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There is a great deal of evidence in the general interpersonal behavior literature that an individual’s
perceptions of another person’s trust, empathy and conflict impacts behaviors toward that
individual. This has also been found to be true in the business-to-business sales literature.
Moreover, it has been found that these perceptions affect various aspects of the organizational
buying process. Consequently, knowledge of the relative importance of these perceptions on
organizational choice processes needs to be taken into consideration in decisions on hiring, training,
and even sales strategy. However, while these factors have been studied, their relative importance
has not. This paper develops a model of these constructs and then tests that model empirically in a
specific business-to-business selling context. The results demonstrate the primacy of trust and
empathy as predictors of sales success while suggesting that social conflict plays a relatively
insignificant but interesting role.
INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this paper is to report on an
exploratory study that examined the
interrelationships between empathy, trust and
conflict and their relationship to sales
performance. As such, the research makes a
number of unique contributions. To begin with,
it is the first attempt at measuring all three of
the above variables in a sales performance
context. And while all three variables have
been examined in the social sciences, this is the
first study to offer consistent theoretical and
operational definitions for all three variables
that are grounded by the perceptions of other
significant parties.
It also presents two
dependent variables – choice of vendors and
relative salesperson performance.
The paper begins with a very brief review of
the relevant conflict, empathy, trust, and sales
effectiveness/performance literature that serves
as the basis for the model. The rationale for
that is simply conflict, trust, and empathy have
been extensively studied and there is a
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significant literature that has been reviewed in
each area (e.g., Anonymous 2008; Comer and
Drollinger 1999; Nair 2008; Seppanen,
Blomqvist and Sundqvist 2007; and Swan,
Bowers and Richardson 1999). In addition,
most major empirical works have substantially
reviewed the constructs as well, and in the
general social sciences literature there are
numerous reviews. Hence only the research in
sales for each variable is examined and then
research in other contexts which have addressed
these conflicts together is addressed. The model
is then tested first using path analysis, then
logistic regression. The resultant findings and
limitations of the research are discussed along
with future research opportunities and
managerial implications.
As will be
demonstrated, the findings suggest strong
linkages between the variables and a strong
linkage to buyer choice.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Sales performance on the part of individual
salespeople is a broad topic. Many constructs
have been proposed and tested which have
purported to impact performance. Much of this
research can be subsumed under a model
developed by Walker, Churchill and Ford
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010

The Interrelationships of Empathy, Trust and Conflict . . . .

(1977) from the industrial and organizational
psychology literature on work performance.
As noted above, each construct reviewed below
has a long history of research, both conceptual
and empirical, and each has been applied to
personal selling. There is, however, very little
research that examines the interrelationships of
all three variables and none has been done in
the sales or marketing literature. The research
that has been done has taken many paths with
very different theoretical and operational
definitions of the constructs.
Conflict in Sales Research
The very nature of sales facilitates interpersonal
conflict. From a sales management perspective,
for example, interpersonal conflicts arise
between sales managers and salespeople. From
a selling process perspective, conflict takes the
form of role conflict or it may arise from sales
interactions between the salesperson and the
buyer and thus would represent interpersonal
conflict. Empirical research on conflict in the
sales management domain, however, has been
almost exclusively focused on role conflict
(Walker, Churchill and Ford 1975). And while
organizational buying behavior research, such
as Day, Michaels,and Perdue (1988), has
examined how buyers handle conflict with
suppliers’ representatives, there has only been
limited research examining the nature of
interpersonal conflict between the buyer and the
salesperson (e.g. Reid et al. 2004; Newell and
Plank 2007).
Various authors (Weitz and Bradford 1999;
Bradford and Weitz 2009; and Bobot 2010)
note that conflict is inherent in buyer-seller
relationships.
The challenge from a
salesperson's perspective obviously then is to
recognize when a conflict situation exists and to
manage it accordingly. Unfortunately, sales
research has shed little light on the nature of
conflict in sales interactions or normative
advice on how to deal with it. As selling
increasingly focuses on relationship
management and building long-term customer
relationships, the on-going management of
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010
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conflict in the sales process becomes
increasingly more important.
This
interpersonal level conflict is referred to as
perceived sales interaction conflict by Reid et
al. (2004). They define it as the perception of
conflict generated during sales interactions
between a salesperson and a buyer.
But perhaps the biggest driver of conflict and
what makes it critical to understand is the
notion of adaptation at the organizational level.
Significant research has focused on
organizational adaptation (Brennan, Turnbull
and Wilson 2003) and has documented the
nature of conflict involved in organizational
adaptation activities both at the organizational
and individual level within those organizations.
While organizations adapt some aspect of their
businesses as they continually interact with
various network actors, the actual adaptation by
the organization is as a result of the actors,
driven by their organization roles, and how they
deal with conflict among themselves.
Research examining conflict in organizations
has demonstrated that it is important to
recognize the different dimensions of conflict
that may be present in a given situation (Jehn
1997). Given the nature of the sales process
and drawing on existing conflict literature, sales
interaction conflict can be seen as consisting of
two types of conflict: relationship conflict and
task conflict. These can be defined in a sales
context as follows:
Relationship conflict refers to the
existence
of
interpersonal
incompatibilities between a salesperson
and a buyer. These interpersonal
incompatibilities may include tension,
animosity, or annoyance.
Task conflict refers to disagreements
between a salesperson and a buyer about
the content of tasks being performed.
These disagreements could relate to
differences in viewpoints, ideas, and
opinions.
These definitions mirror those developed by
Jehn (1995) and utilized by Simons and
Peterson (2000), Amason (1996), and others.
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In essence, relationship conflict has its basis in
the people involved, while task conflict has its
basis in the issues involved. The interpersonal
nature of personal selling, we argue, calls for an
examination of interpersonal conflict and both
dimensions are important.
Empathy in Sales Research
In the sales literature the most frequently taken
perspective of empathy is that of a trait
personality construct, following the work of
Greenberg and Mayer (1964), which is linked
to sales performance. Such a view is useful and
has been recently updated by Comer, Drollinger
and Ding (1999). These authors note that as a
trait, empathy is modified by the situation and
impacts on the process. However, virtually all
of the studies in the sales literature have
examined some form of empathy and related it
directly to sales (e.g., Dawson, Soper and
Pettijohn 1992).
To test the impact of empathy on sales
performance in a business-to-business context
we employed the measure developed by Plank,
Minton and Reid (1996) that defines empathy
as an individual’s perception that another
person demonstrates that s/he both feels and
understands the other individual’s situation.
Trust in Sales Research
According to Dwyer and Lagace (1986),
definitions of trust can be conceptualized in one
of three ways. The first views trust as a
personality trait or generalized expectancy (e.g.,
Rotter 1967). The second treats it as a
predisposition toward another or belief that
another will behave in a manner beneficial to
the other party (e.g., Driscoll 1978). The third
views it from the standpoint of risking
behaviors (e.g., Schurr and Ozanne 1985),
which reflects a willingness on the part of the
buyer to accept the possibility of vulnerability
on his/her part in the transaction.
A number of authors (e.g., Schurr and Ozanne
1985; Swan, Trawick, Rink and Roberts 1988;
Pappas and Flaherty 2008) have examined
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some aspect of trust within the buyer/seller
dyad. This research has generally suggested a
linkage between a set of trust earning
components, trust, and success in sales.
Research in trust building in sales has offered
sets of components for trust building. Swan,
Trawick and Silva (1987) for example,
suggested that being dependable/reliable,
honest/candid, competent, customer-oriented,
and likable/friendly were all likely to lead to
trust of the salesperson by the buyer. This
logically suggests that some behaviors that
salespeople execute lead to trust on the part of
the buyer.
Sales research also indicates that sellers who
develop a trusting perception on the part of
their buyers are more likely to be successful
than those who do not. It is widely accepted
that trust and the development of a trusting
perception in selling contexts is a necessary
ingredient for long term sales success (e.g.,
Hawes 1994).
Also, when queried,
organizational buyers rank trustworthiness as
one of the most important characteristics of a
seller (Hayes and Hartley 1989).
The sales literature is fairly consistent on the
definition of trust.
For the most part,
interpersonal trust relates to a belief on the part
of the trusting person that obligations will be
fulfilled.
The Swan and Nolan (1985)
definition reflects this. Specifically, they define
trust as the situation where “the industrial buyer
believes and feels that he can rely on what the
salesperson says or promises to do in a situation
where the buyer is dependent upon the
salesperson's honesty and reliability (Swan and
Nolan 1985, p. 40).” As defined, this reflects
Dwyer and Lagace’s (1986) notion of trust as a
predisposition rather than personality or risking
behaviors.
To date, however, the sales literature has
viewed trust from a global perspective as an
overall impression of the salesperson. However,
the notion of global versus situation-specific
trust is one that needs to be considered. As
noted by Butler (1991), there is a tremendous
amount of literature that supports the
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010
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importance of specific measures of trust
performing much better in prediction and
explanation.
In the buyer-seller literature, the specific object
of trust has been limited. Specifically, research
has concentrated purely on interpersonal trust,
or trust of another person. However, when a
buyer does business with a seller, trust of the
salesperson is only one aspect of obligation;
s/he also needs to consider the obligations or
expected functions associated with the
product/service itself and the company that
stands behind the product/service. Therefore,
the measure developed for this study is based
on the idea that trust is based on multiple
objects in buyer-seller relations. While these
different dimensions of trust are likely to be
correlated, they are unique dimensions and
need to be captured. It is also suggested that
certain behaviors that salespeople do are more
likely to affect one or the other of the
dimensions (Plank and Reid, 1994). In this
study, the Plank, Reid and Pullins’ (1999)
definition is employed in a slightly modified
form. We define trust as a global perception on
the part of the buyer that the salesperson,
product and company will fulfill their
obligations as understood by the buyer.
Individual components of trust are defined as
follows:
Salesperson trust is the perception by
the buyer that the salesperson will fulfill
his/her obligations as understood by the
buyer.
Product trust is the perception by the
buyer that the product /service will
fulfill its functions as understood by the
buyer.
Company trust is the perception by the
buyer that the company will fulfill all its
obligations as understood by the buyer.
Studies of Constructs Jointly
Not surprisingly, there is little work that has
examined all three constructs at the same time.
A conceptual paper by Denton (1988) argues
that managers having empathy and building
trust would have an easier time of resolving
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010
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conflicts and by developing these attributes
would experience less conflict, but he provides
no empirical justification. Feldman (1980) also
models the three concepts in examining marital
discord. He suggests therapeutic solutions to
build empathy and trust thereby reducing
conflict and making conflict resolution easier.
However, no test of this conceptualization was
provided. There have been a number of
empirical tests of various facets of the
relationships between these three concepts (e.g.,
Langlois 1998; Newman 1997; Ward,
McCormack and Hudson 1997; Williams
2002). Langlois measures the constructs based
on the Plank and Reid (1994) model and their
subsequent measures, but does not examine the
interrelationships.
Other research uses
somewhat different theoretical definitions for
their constructs. In Newman (1997), for
example, the three constructs are confounded
within the assessment of interpersonal relations
measure which measures all three constructs
and a number of others. None of the other
studies mentioned above were useful for the
purposes of the current study, primarily because
the theoretical and operational definitions of the
constructs are different across all of them. In
summary, the various studies have either not
offered empirical evidence as to the
interrelationships of all variables or have made
the evaluation difficult.
A number of studies have, however, examined
the relationships between the variables of
conflict and trust. But once again, all have
either one or both of the constructs
conceptually and/or operationalized differently.
Kauser and Shaw (2001) found that trust was a
good predictor of international strategic alliance
success, but that higher degrees of conflict
hindered success. LaBahn and Kohli (1997)
found similar findings in ad agency/client
relationships as did Zaheer, McEvily and
Perrone (1998) in buyer seller relationships and
Moore 1998) in logistical alliances. An earlier
study by Young and Wilkerson (1988) within a
marketing channels context clearly found that
the level of trust was lower when conflict was
present. In summary, the empirical evidence
suggests a negative relationship between trust
122
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and conflict. In general, when one is higher the
other is lower.
Much less work has been done linking empathy
and conflict. Harvey (1998) in a management
context suggests that most conflict is caused by
different viewpoints and that being empathetic
will reduce that conflict, but does not offer data
to support that conjecture. In the psychological
literature, Baron (1993), Bissonnette, Rusbult
and Kilpatrick (1997), and Richardson et al.
(1994) link empathy to conflict and suggest the
higher the empathy, the lower the conflict. This
research appears to be very consistent, we have
a negative relationship between empathy and
conflict, but again none of it is causal
suggesting a direction for the relationship.
Trust and empathy have been examined
extensively in a number of contexts. However,
the theoretical and operational definitions
varied greatly across studies.
Simons and
Peterson (2000) found that trust moderated the
relationship between task and relationship
conflict and inferred that trust is a key to
gaining benefits of task conflict without
suffering the costs of relationship conflict.
Thus, higher levels of trust would moderate any
negative role of conflict in general and in this
case they suggest that relationship conflict will
not occur. DeRuyter and Wentzels (2000)
found that trust and empathy were empirically
discrete concepts but correlated.
While
Johnson (1971) showed how trust and empathy
were related from a developmental perspective.
With respect to the relationship between trust
and empathy in different settings, Northouse
(1977) demonstrated the relationship in a
business setting, while Schneider (1984) did so
in a counselor setting, and Semmes (1991)
along with Redfern, Dancey and Dryden (1993)
did likewise in health care settings.
In summary, this literature generally supports
the notion that empathy and trust are positively
related. Summarizing the literature on
interrelationships of the three constructs there is
general support for their interrelatedness. In
general, trust and empathy are seen as being
positively related. However, conflict is a more
123
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complex situation. One could easily agree that
conflict is negatively related to both trust and
empathy. However, the social conflict research
suggests that social conflict is composed of two
related types of conflict – task and relationship
conflict. The relationship between these two
constructs and other constructs is not as clear.
Sales Performance
The notion of sales performance is not as
obvious as it might first seem. Walker,
Churchill and Ford (1979) first differentiated
performance from effectiveness. They define
performance as the evaluation of behaviors in
terms of contributions to the goals of the
organization. What many people define as
sales performance, such as meeting/exceeding
quotas, achieving a certain level of sales, and
the like is what they refer to as effectiveness.
These are summary measures or indices for
outcomes for which the individual is at least
partly responsible. The literature on behaviorbased versus outcome-based sales force control
systems has its roots in this dilemma (e.g.,
Anderson and Oliver 1987). There are literally
dozens of effectiveness measures, but the
behaviorally-based measures are much less
developed. Churchill, Ford and Walker (1994)
note the potential advantages of developing
behaviorally-anchored rating scales (BARS)
and while there is an extensive academic
literature on these (e.g., Rarick and Baxter
1986) actual usage has been minimal with Bush
et al. (1990) being the one example.
There are, of course, other ways of examining
performance. One can use non-BARS scales to
examine performance. The most extensively
used scale to date has been that of Behrman and
Perreault (1982). This scale has multiple items
and was designed to be used by sales managers
to evaluate the performance of their
salespeople. Another way of measuring is by
designing it into the actual research design. For
example, in a study by Reid and Plank (1997), a
single item measure of sales performance was
used (i.e., whether the salesperson received the
order or not). Half the sample reported on a
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010
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salesperson that received the order and the
other half reported on salesperson who did not.
Figure 1 represents a testable research model
derived from the extant research. Based on the
empirical evidence discussed in the literature
review and the proposed research model, we
empirically examine from the buyer’s
perspective the five general research questions
stated below:
RQ1: There is a positive relationship
between the level of empathy a
buyer perceives and the level of
trust of the salesperson.
RQ2: There is a negative relationship
between the level of conflict and
the level of trust of the
salesperson.
RQ3: There is a positive relationship
between trust and the level of
salesperson effectiveness.
RQ4: There is a negative relationship
between conflict and the level of
empathy.
RQ5: There is a positive relationship
between empathy of the
salesperson and the level of
salesperson effectiveness.
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As research by Simonds and Peterson (2000)
and LaBahn and Kohli (1997) would suggest,
empathy and conflict are related to perceptions
of trust. Research (e.g., Lewicki and Wiethoff
2000) also suggests that trust is the dominant
variable and empathy and conflict serve as
antecedents to trust. Thus, we posit that
empathy and conflict are linked and drive trust,
and that trust is a key driver of performance.
Empathy, in addition to being an antecedent of
trust, as research by Baron (1993) suggests,
also has a direct relationship to performance.
In other words, empathy works both through
trust and by itself (RQ5). Research by Plank,
Reid and Pullins (1999) demonstrated that trust
is connected to sales effectiveness (RQ3) while
research by Richardson et al. (1994) has
demonstrated a relationship between conflict
and empathy (RQ4).
MEASUREMENT AND
RESEARCH DESIGN
In this study, conflict is theoretically defined
following Jehn (1995). The measure used is
one developed by Amason (1996), which is
based on Jehn’s (1995) work. Amason’s
measure has been used repeatedly (e.g.,

Figure 1: Theoretical Model of the Impact on Empathy, Conflict, and Trust in Sales Performance
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Pearson, Ensley and Amason 2002) and has a
demonstrated history of robust reliability and
validity.
Empathy was measured using a scale developed
by Plank, Minton and Reid (1996). This eightitem scale produces a single factor
measurement model and has been used in a
similar context with demonstrated reliability
and validity. It incorporates both affective and
cognitive indicators.
Trust was measured using the scale developed
by Plank, Reid and Pullins (1999). This scale
was also shown to have good validity and
reliability in its initial use.
Performance was measured in two ways. The
first was a single item scale developed for this
study and is a perceptual measure. For this first
measure, respondents were simply asked to
compare the salesperson they were reporting on
to other salespeople they do business with via
an overall summary measure. While other selfreport measures could have been used (such as
Behrman and Perreault 1982), those measures
were designed for sales management
respondents. The current study’s respondents
are purchasing agents who are not capable of
answering many of the specific questions
utilized in other self-report measures. Thus, a
single question was used that asked respondents
to compare the effectiveness of the salesperson
they were reporting on against others with
whom they do business.
The second measure of performance was
designed directly into the study. The sample
was randomly split in half.
Half the
respondents were asked to respond to the
questionnaire vis á vis a salesperson who they
had recently given an order. The other half
were asked to respond to the questionnaire vis á
vis a salesperson to whom they did not give an
order. Respondents were asked to respond to
the questions in the questionnaire in the context
of a choice situation where they had the option
and ability to choose from one or more
suppliers. This methodology has a number of
advantages. For instance, while buyers are
125
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responding directly to the independent variables
(e.g., trust, conflict, and empathy), they are not
responding directly to the dependent variable
(e.g., effectiveness) thus limiting the possibility
of common method bias. Secondly, the nature
of the design randomly assigns each respondent
to one or the other scenarios (purchase vs. no
purchase), thereby eliminating choice bias and
the built in differences that frequently occur
when you ask a respondent to compare both
cases at the same time. This represents a more
conservative design so that any differences
observed are likely to be more realistic.
Demographic and situational variables of
various types were also measured to provide a
profile of the sample relative to the population
from which it was drawn. These variables also
provide additional data on buyer center
variables.
The study’s measures of conflict, empathy, and
trust performance are contained in the
appendix.
The Study
A list of 5000 randomly selected names was
obtained from the Institute for Supply
Management. This list was cleaned of all
individuals not currently employed by a firm;
this resulted in the deletion of students and
retired persons who would not be in a position
to answer the questionnaire. From this cleaned
list 1800 names were randomly selected and
mailed the questionnaire. Given the study’s
limited budget, a single wave mailing with no
pre-notification or reminder was used. Of the
total mailings, only 12 were undeliverable,
making the list 99.5 percent deliverable. Of
those 1788 actual deliveries, a total of 481
completed usable questionnaires were received
for a response rate of 26.8 percent. Of the 481
responses, 251 responses were for situations
where the salesperson received an order and
230 where the salesperson did not.
In order to explore possible non-response bias a
comparison was made of early (first quartile)
and late (last quartile) respondents in terms of
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010
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their demographic profile and responses to the
behavioral items, in this case mean conflict
scores (Armstrong and Overton 1977). The
resulting Chi-square and ANOVA tests showed
no significant differences, which suggest a lack
of non-response bias.

Plank and Reid

The mean for this item was 5.09 (SD 1.51) for
salespeople that received an order and 2.91 (SD
1.75) for those that did not.
Demographics
Demographic variables collected included the
gender of the respondent, type of business,
number of employees, and the respondent’s
years of purchasing experience. The sample
consisted of 66.5 percent male and 33.5 percent
female respondents.
Manufacturing (56.3
percent) dominated the industries represented in

The single item measure of performance asked
respondents to rate the salesperson using a
seven-point scale (where 1 was strongly
disagree and 7 was strongly agree) in terms of
the following statement: “This salesperson is
among the best salespeople who have called on
me.”

TABLE 1:
First Order Confirmatory Factor Analysis Of Conflict Scale
Item

Mean

Affective Conflict
Affcon2
Affcon3
Affcon4
Composite Reliability
Variance Extracted

Standard Deviation

Parameter Estimate

1.63
1.72
1.65

.997
.995
1.000

.8240
.9387
.7900

2.30
2.38
2.44

1.023
1.025
.991

.7702
.8159
.8072

.902
.758

Cognitive Conflict
Cogcon1
Cogcon2
Cogcon3
Composite Reliability
Variance Extracted

.840
.637

All Estimates Significant p<.01 AGFI = .9591; CFI = .9975; NNFI = .9953; RMR = .031; Chi-Square = 9.611; Df= 8; p<
.293
Correlation Matrix:
Aff1
Aff2
Aff2
1.0
.776
Aff3
1.0
Aff4
Cog1
Cog 2
Cog 3
Summed Scales Statistics*

Aff3
.624
.747
1.0

Cog1
.461
.477
.446
1.0

Cog2
.424
.410
.392
.624
1.0

Cog3
.434
.433
.399
.605
.675
1.0

Scale
Mean
Standard Deviation Range
Affective Conflict 1.666
.898
1-5
Cognitive Conflict 2.376
.881
1-5
Total Conflict
4.04
1.566
*lower numbers indicate lower conflict
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the sample. In terms of company size, 76
percent of the firms represented had more than
100 employees. Respondents had an average of
14 years of purchase experience with a standard
deviation of 8 years. Demographics of the
sample were compared to published ISM
demographics for sex and work experience
(http://www.ism.ws/ISMMembership/files/Me
mDemReport.pdf). The sample appears to be a
reasonable representation of the ISM
membership from which the sample was drawn.
Measurement Validation
In this section, each of the individual variables
is reported separately prior to reporting on the
full measurement model.
Conflict. Using Proc Calis in SAS as a
structural equation modeling program and
following Anderson and Gerbing (1988), a
confirmatory analysis was conducted on the
items after cleaning each of the variables. One
affective conflict indicator was removed as
indicated in the Appendix (affcon4). The
confirmatory factor analysis shown in Table 1
provides evidence of a solid and reliable
measure of affective and cognitive conflict. In
this analysis and all other cases the sample size
was limited to 200 regardless of the actual
larger sample size to provide a more
meaningful comparison of the Chi-Square
statistics (Hair, Anderson, Tatham and Black
1999).
The AGFI was .9591, with an RMR of .03, a
Chi-square of 9.61 Pr> Chi-square of .293, a
CFI of .9975, and a NNFI of .9953. There were
no residuals over 2.58. This suggests a very
strong fit for a six-item model of conflict.
Three item scales were created for both subconstructs by adding the scores of the indicator
and dividing by the number of indicators, which
in each case was three. The resulting statistics
are provided in Table 1. These indicate that
both measures are skewed to the low side with
affective conflict being reported lower than
cognitive conflict.
Next, a second order confirmatory factor
analysis was run with the two constructs
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modeled as a single construct of social conflict.
The resulting statistics, AGFI .9532, with an
RMR of .03, a Chi-square of 9.61 Pr> Chisquare of .212, a CFI of .9960 and an NNFI of
.9914 provide evidence of a solid and reliable
measure which indicates the two sub-constructs
of conflict can be subsumed under the overall
construct of social conflict. A six-item scale of
social conflict was created by summing the
indicators and dividing by the number of
indicators, which was six in this instance. The
resulting statistics are provided in Table 1. As
was expected, total conflict is also skewed to
the low side of the scale, but again the entire
range is utilized by respondents. The results of
these analyses are similar to those found by
Pearson, Ensley and Amason (2002).
Empathy. Following the same procedure as
above, Proc Calis was used to structurally
model the single factor empathy measure.
Following cleaning, a confirmatory model on
six indicators was run as preliminary analysis
suggested items 5 and 8 would not fit the
model. As reported in Table 2, the AGFI of
.9326, with an RMR of .032, a Chi-square of
16.96 Pr>Chi-square of .0493, a CFI of .9893,
and a NNFI of .9821 with no residuals over
2.58, which again suggests a solid model fit. A
six-item scale of empathy was created by
summing the indicators and dividing by the
number of indicators, which in this case were
six. The resulting statistics are provided in
Table 2.
In general, empathy is slightly skewed (less
than one standard deviation). Buyers reported
slightly higher empathy.
Trust. The same procedure as above was
followed for the trust measure. Following data
cleaning both a first and second order
confirmatory factor analysis was conducted in
the same manner as that used by Plank, Reid
and Pullins (1999), who created the measure.
Preliminary analysis suggested an 11-item
measure that included three items for
salesperson trust, four items for product trust,
and four items for company trust. As reported
in Table 3, the resulting AGFI of .9298, with an
RMR of .038, a Chi-square of 51.92 Pr>ChiMarketing Management Journal, Fall 2010
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TABLE 2:
Confirmatory Factor Analysis Empathy Scale
Item

Mean

Standard Deviation Parameter Estimate

Empathy 1

2.17

1.126

.8031

Empathy 2
Empathy 3
Empathy 4
Empathy 6
Empathy 7

1.86
2.42
2.53
2.67
2.38

1.269
1.146
1.191
1.170
1.069

.7612
.8443
.8500
.7302
.8024

All Estimates Significant p<.01 AGFI = .9326; CFI = .9893; NNFI = .9821; RMR = .032; Chi-Square = 16.96; Df= 9; p<
.0493
Correlation Matrix:
Emp1
Emp2
Emp3
Emp4
Emp6
Emp7

Emp1
1.0

Emp2
.622
1.0

Emp3
.663
.629
1.0

Emp4
.656
.693
.741
1.0

Emp6
.612
.697
.707
.706
1.0

Emp7
.610
.542
.601
.590
.528
1.0

All Estimates Significant p<.01 AGFI = .9326; CFI = .9893; NNFI = .9821; RMR = .032; Chi-Square = 16.96; Df= 9; p<
.0493
Summed Scale Statistics*
Item
Empathy

Mean
2.679

Standard Deviation Range
1.047

1.17-5.83

* lower numbers indicate higher empathy

square of .1181, a CFI of .9906, and a NNFI of
.9874 with one residual over 2.58. These
results again suggest a solid model fit. The
resulting statistics are provided in Table 3.
The second order confirmatory factor analysis,
also clearly indicated that the three subconstructs of trust could be subsumed under a
single construct of trust with a similar result to
that reported by Plank, Reid and Pullins (1999).
They found that only ten indicators loaded,
however, in the current study eleven indicators
loaded. The summed scale consists of eleven
indicators summed and divided by the number
of indicators, in this case eleven. Statistics are
reported in Table 3. The trust indicators are
also slightly skewed, by less than one standard
deviation. In the case of salesperson trust, it is
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010

lower, in the case of product and company trust
it is slightly higher.
Full Measurement Model. Using Proc Calis
in SAS, the analysis contains the 23 variables
from the individual analysis presented above.
The analysis provides a moderate fit. With an
AGFI of .8727 and a Chi-square significance of
.0499 (250.236, DF = 215) the model does not
fit as well as expected. However, the CFI is
.9874 and the NNFI is .9852, both are
acceptable, as is the RMSR at .0461 and the
RMSEA at .0287. The independence model
with a Chi-square of 3058.70, DF=253, is a
much poorer fit. An analysis of the residuals
indicates 10 residuals over 2.58 out of 275,
which is below the five percent threshold (Hair
et al. 1998, p. 625).
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TABLE 3:
First Order Confirmatory Factor Analysis Trust Scale
Item

Mean

Standard Deviation

Parameter Estimate

SPTrust1
SPTrust4
SPTrust10

2.45
2.41
3.25

1.254
1.187
1.182

.829
.857
.577

PRTrust5
PRTrust8
PRTrust12
PRTrust15

1.70
2.11
2.24
2.08

0.898
1.083
1.055
1.017

.613
.702
.796
.853

COTrust3
COTrust6
COTrust9
COTrust13

1.93
2.03
2.03
2.22

1.012
1.030
1.01
1.108

.837
.834
.748
.797

ll Estimates Significant AGFI = .9298; CFI = .9906; NNFI = .9874; RMR = .039; Chi-Square = 51.91; Df= 41; p< .1181
Correlation Matrix:
SP1
SP4
SP10
PR5
PR8
PR12
PR15
CO3
CO6
CO9
CO13
SP1
1
.710
.449
.303
.319
.362
.356
.612
.551
.475
.615
SP4
1
.517
.304
.340
.361
.358
.597
.577
.527
562
SP10
1
.163
.251
.270
.247
.387
.360
.383
.443
PR5
1
.450
.424
.526
.416
.431
.512
.370
PR8
1
.564
.587
.432
.398
.478
.383
PR12
1
.698
.456
.470
.463
.478
PR15
1
.488
.469
.501
.483
CO3
1
.711
.642
.630
CO6
1
.617
.698
CO9
1
.551
CO13
1
Summed Scale Statistics*
Scale
Mean
Standard Deviation Range
Salesperson Trust
2.70
1.014
1-5
Product/Service Trust
2.03
0.862
1-5
Company Trust
2.05
0.888
1-5
Overall Trust
6.77
2.341
3-15
*Lower numbers indicate higher trust

Research Questions
In order to examine the five research questions
three different analyses were done. The first
utilized Proc Calis in SAS. The single item
performance measure was used as the
dependent variable. All variables were treated
as manifest and path analysis using maximum
likelihood was the methodology employed.
Given the second order factor analysis of both
conflict and trust this was appropriate. We
examined the multivariate normality of the
variable set and individual values for kurtosis
and skewness.
While the data was not
multivariate normal, the individual skewness
129

data (-.224 to + .930) and kurtosis (-1.201 to +
.643) indicate relatively minor deviations from
normality, as was previously noted. This
suggests minimal impact on the results as
various fit statistics can lead to false
conclusions of fit (Hu and Bentler, 1995) under
extreme conditions of non-multivariate
normality. Conflict as a variable was the most
severely skewed variable, as was noted
previously. Figure 2 provides the results of
this analysis. An alternative model was also
run, in this case, the direct impacts of empathy
on performance were not modeled, instead,
conflict and empathy were linked only to trust.
This model was not significant as indicated in
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010
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Figure 2: Hypothesis Testing of the Theoretical Model

.481

Empathy
3

-.463

. 73

Trust
. 02

.249

Sales
Performance

9*

Conflict
.666

.726

Model Fit Statistics:
AGFI = .9468
RMR = 0326

Chi-Square = 2.1409
CFI = 997

DF = 1,
NNFI = .980

PR> Chi-Square 0.1434

*Non-Significant

Figure 2. This provides some evidence that the
modeling of empathy as directly influencing
performance is accurate.
The second analysis, also utilized Proc Calis.
In this case, we divided the sample by those
respondents reporting on salespeople who had
received the order and those reporting on
salespeople who did not. We ran the analysis
separately on each sample. Figures 3 and 4
provide the results of the analysis. It should be
noted that we re-analyzed the data to model fits
for the sample reporting on those salespeople
who received and those who did not separately
using the same methodology as reported above.
The data addressing salespeople who received
an order represented a good fit of the data to the
measurement model. However, the data on
salespeople who did not receive an order did
not fit the measurement model as well and
caution needs to be exercised in interpretation.
This is noted again in the limitations section.
The third analysis utilized logistic regression.
In this case, the dependent variable was the
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010

performance measure of whether or not the
salesperson received the order or not. Again,
the summed scales were used for the
independent variables of conflict, trust, and
empathy. Using this methodology does not
allow for path analysis, but allows the
researcher to estimate the relative direct effects
of each variable on the dependent variable.
Thus, this is a very different model than those
tested above, not only is the dependent variable
different, but the actual model is also. Table 4
provides the results.
DISCUSSION
Overall, the study’s findings are interesting
from a number of perspectives. The initial
model tested (Figure 2) suggests that empathy
is the biggest driver of sales performance. It
has a higher direct association with sales
performance than trust and has a very strong
association with trust directly. Conflict has no
association with trust. However, conflict does
have a high negative correlation with empathy.
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Figure 3: Hypothesis Testing of the Theoretical Model
Successful Sales People

.302

Empathy
7

-127

. 61

Trust
.17

.338

Sales
Performance

1

Conflict
.726

.812

Model Fit Statistics:
AGFI = .9994
RMR = .0028

Chi-Square = 0.242
CFI = 1.000

PR> Chi-Square 0.8763

DF = 1,
NNFI = 1.026

Figure 4: Hypothesis Testing of the Theoretical Model
Unsuccessful Sales People

.066*

Empathy
7

-411

. 66

Trust
. 05

.514

Sales
Performance

1*

Conflict
.765

.830

Model Fit Statistics:
AGFI = .8793
RMR = .0533

Chi-Square = 4.9248
CFI = .983

DF = 1,
NNFI = .979

PR> Chi-Square 0.0265

*Non-Significant
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TABLE 4:
Logistic Regression Model
-2 log likelihood 465.585
Variables in the Equation
Variable
Beta
Constant
-4.831
Total Trust
.533
Empathy
.482
Total Conflict
-.021
Classification Table
Observed
Received Order 1
No Order 2
Overall Percentage

Significance
.000
.000
.018
.801
Predicted
Received Order 1 No Order 2
201
41
61
159

The second analysis (Figures 3 and 4) provides
an interesting addendum to the initial findings.
The model based on those salespeople who
received the order is very strong in terms of fit.
The findings are similar to the overall model
with somewhat more balance between the
explanatory power of trust and empathy. In this
case empathy is still very strongly associated
with trust, but the direct association of empathy
to sales performance is slightly smaller than for
trust. Also interesting is the positive and
significant association of conflict with trust. In
the general model it is positive, but nonsignificant. However, the levels of conflict
were generally low as noted previously. While
the model based on the salespeople who did not
receive an order is not as strong a fit, the
findings provide some interesting insights. In
looking at the results, an argument could easily
be made that empathy played a key role in
those people not receiving the order. There was
no direct association with sales performance,
whereas the direct association with trust was
only slightly greater than the model for those
salespeople receiving the order.
The logistic regression, while interesting did
not add any additional insight into the model.
In that analysis, trust was the strongest direct
driver and empathy was just slightly less related
Conflict was clearly not related. The overall
prediction rate of 77.9 percent is high.
However, this model provides a comparison of
only the direct impacts of the three major
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010

Percentage Correct
83.1%
72.3%
77.9%

variables and does not include direct and
indirect effects of empathy as shown in Figures
2, 3 and 4.
We can summarize the results for the research
questions as follows:
RQ1: In this study, it is clear that
empathy is related to trust. It is a
strong relationship for both
salespeople who received the
order and those who did not.
Moreover, it is positive as
expected from previous empirical
research in other contexts.
RQ2: The relationship of conflict to
trust is mixed.
When the
relationship between conflict and
empathy was low, as it was for
situations where the salespeople
received an order, conflict was
positively related to trust. No
relationship was found between
trust and conflict, when the
relationship between conflict and
empathy was high, as was the
case in situations where
salespeople who did not receive
an order.
RQ3: The relationship between trust
and effectiveness was significant
and positive in all cases, but was
much stronger for the cases
involving salespeople who did
not receive an order. In those
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cases, the relationship between
empathy and performance (RQ5)
was not significant.
RQ4: The correlation between empathy
and conflict was generally as
expected, positive and
significant. However, for the
sample where the salespeople
received an order that correlation
was very low, whereas it was
quite high for the sample where
they did not.
RQ5: The relationship between
empathy and performance was
mixed. For the sample in which
salespeople were successful and
received an order it was
positively related to sales
performance, but not so for those
instances where the salespeople
failed to get an order. This
suggests that perhaps the reason
the salespeople who were not
successful in getting an order was
because they were not
empathetic.

who were high in affective conflict, only 6 (30
percent) were from respondents where the
salesperson received the order. Of the
remaining high cognitive conflict responses, 23
(44 percent) of the 53 (88 high cognitive
conflict – 35 high in both types of conflict)
were from respondents where the salesperson
got the order.

The results are suggestive. Trust and empathy
are clearly important, but the role of conflict is
not clear. Given the skewed nature of the
conflict distribution, it is useful to examine only
those respondents (buyers) who rated sellers as
high either on affective or cognitive conflict or
on both. In order to do this, we looked at the
high scores for affective conflict and cognitive
conflict which we defined as those scoring over
3 on the 1-5 scale for each of the respective
variables. This resulted in 55 cases of high
affective conflict and 88 cases of high cognitive
conflict. Respondents reporting on salespeople
who did not get the order accounted for 40 (73
percent) of the instances of high affective
conflict and 49 (56 percent) of the instances of
high cognitive conflict.
Further analysis
examined those who were high in both. It was
found that only 35 of those respondents were
high in both. Of those high in both types of
conflict, 26 of 35 (74 percent) were from
respondents where the salesperson did not
receive the order. Of the remaining 20 (55 -35)

The results of this study have a variety of
implications for managers with respect to hiring
and training. Of the three variables (empathy,
conflict, and trust) examined in this study,
empathy clearly plays the most important role
in building trust. Consequently, it would seem
that identifying salespeople or potential
salespeople who have naturally high levels of
empathy and/or are able to develop the
necessary skills to be empathetic is essential.
Conflict appears to be much less important and
while training in conflict resolution/
management might be worthwhile, it probably
would not yield as a return on investment as
helping salespeople improved their empathetic
abilities.
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The results are suggestive. First salespeople
having high scores on both affective conflict
and total conflict are much more apt to have
failed to get an order. Conversely, those with
only high cognitive conflict scores were much
more apt to have secured an order. The
differences in the sizes of both samples indicate
that some of those who are high in cognitive
conflict are lower in affective conflict, so much
so that they don’t appear in the high total
conflict list. This perhaps provides an
explanation for the significant finding among
salespeople receiving an order, namely that
cognitive conflict has a positive impact on
buyers’ perceptions.
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The findings with respect to the possible
curvilinearity of cognitive conflict and
outcomes suggest that cognitive conflict can be
good for all parties when it leads to some type
of improvement in the decision making process,
e.g., the buyer receiving greater value. It would
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010
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seem that being able to manage cognitive
conflict so as to keep it from turning to
affective conflict, which negatively impacts a
relationship, is also important.
Overall this research confirms the findings of
other studies that trust and empathy are
important drivers of sales success. Both are
critical and both lead to not only successfully
closing, but also perceptions of effectiveness on
the part of buyers. In addition, the presence of
cognitive conflict may in fact be very
productive if managed well.

Plank and Reid

by Paglis and Williams (1996) as reported in
Kline, Sulsky and Rever-Moriyama (2000)
found that common method variance would
have to be approximately 18-20 percent
between observed relationships before it would
be a plausible alternative to the more
parsimonious explanation that the two variables
are indeed correlated.
Such high common
method variance seems unlikely in light of
efforts made. Finally, the Harmon one factor
test was used and the results indicated multiple
factors, thus supporting this study’s contention
of limited common method variance (Podsakoff
and Organ 1986).

LIMITATIONS
FUTURE RESEARCH
As with any study, this study is not without its
limitations. This study has the usual limitations
of data collection that relies on respondent
recall. The data was collected from a single
respondent at each firm.
And as with any
empirical piece, the measures while solid and
demonstrated through their usage in other
studies are not without some error. In addition,
as a cross-sectional design without any
experimental control, no causal inferences
could be made.
Finally, an additional issue, which is not always
discussed in these kinds of studies, is the notion
of common method bias or variance. Common
method variance is the idea that since all
measures were collected from a single source
and that multiple sources and methods were not
used in the data collection, the result is due to
the use of a common methods or respondent
bias and does not represent real differences
(Cote and Buckley 1987). There are several
ways to deal with this issue. In this case, the
decision was made to utilize a very broad crosssection of buyers. As noted by McLaughlin
(1999) and Lindell and Whitney (2001) effects
are most prevalent in self-report studies (Organ
and Ryan 1995). This study used other rating
forms; the buyers rated the salespeople, not
themselves, which has been shown to minimize
method effects.
In addition, McLaughlin
argues that procedures used in questionnaire
design can minimize these effects and these
suggestions were followed. In addition, work
Marketing Management Journal, Fall 2010

There are multiple areas for possible future
research on what makes for successful selling.
One element is the predispositions of the
buyers. For example, it is possible that some
buyers are more trusting in general than others
and respond to empathetic activities on the part
of the salesperson more quickly. These kinds
of buyers are likely to be easier to develop trust
in than others who are not as predisposed.
More importantly they may also perceive that
the salesperson is empathetic, understands their
problems, and is working with them to solve
them. The same issue is true with conflict,
some people react to conflict very negatively,
while others have a higher tolerance for it.
Since this was not measured and controlled for
in this study, no inferences can be made.
This study focused on choice situations, even
though the dependent variable was a
performance variable, the study was grounded
in a choice situation. In the past 20 years, there
has been much more emphasis on having single
supplier versus multiple suppliers and keeping
that single supplier for a long time by working
closely with them. This context, while not free
of choice by the buyer, since switching can
always occur, is still a different situation and
may well require different levels of building
empathy and different levels of conflict. For
example, once a close relationship is developed,
individuals might be more likely to tolerate
more conflict, especially cognitive conflict. Of
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course, maintaining the perception of trust is
different than trying to build it during initial
encounters with a person.
Another important issue is the relationship of
personal versus task behaviors.
This study
focused only on relationship behaviors,
indirectly, and not on the task behaviors that go
along with the job.
Research by Wathne,
Biong and Heide (2001) also found support for
both task and personal behaviors, with the task
relationship being the more prominent. Two
important research issues include the following:
1) under what conditions are task issues more
important and 2) what conditions drive personal
relationships between buyer and seller. Task
and relationship behaviors need to be directly
linked to trust, empathy, conflict, and
performance to understand this issue.
Given the strong role of empathy in this model,
more work needs to be done in the context of
buyer-seller relations on the actual process of
empathetic communication. As has been noted
in the literature review of this paper, process
models of empathy do exist, but not in buyerseller contexts, so better understanding of the
actual process of developing empathy is
warranted based on this study’s findings and
the previous research.
Finally, a very important and much neglected
issue is the role of the process as a frame for
understanding the importance of perceptions on
choice processes in general. We would argue
that sales performance research has to take into
account that at different stages of the process,
different factors emerge as important. For
example, the argument can be made that
empathy and getting the buyer to perceive the
salesperson as empathetic has more impact on
the early stages of the process and that, if it is
not formed early, the possibility exists that it
may never be formed. Experimental research
needs to determine if that is the case.
CONCLUSION

Plank and Reid

conflict in a business-to-business buyer-seller
relationship. Prior to this study, the extant
research had suggested that all might be
important. This research clearly supports trust
and empathy as being more important than
conflict. However, it appears that cognitive
conflict can have a positive impact on decision
making, but it is likely to be curvilinear in its
effects. Too much cognitive conflict could be
negative whereas the right amount and on the
right issues may be very valuable to both
parties.
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APPENDIX
Conflict (7 Items) Scaled 1 = None 2 = Almost none 3 =
A little 4 = Moderate amount 5 = A great deal
Affective Conflict (4 Items)
How much anger was there between you and the
salesperson during this negotiation?
How much personal friction was there between you and
the salesperson during the course of the negotiation?*
How much of a personality clash was there between you
and the salesperson during this negotiation?*
How much tension was there between you and the
salesperson during this negotiation?*
Cognitive Conflict (3 Items)
1. How many disagreements about the content of the
decision were there between you and the salesperson
during this negotiation?*
2. How many differences about the content of the
decision were there between you and the salesperson
during this negotiation?*
3. How many general differences of opinion were there
between you and the salesperson during this
negotiation?*

Plank and Reid

4.

I feel as if I am on the same wavelength as this
salesperson.*
5. This salesperson really understands how I think.
6. This salesperson has a lot of knowledge about how I
need to make decisions and do my job.*
7. This salesperson seemed to feel what I needed when
we talked about this purchase.*
8. This salesperson always understood our company
needs
Trust (15 Items) Scaled 1=strongly agree 2 = moderately
agree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = moderately
disagree, 5 = strongly disagree
1. This salesperson did everything possible for our
company.*
2. The product/service will meet our needs without
question.
3. The company this salesperson works for will stand
behind us.*
4. This salesperson will always use good judgment.*
5. This product/service has the technical attributes
necessary to do the job.*
6. The company can be counted upon to do right with
us.*
7. The salesperson is a real expert.
8. The product/service will give us little trouble in use.*
9. This salesperson's company has quality people
working for them.*
10. The salesperson is like a good friend.*
11. The salesperson's company has a good reputation.
12. The product/service will please all those in our
company who use it or are responsible for it.*
13. The company will do what it takes to make us
happy.*
14. When the salesperson tells me something it must be
true
15. This product/service will do everything we want it to
do.*
Sales Effectiveness (1 item) Scaled 1 = strongly disagree
to 7 = strongly agree
1. This salesperson is among the best salespeople who
have called on me.*
*Items so marked are included in the final scaling used for
analysis.
1

We use the term buyer in all definitions to reflect the
general nature of the person who is the object of the
efforts of the salesperson. They may have many titles and
functional responsibilities given the nature of
organizational buying.

Empathy (8 Items) Scaled 1= strongly agree, 2 =
moderately agree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 =
moderately disagree, 5 = strongly disagree
1. This salesperson understands me as a person and my
role in this organization.*
2. I have good feelings when dealing with this
salesperson.*
3. This salesperson really understood my feelings about
this buyer-seller situation.*
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