal. 1985; Ingram and Bellenger 1983; Venkatesh,
Challagalla, and Kohli 2001; Vinchur et al. 1998). Although
these factors are not central to our investigation, we recognize
their importance and the need to include them in our analysis.
Thus, to control for the effeces of managerial, organizational,
and environmental factors we used fixed location effects, and
to control for the effects of individual-level resources we used
the three human capital variables thar are most frequently
cited in the literature: experience, education level, and spe-
cialization (Hitc eval. 2001). Specifically, data on salespeople’s
experience were assessed by the number of years and months
that the salesperson had worked in the electronics industry.
The education scale asked for the institution from which
the salesperson received his or her final degree, with the four
classes of institutions being high-school (coded as 12 years),
community college (14 years), undergraduate (16 years),
and graduate (18 years). Data on specialization in education
were determined by whether or not the salesperson had an
engineering background.

RESULTS

We tested the psychometric properties of the measures. The
reliability estimates for the performance measures (in Appen-
dix B) ranged from 0.73 10 0.94. A confirmatory factor analysis
supported the distinetiveness of the three sets of performance
measures for the three sales phases, and the model fit wel)
;= 36.01, p = 0.055, CFI {comparative fit index| = 0.96,
GFI [goodness-of-fit index] = 0.91) (Anderson and Gerbing
1988; Hu and Bentler 1999). The factor loadings of items for
all the measures were significant, ranging from 0.75 to 0.95.
The correlations among the variables are shown in Table 1.

Hypotheses Tests

We tested each hypothesis ehrough comparisons in a series of
nested regressions,

Hypotheses About Salespeople’s Effectiveness in
Opportunity-Identification

Hlaand H1b make predictions about salespeople’s effective-

ness at opportunity-identification. Hia predicts a strong
positive relationship between salespeople’s frequenty activated
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Table 2
Network Drivers of Effectiveness in Opportunity-ldentification
Madel | Model 2 Model 3
B t B t B t
Number of Social Ties -0.564 -1.929
Number of Frequently Activated 0.324 2269 0.904 2.775%
Social Ties
Number of Frequently Activated 0.001 0.004
YWork Ties
Controls
Education 0.026 0.210 0.032 0.268 0.038 0.333
Technical education 0.062 0.538 0.089 0.743 0.082 0.745
Industry experience 0.325 2.569% 0.365 2.956% 0.368 3.0720F
Location dummy variables Oof II* 0of I§% bof I1*
R 0.57 0.62 0.65
N 76 76 76
F-Value 2. 146* 2.408* 2.806™*

Fp< 005" p< (.01,

social ties to performance compared to frequently acrivated
work ties, 1 1b predicts a strong positive relationship between
salespeople’s frequently activated social des and performance
compared to a high number of less frequendy activared social
ties. The results of these hypotheses tests are presented in
Table 2.

The first regression creates a baseline model that assesses
only the relationships between the control variables (i.c., the
individual trait variables and location effects) and performance
in opportunity identification. In each model, there is an ef-
fect for the salesperson’s indusery experience, and a negligible
effect of the office locations. The other covariates were not
significant.

Model 2 Tests Hypothesis 1a. Compared to the baseline model,
Model 2 adds measures capturing the frequenty activated
ties of both types—work and social. Model 2 explains more
variance than Model 1 (szv = 2.931, p = 0.061). Thus, after
controlling for individual traits and environmental, organiza-
tional, and managerial factors, the inclusion of social network
and work network variables help in clarifying our prediction
of salespeople’s success at opportunity identification. Furcher,
the regression coefficients also support Hla in that the ef
fect for social dies (B = 0.324) is much stronger than that for
worl ties {§ = 0.001). We predicted that social ties would be
refatively importanc in finding potential sales opportunities,
and work ties less so in this sales phase, and our data support
these hypotheses.

Model 3 Tests Hypothesis 16 Model 3 contains the covariate
base and focuses on both variations of the social tie mea-

sures—the simple count of social ties of each salesperson as
well as the number of social ties that are frequently activated.
Wherein Model 2 established that frequenty activated social
ties were more important to effectiveness in opportunity-
identification than frequently activared work ties, in Model 3,
we dig deeper into the nature of the effects of the social ties.
Can the mere existence of social ties suffice, or must those
social ties be frequenty activated? 1t is clear that these results
support H1b—the social ties must be frequently activated ro
be useful in enhancing the opportunity-identification stage
of the sales process. Model 3 explains significantly more
variance than Model 1 (F, = 5.191, p = 0.008). Not only
are frequently activated social ties more strongly positively
related to performance (§ = 0.904), the effect for the simple
number of social ties is negative (f = -0.564), approaching
significance. (If that negative effect had been significant, we
might infer that spreading out one’s socialization efforts is det-
rimental to identifying sales opportunities and that instead,
the salesperson should focus his or her social engagements to
fewer others to build a cache of frequently activated ties.)

Hypotheses About Salespeaple’s Effectiveness in
Solution-Creation

H2a and H2b predict network effects for solution-creation.
We predict that frequently activated work ties will be more
important in the solution-creation task. Specifically, H2a
predicts a strong positive relationship between salespeople’s
frequenely activated work ties and effectiveness in solution-
creation compared to frequently activated social ties, and
H2b predicts a strong positive relationship between sales-
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Table 3
Networl Drivers of Effectiveness in Solution-Creation
Model | Model 2 Model 3
B t B t B ¥
Number of Social Ties
Number of Frequently Activated 0.14t 1.107
Social Ties
Number of Work Ties -0.137 -0.697
Number of Frequently Activated 0.434 3.0874% 0.552 3652k
Worl Ties
Controls
Education -0.014 -0.077 0.010 0.084 0.007 0.056
Technical education I.519 1.337 0172 |.467 0.137 1179
Industry experience 0.000 0.003 0.069 0.585 0.068 0.564
Lecation dummy variables {of |1 Oof [I* 0of 1%
R 0.46 0.62 0.62
N 78 78 78
F-Value 1334 2.492% , 2.415%
T < 0.05 % p <001,
people’s frequently activated work ties and effecriveness in effectiveness in closing the deal, compared to simply a high

solution-creation compared to simply a high number of

work ties. The resufes of these hypotheses tests are shown

in Table 3.

Model 2 Tests Hypothesis 2a. Model 1 includes the baseline
control variables. Model 2, in which frequenty activated
ties (both work and social) were inserted, suppores H2a.
Model 2 explains significantdy more variance than Model 1
{F,,, = 8.850, p=0.0004). Furthermore, we see the dominance
of the frequently activated worl ties {B = 0.434), compared to
the social ties (3 = 0.141}, in predicting performance (compar-
ing the Bs directdy, z = 2.930, p = 0.0017).

Model 3 Tests Hypothesis 26, Drilling down, again we see sup-
port of the frequency of network tie interactions being more
important than their mere existence. Model 3 contrasts the
number of work des with the number of frequently activared
worlk ties, and in doing so, shows clear empirical support
of H2b. Model 3 explains significantly more variance than
Model 1 (77, = 8.341, p = 0.001). The frequently activated
work ties are superior in predicting performance {8 = 0.552)
compared to the mere existence of work tes (§ = ~0.137,
comparing them, z = 6.890),

Hypotheses About Salespeaple’s Effectiveness in
Closing the Deal

H3a, H3b, and H3c make predictions about salespeople’s ef-
fectiveness in closing the deal. H3a predicts a strong positive
effect for salespeoplc’s frequently activated social ties on their

number of social ties. H3b analogously predicts a strong effect
for frequently activated work ties compared with a mere large
number of work tics. H3c states that frequently activated social
ties and frequently activated work ties are both important in

are presented in Table 4,

Model 2 Tests Hiypothesis 3a. Model 1 provides the control vari-
able bascline model. Model 2 examines the effect of the social
ties—the number of social ties and the number of frequently
activated social ties. The results support H3a. The model
explains significantly more variance than the baseline model
(Fz‘s:) = 3.808, p = 0.028). Frequently activated social ties
contribute significantly to predicting performance in closing
(B = 0.644), and significantly more than the simple count of
social ties (§ = -0.313).

Model 3 Tests Hypothesis 36. Model 3 compares the effect of
the work ties—the number of work ties and the number
of frequently activated work ties. The data support H3b.
Model 3 explains significantly more variance than Model 1
(F, . = 3.808, p = 0.028). Frequently activated work ties
contribute to predicting performance (§ = 0.356) in this
closing-the-deal phase, and they do so significantly more than
simple counts of work ties (§ = -0.339).

Model 4 Tests Hypothesis 3c. Model 4 contains all of the network
ties—social and work related, and number versus frequently
activated. With this comprehensive inclusion, Model 4 tests
H3c. H3c is supported clearly in pares but only directionally
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Table 4
Networlk Drivers of Effectiveness in Closing the Deal
Model | Model 2 Maodel 3 Model 4
B t B t B t B t
Number of Social Ties ~0.313 ~0.918 -0.288 —-0.865
Number of Frequently Activated 0.644 | 7225 0614 1674w
Social Ties
Number of Worl Ties -0.339 ~1.777 -0.395 2.128*%
Number of Frequently Activated 0.356 2.423% 0.235 | 574
Worlc Ties
Controls
Education -0.096 -0.853 ~-0.090 ~(.839 -0.083 -0.768 —0.085 -0.8(7
Technical education 0.067 0.624 0.089 0.865 ~0.010 -0.090 0.044 0.410
Industry experience 0.028 0.248 0.073 0.674 0.080 0.728 0.121 1.126
Location dummy variabies Jof [1F 2of [1* 2of | I* 20f FI*
R 0.64 0.69 0.69 0.70
N 76 76 76 76
F-Value 3.203% 3.566% 3.608%" : 3394k

Fpe 08t p a0l p<0.10.

in others. Frequently activated social ties (B = 0.614) and fre-
quently activated work ties (§ = 0.235) were both borderline
significant coneributors to predicting deal closes (p < 0.1;
p-values that are perhaps understandable for field study data,
but nevertheless are not as strong as our other results). The
predictions that frequently activated ties should be more
strongly positively related to performance over sheer numbers
of ties were supported for both social and work ties (regression
coefficients 0.614 versus ~0.288 yields z = 9.020 and 0.235
versus ~L395 produces z = 6.300, respectively).

Justas Model 1 is nested in both Models 2 and 3, and Mod-
els 2 and 3 were each shown to be significant improvements
over Model 1, Models 2 and 3 are also nested in Model 4,
which allows another statistical comparison. Model 4 contains
all nectwork ties—work and social, frequently activated and
mere counts, and interestingly, it does not explain significantly
more vartance than either Models 2 or 3 (both F =01 14,
n.s. {not significant]). This inding suggests some compensa-
tory effects across the four network structures, though note
that che correlations among the sets of network ties were
modest (average r = 0.30).

DISCUSSION

This paper studies the relationship between salespeople’s
nerwork embeddedness and their sales effectiveness across
three main sales tasks—opportunity-identification, solution-
creation, and closing the deal—in a high-tech clectronic
components marlet. This research is intended ro contribuce to
the marketing literature in several ways. First, salespeople are

facing an increasingly knowledge-intensive sales environment.
Understanding the challenges that they face and the resources
they mobilize in overcoming those challenges are impaortant
for both the sales literature and practitioners. Second, our
findings distinguish effects across different sales tasks that
most salespeople in most sales contexts have to deliver. Third,
the findings distinguish different kinds of network influences.
The knowledge requirements for each sales task create unique
challenges for salespeople, and our results clarify the contin-
gencies between types of networks and network ties, and the
particular resources required to overcome the challenges that
arise during different sales tasks.

Drawing from the existing sales literature, three funda-
mental sales tasks were studied in depth. In chis fast-paced
business world, market conditions change very quickly and
there are rapid fluctuations of availability and accuracy of
information about new opportunities. As a result, during
the opportunity-identification phase, salespeople have only
a very shore window to learn about a potential new sales
opportunity. The next critical task, solution-creation, is to
assemble the market offering in a way that would create ¢he
right solution for the right customer. Given the immensity
of customers’ knowledge requirements and the specialization
and fragmencation of expertise, the critical challenge for the
salespeople in this sales rask is to find ways to acquire diverse
and in-depth product knowledge (see Behrman and Perreauls
1982). Finally, in the third main sales task that we studied,
closing the deal, the salesperson’s goal is to generate orders.
The procedures that assign the elements of order to different
departments necessitates that the salesperson coordinate and
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ensure cooperation of diverse actors across departmental and
organizational boundaries.

In addition ro uncovering the optimal kinds of networks for
addressing the challenges of each sales task, this study also re-
vealed that effectively meeting these challenges required more
than individual-level resources. Access to diverse knowledge
resources made salespeople with active networks more effective
in managing the various responsibilities inhesent to today’s
increasingly knowledge-intensive sales environment,

Extensive efforts were made to test these relationships us-
ing sound network methodelogics. This network study was
comprehensive in obtaining the work and social tie measures
from the salespeople as well as from every employee in each
regional office. The objectivity and validity of the sociometric
study was eahanced by collecting data on the performance
measures from the salespeople’s direct managers.

The sociometric study demonstrated that even after con-
trolling for classic variables from the sales literature (e.g., hu-
man capital, environmental, organizational, and managerial
factors), social networks absolutely drive salespeople’s overall
performance, and in fact explain a large amount of variance
in salespeople’s effectiveness in three main sales tasks.

Social network ties help drive performance in opportunity-
identification. Work network ties congribute in solution-
creation, understanding how to pull together a product and
service combination that can meet the customers unique
needs. Both social and work networks are critical in contribut-
closing the deal. Qur resules confirm
that this last phase is often the most logistically challenging,

ing to the final phase

requiring the most, and most varied, of the salesperson’s
1ESOUTCes.

We believe this rescarch illuminates both the nature of sales
processes and the nature of network effects in sales. Currently,
much of the literatuse posits that embeddedness is expecred
{0 Improve econoemic outcomes, yet without speciﬁcati(m as
to the means by which this improvement occurs. We believe
it to be an important contribution that we demonstrated that
social network ties were sometimes helpful (in opportunity-
identification and closing the deal) bur sometimes superflu-
ous (in solution-creation). Similarly, work networls vies were
sometimes useful (in solution-creation and closing the deal),
but sometimes less so (in opportunity-identification). Thus,
we developed and tested a contingency model of networlk re-
sources and resules. Specifically, the extent to which networlks
drive performance is contingent on the specific requirements
of the sales task as well as the resources embedded in the
network, that is, social or work related.

An important managerial implication is that soctal necworks
must be managed inside the firm in addition to managing
relationships with external constituencies (such as custom-
ers). For all ¢he attention garnered by “customer relationship
management,” we suggest expanding the relatdonal concept

to accommodate the intraorganizational relationships thar are
critically supportive of outreach efforts. Even more clearly, the
strong effects of frequently activated ties, compared to the mere
number of extant ties, begin to suggest that salespeople are
better off focusing their network efforts racher than spreading
themselves thin across many players.

Clearly, it is the case that effective salespeople enace their
networks. Successful salespeople understand sthe interdepen-
dencies among types of organizational members, and these
links contriburte directly and powerfully to the uldmate success
of their sales efforts. Qur research begins to illuminare which
ties are potentially most useful in achieving different goals as
the sales interactions progress.

Limitations

While we have made much of our full sociometric data col-
lection efforts, and the ability to generalize beyond a single
office, we acknowledge that this study was conducted within a
single industry. We have no reason to believe that information
diffusion occurs scructarally differently in other industries, but
of course, verification of that assumption requires empirical
testing,

We also understand that marketing scholars who ascribe
to different sales processes, such as those that comprise five or
seven phases, may feel that our focus on three phases is insuf-
ficient for their purposes. We grant that limitation as well, buc
hope the results we have found would be equally relevant to
their paradigms, albeit presumably covering only a subset of
the phases of interest to them.

We are also gratified to have seen results that offer such
clear distinctions between social and work-related networl
ties, as well as the difference between the basic count nevworks
and the ties that are more frequently activated. It would be
a useful exercise, both theoretically and managerially, to fur-
ther decompose multiplex network patterns. For example,
additional ties might measure interpersonal components
versus technological connections—it may be unlikely, butif it
could be shown that occasional Skype interactions or avatars
(see Berthon et al. 2010) could be as effective in refationship
management as salespeople flying around their territaries, costs
savings would be phenomenal and precious resources could
be saved or reallocated.

Future Directions

We suggest that future studies compare our current findings
with those obtained in other industries. We might expect thae
the results derived from our high-tech ¢lectronics company
should “replicate” in another industry with similarly intense,
fast-paced information needs such as financial services. Other
industries that require rapid transmission of informarion, and




therefore the heavy reliance on internal nerworks, are those
that suffer from disproportional service failures; perhaps when
weather or mechanical difficulties delay flights, those front-
line personnel who know who to contact to derive meaningful
informartion will fare berrer (Gonzalez ec al. 2010). In addition
to seeking consistencies, one might also contrast our findings
with industries with different characeeristics. For example, it
would be interesting to model sales networks for products that
may superficially seem simples, such as consumer packaged
goods, yet whose sales are of sufficiently high volume that the
sales presentations and resulting coordination are equally criti-
cal 1o che sefling firm, and the promotions and deal packages
from competitors are equally dynamic to the buying firm.

As challenging as the current data collection was, rescarchers
could also collecr additional data along several dimensions.
First, researchers could explore the conceptual relationships
that we developed in chis paper throughour additional sales
phases. Second, rescarchers could expand the data collection
and modeling in the direction of multivariate planning—
particular types of social ties and work-related ties, and adding
ties that reflect even more construces. Third, it is an academic
truism theoretically, and difficult to execute practically, that
these data would be further enriched by measuring the rela-
tionships between salespeople’s network embeddedness and
their performance longitudinally,
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APPENDIX A
NETWORK QUESTIONS

Work Networks

Please think about how often you talk or e-mail one on one with each Alpha employee listed on the response sheet about work-
related matters. Some weeks you might be e-mailing or talking with one person very intensely (especially when you are working
together on a specific customer or order, ete.), and other weeks you might not be communicating at all. And with some people
you might generally communicate more than with others. Please respond to the question below thinking about your avenage
communication {requency with the person:

On average, how frequenty do you communicate (talk or e-mail) one on one abour work-refated matters with the Alpha
enployee listed on the attached response sheet? (in terms of number of times in two weeks)

Social Networks

Socializing includes all nonwork acrivities such as going out for dinners, coffee, or drinks; playing sports or attending sporting
events; socializing with families; and so on. (Please do nor consider events sponsored by Alpha as socializing.) Please respond o
the question below thinking about your average socializing frequency with the person:

t

On average, how frequendy do you socialize with the Alpha employce listed on the attached response sheet?

Scales

The exploratory interviews indicated that the frequency of tic activation in work versus social networks varied considerably.
Having “frequent” interactions in work networks implied much more tie activation than thar in socialization networks. In order
to reflect these differences, cach newwork scale was devised separately. Frequency of interacting in work networks was measured
over a two-week duration. Specifically, the scale (and codes) were as follows: never (0), less than once in two weeks {0.5), once in
rwo weelks (1), once a week (2), three times a weel (6), daily (14), and couple of times a day (28). Social networks were measured
in terms of tie activation per month. The scale read (and codes) were as follows: never {0}, less than onee in two weeks (0.5),
once in a month (1), once in two weeks (2), once a week (4), twice a weelk (8), and morte than twice a week {12).

APPENDIX B
SALES STAGE PERFORMANCE QUESTIONS

Overall Performance

1. All things considered, this salesperson is outstanding.
2. This salesperson performs his or her job the way I fike to see it performed.
3. 'This salesperson s one of the most valuable asscts of our group.

Opportunity Identification

1. This salesperson is among the first to find out when there is a high potential new customer in the market.

2. 'This salesperson learns about high potential new customers in the very early stages of their design cycles.

3. This salesperson identifies fewer high potential new customers than an average salesperson under my supervision. (re-
verse coded)

Solution Creation
1. This salesperson delivers the total number of registrations I expect from him or her.

2. This salesperson hits his or her registration targets for most of our key manufacturers’ components.
3. This salesperson succeeds in attaining his or her registration targets in most of bis or her customers.
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Order Generation

1. This salesperson rarely generates sales dollars for the components that he or she helped design on customers’ new
boards. {reversc coded)

2. 'This salesperson has frouble turning his or her design cfforts into sales dollars. (reverse coded)

3. This salesperson closes the orders on most of the components he or she helped design.




