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*f* IN A RECENT California Management Review ar-
ticle I set forth five propositions concerning the out-
side salesman, seeing him as an interorganizational
linking pin and as a man-in-the-middle.^ In his link-
ing pin role, the central function of the outside
salesman is to hold together the exchange relation-
ship between his own company and its customers.
In accomplishing this function, he must participate
in the social systems of both his customer's orga-
nization and his own. As a man-in-the-middle, he is
caught in the inherent conflict between seller and
buyer. Such a man-in-the-middle adjusts to his situ-
ation by engaging in double talk and two-way per-
suasion, and he is likely to suffer from the social iso-
lation and pressure that ensue in the absence of col-
league support.

This paper presents the test of three propositions
derived from a conceptual framework of the outside
salesman as an interorganizational link.- The three
propositions deal with the power relations, the coor-
dinative autliority, and the customer-salesman sta-
tus equality of outside salesmen. The basic idea is
that the greater the amount of power or authority
and the more equal the status relations, the higher
the productivity and the satisfaction of salesmen.

Theory

Power, authority, and status, components of a
theory of organization developed by Robert Duhin,^
are the primary modes of interaction among persons
within and between organizations. Power relations
are founded on the importance of the members'
functions to the development or maintenance of the
organizatiori and the exclusiveness of these func-
tions. Authority relations occur when one organiza-
tion member makes and transmits decisions to an-
other member and expects that person to accept
such decisions and act according to the decision
made for him. Status relations occur with either of
two forms of value-scale interaction—that among
equals and that among persons of disparate status.

The power, authority, and status relations be-
tween a salesman and the persons with whom he in-
teracts flow laterally between units in separate orga-
nizations just as they do between persons and de-
partments within a single organization. The sales-
man as chief conductor of these interorganizational
relations holds together the exchange relationship
between his own company and its customers. How
effectively the salesman maintains the exchanges is



TABLE I.—POWER; EXCLUSIVITY OF ACCOUNTS AND ESSENTIALITY OF FUNCTIONS

RELATED TO PRODUCTIVITY AND SATISFACTION

Power

High N = 66
Low N = 25

N = 91

' Significant at the
*• Significant at the

10 level.
.05 level.

78
22

100

Productivity

High
(in percent)

.0(N=46) 62

.0(N=13) 37

.0(N = 59) 100

Phi= .17

Low

.5(N = 12)

.0(N = 32)

80
19

100

High

.4(N = 41)

.6(N=10)

.0(N = 51)

latisf action

în percent)

62
37

100
X̂  = 2.89^

Plii= .18

Low

.5(N=15)

.0(N = 40)
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in part determined by his handling of power, au-
thority, and status relations. The greater the sales-
man's perceived power and authority, the more
likely will he be highly productive and highly satis-
fied. Likewise, the more the salesman perceives the
status relations between himself and his customers
to be equal, the more likely will he be highly pro-
ductive and highly satisfied. This leads to the
following three propositions:

• Proposition 1.—POWER: the higher tlie salesman's
levels of discretion over credit, delivery, price, and
product functions and the more exclusive his conti-ol
over customer accounts, the higher his productivity and
satisfaction.

• Proposition 2.—AUTHORITY: high acceptance of a
salesman's suggestions by employer and by customer per-
sonnel is positively associated with high salesman's pro-
ductivity and satisfaction.

• Proposition 3.—STATUS: greater status equality be-
tween a salesman and his customers is positively associ-
ated with higher salesman's productivity and satisfaction.

Test of Propositions
Tables I, II, and III present the results of a test of

the propositions which connect the power, author-
ity, and status relations of salesmen as independent
variables to the productivity and satisfaction of
salesmen as dependent variables. All relationships
are tested by the association between variables and
are judged on the bases of directionality, strength of
relationship, and statistical significance. I>ata were
obtained from a random sample of 126 outside
salesmen who were scattered throughout the distri-
bution network of a national producer-distributor of
wood building materials. A total of 91 question-
naires were retxuned for a response rate of 71 per-
cent.

The questionnaire mailed to respondents was of
the fixed statement, ordinal-scale, check-box variety.
It was composed of five categories; power, author-
ity, status, productivity, and satisfaction, and had

from one to five questions per category. As the three
propositions are introduced, further detail will be
presented about each category and its component
questions.

Proposition 1: Power, Productivity, and Satisfac-
tion.—Power has been defined as the control of es-
sential functions in an organizational position.̂
Since the control of essential functions by a position
holder gives him a power basis for infiuencing the
behavior of other organizational members, it is as-
sumed that his power increases as his discretion
over alternative choices concerning a function in-
creases. Power also increases with the degree of ex-
clusivity; that is, the fewer the number of persons
who can take the place of a position holder, the
greater his relative power.

The first proposition suggested that if salesmen
had high discretion over credit, delivery, price, and
product functions, and access to customer accounts,
they would also be high producers and be highly
satisfied. Power was measured by a five-item, six-
point scale of the salesmen's perceived degree of
control over customer accounts and their extent of
influence over decisions concerning essential func-
tions. Productivity was measured by a four-point
scale indicating a salesman's self-estimate of quan-
tity and quality of performance."^ Satisfaction was
measured by a four-item, six-point scale.'̂  The
power items and the satisfaction items were summed
together and averaged to provide a composite score
of power and a composite score of satisfaction. All
measures were dichotomized into "high" and "low
levels.

The data in Table I offer significant support for
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the proposition that as power increases productivity
and satisfaction increase. Here power as measured
by exclusivity of accounts and essentiality of func-
tions has been divided into the high-low halves of
the scale. These in turn have been used to account
for high and low productivity and high and low sat-
isfaction. The table indicates that 78 percent of the
higher producing salesmen were also high in per-
ceived power, while 37.5 percent of the low produc-
ers had low perceived power. Only 22 percent of
the high producers appeared among those with low
perceived power. Likewise, 80.4 percent of those
salesmen indicatinc; high satisfaction were also hieh
in perceived power, while 37.5 percent of the low
satisfied had low perceived power. All relationships
were in the proposed direction and significant at the
.10 level and the .05 level. In general, there was evi-
dence to support the proposition which stated that
high discretion over the essential functions of
credit, delivery, price, product, and access to ac-
counts is positively associated with high productiv-
ity and high satisfaction. j

Proposition 2: Authority, Productivity, and Satis-
faction.—The authority of salesmen was measured
hy the suggestions which salesmen made to mem-
hers of their role-set. Landsberger's "suggestive de-
vice," an approximate measure of authority, was felt
appropriate for the present study. ̂  It was assumed
that a salesman's suggestions to his peers were acts
of lateral authority while his suggestions to superi-
ors were acts of vertical authority. It was also as-
sumed that authority is higher if the domain and
range of influence is greater.^ Therefore, lateral au-
thority attempts which involve many more contacts
hy a salesman exceed in authority the vertical at-
tempts in which the salesman seeks to influence a
formal authority holder who in turn influences other
persons in the salesman's role-set.

Proposition 2 stated that high acceptance of sales-
men's suggestions by employer and by customer
personnel is positively associated with high sales-

men's productivity and satisfaction. Five items used
in the measure of the authority variable were di-
vided into internal and external authority groups.
The internal authority items were warehouse and
inside sales authority. The external authority group
included yard authority, credit authority, and sales
authority. Internal and external authority relations
were summed together in scales from high lateral to
low lateral (high vertical) authority. High lateral
authority occurred when the salesmen made direct
suggestions to warehousemen, inside salesmen,
yardmen, and sales clerks. Low lateral (high verti-
cal) authority instances occurred when salesmen
made indirect suggestions to these people, by ask-
ing superiors to intercede, or when the salesmen
said nothing at all.

As Table II indicates, authority is weakly associ-
ated with productivity and significantly associated
with satisfaction. The table indicates that as the
movement from vertical to lateral authority rela-
tions is made, the proportion of high producing
salesmen increased but that this relationship is
weak and nonsignificant. On the other hand, we
find that among those salesmen who were highly
satisfied 66.8 percent of them engage in lateral au-
thority relations, while 42.4 percent of the low satis-
fled engage in vertical authority relations. On bal-
ance, it appears that the relationship between au-
thority and productivity is not upheld but that the
relationship between authority and satisfaction is
substantiated.

Proposition 3: Status, Productivity, and Satisfac-
tion.—As the earlier article pointed out, status as an
element in personal selling behavior is well devel-
oped in the literature. Studies of status equality be-
tween sellers and purchasers substantiate the hy-
pothesis that the more similar the buyer and the
seller are in their background and language, the
more likely the sale will occur. Salesmen who call
on taverns, lumber yards, and similar retail estab-
lishments are more apt to obtain an established po-

TABLE n.—AUTHORITY: LATERAL AND VERTICAL AUTHORITY RELATED TO PRODUCTIVITY AND SATISFACTION

Authority

Lateral N = 53
Vertical N = 38

N = 91

61
39

100

Productivity

High
(in percent)

.0 (N = 36) 53

.0(N = 23) 46

.0(N = 59) 100

Low

.2{N=17)

.8(N = 15)

.0 (N = 32)

i

66
33

100

Satisfaction

High
(in percent)

.8(N = 34) 47.

.2(N = 17) 42.

.0(N = 51) 100

Phi= .21

Low

6{N = 19)
4 ( N = gl)

.0(N = 24)

41

Not significant.

Significant at the .05 level.



sition if they are able to talk the customer's lan-
guage.^ These studies seem to support the implica-
tion that the status relations involved in personal
selling take place between equals, hence flow later-
ally between equals.

Proposition 3 stated that status equality between
salesmen and customers is positively associated with
higher productivity and satisfaction for salesmen.
The two items used to indicate the degree of status
equality were salesman-customer similarity and fa-
miliarity scales. Salesman-customer similarity was
measured by the perceived degree of similarity be-
tween the salesman and his customers which ranged
from "just like me" to "unlike me." Salesman-cus-
tomer familiarity was measured by a scale which
asked the salesman if he was very familiar with his

42 customers on both personal and business grounds.
The high familiarity level was scaled down to lesser
degrees of familiarity to a point of minimum busi-
ness familiarity only. These two items were summed
together and divided into "high" and "low" levels of
salesman-customer similarity and familiarity, with
high levels indicating status equality and low levels
indicating status inequality.

Table III indicates that salesman-customer simi-
larity and familiarity vary with productivity and
satisfaction in the anticipated direction. This rela-
tionship is also mildly significant in both instances
(.10 level). Thus status equality between salesmen
and customers tends to be associated with high pro-
ductivity and high satisfaction of salesmen. These
data seem to support the proposition that salesmen,
as they become more equal in status with their cus-
tomers, tend to have higher productivity and satis-
faction.

Discussion

The salesman was viewed as an interorganiza-
tional link between firms connected in the channel
of distribution. The study viewed the role of a sales-
man as that of a boundary person with the function

of linking his company with its customers in an ex-
change relationship. To reach a high level of ex-
change between seller and customer units and at
the same time to meet a goal of high personal satis-
faction, it was proposed that a salesman seek and
exercise higher degrees of power and authority with
his customers and fellow employees, and status
equality with his customers.

The survey findings indicate that those salesmen
who registered high levels of power and authority
and were equal in status with their customers
tended to be high producers and highly satisfied.
This suggests that salesmen who exercise consider-
able autonomy and infiuence within their own com-
pany and outside of it are the most effective. The
boundary position of the salesman places him in an
isolated, distant, coordinative role where he is un-
der considerable and somewhat conflicting demands
from his company and his customers. High levels of
individual power and authority and status equaliza-
tion with customers help the salesman in overcom-
ing those obstacles in his search for productivity
and satisfaction. These findings have implications
for sales managers, for salesmen, and for marketing
theory.

Implications for Managers

How broadly can these findings be generalized,
and how should they be interpreted? Although this
study focuses on the transfer of building materials
from distributor warehouses to retailers, contrac-
tors, and industrial accounts, it is believed that th(
problem of interorganizational linkage examini(:
here is faced by organizations involved in numerou;
other industrial product and market settings. Also
these implications should be looked upon as diag-
nostic guidelines for an administrator to gain insight
into his own problems rather than as a prescriptive
series of steps which all administrators could suc-
cessfully follow.

Sales force managers should take into account the

TABLE ni.—STATUS: SALESMAN-CUSTOMBE SIMILARITY AND FAMILIARITY RELATED TO PRODUCTIVITY AND SATISFACTU

Status

High N = 62
Low N = 29

N = 91

73
26

100

Productivity

High
(in percent)

5(N = 43) 59
5(N = 16) 40

.0(N = 59) 100

Phi= .15

Low

.3(N = 19)

.7(N=13)

.0(N = 32)

74
25

100

Satisfaction

High
(in percent)

.5(N = 38) 60.
.5{N = 13) 40

.0(N = 51) 100

Phi= .16

Low

0(N = 24)

O(N = 40]

Significant at the .10 level.



salesman's overall role, the appropriate organiza-
tional design for fostering interorganizational link-
age, and the appropriate autonomy and nonfinan-
cial incentives for salesmen. The survey findings in-
dicate that salesmen who have higher levels of au-
tonomy and influence within their own company
and outside of it tend to be high producers and
more satisfied. These findings suggest that sales
force managers should respect the salesman's auton-
omy and his overall role as an integrator. Sales man-
agers might keep in mind the "area manager con-
cept" outlined by Kelley and Lazer in which the
salesman is regarded as an area manager with sales
administration responsibilities."

There are a number of inferences for organiza-
tional design. The concept of organization should
be used broadly to include those persons who are
functionally interdependent v/ith salesmen. From
the high producers' high power and authority base
we can infer that the development of the organiza-
tion should cut across functional boundaries. For
example, in a wood-products distributioii branch
the flow of work links-in a series and in time-the
warehouse function, the outside and inside sales
functions, and credit support functions from the
headquarter's staff. All these functions are interde-
pendent in reaching the goals of a branch organiza-
tion and require considerable coordinative effort. A
sales manager should examine how he might go
about enhancing the self-coordination of these de-
partments to keep up the flow of work. Perhaps at-
tention to breaking down conflict barriers between
salesmen and the warehouse is in order. Perhaps
pairing inside and outside salesmen to function as a
coordinating team would boost sales. Probably ef-
forts to open broad channels of communication
among the departments for interunit coordination
would be wise.

Another implication that can be drawn from the
research findings is that the salesman's position en-
courages the design of an organization which pro-
vides the salesman with considerable autonomy for
making decisions. The sales force manager should
try to give his salesmen a feeling of having consid-
erable say or influence over credit, delivery, price,
and product functions, and over access to customer
accounts. Increased control by salesmen over func-
tions should result in opportunities for self-growth
among salesmen, leading to high performance and
hence to high rewards." The manager should ex-
pect salesmen to respond positively to increased au-
tonomy since expanding the essentiality of their
functions is both instrumental for increasing their
productivity and a source of nonflnancial payoff.

Givmg salesmen greater responsibilities is not
only an opportunity for self-development, it is a

form of "power pay and authority pay." Also tlic
added importance of the sales position tends to
raise the "status pay" of salesmen within the com-
pany and the added ability to do a job for his cus-
tomers unleashes another source of "status pay"
from outside the organization.^-

Implications for Salesman

Here we switch our perspective to that of a sales-
man who, as a market or area manager, is largely
responsible for integrating or coordinating the rela-
tions between his company and his customers. The
purpose of this is simply to provide a salesman with
an alternative way of thinking about his job.

A salesman should give some thought to cultivat- An
ing a '̂ back-up squad." He should try to establish
harmonious relations with key individuals in his
own warehouse and to promote a buddy system
with an inside salesman so that to the customer's or-
ganization he and his firm speak with one voice. As
with the high-producing salesman in this study, it
would behoove other salesmen to attempt to build
relations with people in their customers' organiza-
tions who influence the decision to buy.

High-producing salesmen tend to rely on their
own influence rather than that of their superiors.
When an unusual problem arises, perhaps the wise
thing is not to wait for the warehouse, inside sales-
men, and credit managers to do their job and con-
sider that to be enough. The salesmen should seek
to participate actively and ask for action since these
other departments are apt to follow their routine
programs.

Salesmen should consider the virtues and pitfalls
of identifying closely with customers. Those sales-
men who considered their customers as personal
friends as well as business acquaintances and who
saw considerable likeness between their customers
and tliemselves were also significantly the high pro-
ducers. Possible pitfalls to salesman-customer equal-
ity are that as a salesman increases his identification
and likeness with a customer, he decreases his im-
age of managerial potential with his company,
hence jeopardizing promotion possibilities. Also,
there is the dilemma of taking a middle ground be-
tween company and customers. Over-identification
with either company or customer might limit the
salesman's flexibility, causing him to be less of an
entrepreneur than his position permits.

Personal Selling and Distribution
Channels

The time-honored tradition of marketing theory



has been to consider personal selling and channels
of distribution as separate elements in the market-
ing mix.̂ ^ Sophisticated treatments of personal sell-
ing have focused upon the communications function
of individual salesmen, particularly on how inter-
personal persuasive communications are enhanced
or impeded by the personality, background, or
training of the salesman, or the dyadic correspon-
dence of salesmen and customers.^' Discussions of
the channels of distribution have riveted their atten-
tion on the structural pattern of the channel and the
functions of separate firms linked in sequential
flows of exchange; particularly how structural pat-
terns change, how functions shift in importance
within and among organizations, and the coordina-
tion of the channel as a unit to gain overall channel

44 effectiveness and efficiency.̂ ^ There is now reason
to believe that the distinction between personal sell-
ing and channels of distribution is broken-backed.
Increasing acceptance of the total systems view of
both personal selling and channels, coupled with re-
cent behavioral system's view of the channels, has
tended to bring personal selling and channels of dis-
tribution to a common ground.̂ *̂  The personal sell-
ing function, exemplified by the outside salesman,
can be viewed as one more link in the channel of
distribution—a link which serves to integrate one or-
ganization with those further down the channel
pipeline—a link which is vital for implementing an
organization's program of channel captaincy.^'

Summary

Three propositions were tested which related
power, authority, and status to the productivity and
satisfaction of salesmen. These propositions were
derived from a conceptual framework which consid-
ered tlie outside salesman as an interorganizational
link whose function is to hold together the exchange
relationship between his own company and its cus-
tomers. In accomplishing this function, the salesman
must participate in the social systems of his custom-
er's organization and his own, thus engaging in
power, authority, and status relations.

The survey findings tended to support the three
propositions. Proposition 1, involving power rela-
tions, stated that higher levels of discretion over
credit, delivery, price, and product functions as per-

ceived by salesmen are positively associated with
higher salesmen's productivity and satisfaction. The
findings supported Proposition 1.

Proposition 2, involving authority relations, stated
that high acceptance of salesmen's suggestions by
employer and by customer personnel is positively
associated with high salesmen's productivity and
satisfaction. The relationship between authority and
satisfaction was supported; the relationship he-
tween authority and productivity was not upheld.

Proposition 3, involving status relations, stated
that status equality between salesmen and custom-
ers is positively associated with higher salesmen's
productivity and satisfaction. The survey results
supported this proposition.

Implications from these survey findings were
drawn for sales managers, for salesmen, and for
marketing theory. Sales managers should take into
account the salesman's integrative role between sep-
arate organizations. They should pay attention to an
organization design which encourages the self-coor-
dination of a salesman and tlie departments with
which he is interdependent, and provides him with
considerable decision-making autonomy. Also, sales
managers should recognize that giving a salesman
greater responsibility is not only an opportunity for
self-development, it is a form of power pay, author-
ity pay, and status pay.

The salesman who, as a market area manager, is
largely responsible for integrating the relations be-
tween his company and his customers should give
some thought to cultivating a "back-up squad"
among members of his company. It would also be-
hoove salesmen to build relations with people in
their customers' organizations who influence the de-
cision to buy. Salesmen should also consider seeking
to direct the actions of other departments and con-
sider the virtues and pitfalls of identifying closely
with customers.

It is believed that the distinction between person-
al selling and channels of distribution in marketing
theory is broken-backed. The personal selling func-
tion, exemplified by the outside salesman, can be
viewed as one more link in the channel of distribu-
tion—a link which serves to integrate separate orga-
nizations in the channel and implement the concept
of channel captaincy. One of the intents of this
study was to further the amalgamation of personal
selling and the channel of distribution.
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