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Abstract 

Although the increasing complexity of selling environments has been widely recognized, we 

know little about how salespeople manage the cognitive demands associated with information 

processing and decision-making during a sales encounter. Drawing on the Sensemaking Intuition 

Model and Dual Process Theory, we examine unique influences of salesperson traits and reliance 

on intuition as contributing to a sensemaking mechanism in the adaptive selling process. Further, 

we consider the moderating role that reliance on intuition has on the relationships between 

salesperson traits and adaptive selling. Survey results from 250 business-to-business salespeople 

produce well-fitting confirmatory and structural models that identify positive direct influences of 

cognitive empathy, trait competitiveness, and reliance on intuition in the adaptive selling 

process. Moderation analyses reveal that reliance on intuition reduces the positive impact of 

empathy, highlighting the complexity that salesperson traits and reliance on intuition introduce to 

the adaptive selling process. 

  

 

 

Keywords: Sensemaking, Intuition, Adaptive selling, Trait competitiveness, Cognitive empathy  

  

  

  

 

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, 

or not-for-profit sectors.

Manuscript (WITHOUT AUTHOR DETAILS)



 

2 
 

How Salesperson Traits and Intuitive Judgments Influence Adaptive Selling:  

A Sensemaking Perspective 

1.0 Introduction 

Having customer-oriented salespeople is a key component of the marketing philosophy 

(Saxe & Weitz, 1982; Groza & Groza, 2018), but successful implementation requires business-

to-business (B2B) salespeople to not only understand information about customers’ needs but 

also act accordingly (Dixon & Adamson, 2011). One customer-oriented approach is adaptive 

selling, which refers to a salesperson’s ability to interpret and adapt to customers’ needs and 

beliefs that arise differentially across personal selling situations (Weitz, Sujan, & Sujan, 1986). 

Adaptive selling can be a challenging endeavor, as the sales environment becomes increasingly 

complex and therefore more cognitively demanding for salespeople (Verbeke, Dietz, & Verwaal, 

2011; Marshall, Goebel, & Moncrief, 2003). To manage this complexity, salespeople may seek 

to alleviate some of these cognitive demands by relying on their intuition to make sense of the 

selling situation.  

McIntyre, Wheatley, and Uhr (1996) conducted some of the earliest research on the 

psychological influence of intuition on adaptive selling with a study that found that intuitors—

individuals whose personality types suggest that they trust their impressions of situations when 

processing information—were likely to practice adaptive selling. However, in the two decades 

that followed this finding, sales and marketing research on the inner workings of the relationship 

between intuition and sales adaptability was relatively scarce. Fortunately, recent understandings 

of sales interactions provide the conceptual grounds for an updated investigation in this area. 

Specifically, sales interactions are viewed as complex, information-rich environments (Mangus, 

Bock, Jones, & Folse, 2020) in which the consequences of inferential errors can be high 
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(Hogarth, 2001, 2005). As a result, research has begun to show the importance of salespeople 

relying on intuition as a decision heuristic toward adaptive selling (Locander, Weinberg, & 

Mulki, 2014). This relatively limited recent work on intuition in sales sets the stage for research 

to advance our understanding of how intuitively charged judgments influence salesperson 

behavior and, more specifically, adaptive selling behaviors. 

To adapt as necessary to a selling situation, salespeople need to link implicit and explicit 

cognitive frameworks (Evans, McFarland, Dietz, & Jaramillo, 2012). Attempting to account for 

this bilateral process, contemporary marketing research has begun to explore the use of implicit 

knowledge (i.e., intuition) as a contributing factor to salesperson success (e.g., Hall, Ahearne, & 

Sujan, 2015). Since adaptive selling requires salespeople to integrate and process all relevant 

information about the selling situation (Itani, Agnihotri, & Dingus, 2017; Weitz et al., 1986), we 

need a better understanding of how salespersons’ reliance on intuition aids in making sense of 

the situation in order to adapt their selling approach.  

Widely acknowledged in the management literature as a key and highly strategic 

contributor to organizational dynamics, sensemaking enables a firm’s agents to apply 

organizational knowledge and therefore learn, adapt, and respond to experiences of change 

(Krush, Agnihotri, Trainor, & Nowlin, 2013). Research has begun to establish the importance of 

sensemaking in sales contexts (i.e., Shannahan, Bush, Moncrief, & Shannahan, 2013; Prior, 

Keränen, & Koskela, 2018) but primarily focuses on a dyadic perspective, arguing that making 

sense of the customer’s role in the personal selling process enhances organizational learning for 

both the buying and selling firms (e.g., Shannahan et al., 2013). We offer a different 

perspective—one that considers sensemaking as an interpretive intra-individual process that 
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salespeople utilize in the adaptive selling process—and posit that reliance on intuition facilitates 

this sensemaking process (Sonenshein, 2007). 

While research shows that intuition promotes exploration and produces insights into what 

might be accomplished (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999), the connection between how and why 

reliance on intuition predicts commercial success remains less understood (Dane, Rockmann, & 

Pratt, 2012; Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2018). To examine this connection, we build on Dual 

Process Theory (Epstein & Pacini, 1999) and Sonenshein’s (2007) sensemaking perspective of 

intuition to expand our understanding of intra-individual processes that produce adaptive selling 

behaviors and, ultimately, sales effectiveness. By accounting for reliance on intuition as a 

tendency central to this interpretive process, our study provides a more complete understanding 

of the sensemaking process in sales interactions. 

Additionally, our research investigates the role of reliance on intuition as it interacts with 

two identified long-standing key traits of successful salespeople: cognitive empathy and ego 

drive (trait competitiveness) (Greenberg & Mayer, 1964). Recent research has highlighted the 

importance of dispositional competitiveness (Lam, 2012) and cognitive empathy (Limbu, 

Jayachandran, Babin, & Peterson, 2016) as traits of successful salespeople. However, these two 

characteristics have yet to be investigated as antecedents to adaptability in the same study. Our 

study answers Lam’s (2012) call, in which he makes the case that “empathy, or the disposition to 

care for others, would … be an interesting personality trait to compare with competitiveness 

among salespeople” (p. 1333).  

In response to this call and to address existing gaps in the literature, this research 

provides unique theoretical insights and a broader managerial understanding of key influences on 

salesperson adaptability by offering the first empirical test of (1) the direct influence of reliance 



 

5 
 

on intuition on adaptive selling; (2) the impact of trait competitiveness on adaptive selling; (3) 

the relative influences of cognitive empathy and trait competitiveness on adaptive selling; and 

(4) the moderating role of reliance on intuition on the relationships between two salesperson 

traits (i.e., cognitive empathy and trait competitiveness) and adaptive selling. 

2.0 Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses 

2.1 Dual Process Theory 

To understand the role of intuition as a sensemaking device (i.e., Sonenshein, 2007), one 

must first understand intuition through a Dual Process Theory lens which posits that an 

individual’s thoughts are produced by two separate systems that aid in decision-making (Epstein 

& Pacini, 1999). The intuitive system, System 1, is an implicit and automatic process that 

operates at an unconscious level, resulting in a feeling of knowing, without understanding why, 

at the time of awareness (e.g., a gut feeling) (Hogarth, 2001; Epstein, Pacini, Denes-Raj, & 

Heier, 1996). Inputs into this intuiting process are acquired subconsciously, provide information 

about the individuals or situations, and are influenced by environmental stimuli (Dane & Pratt, 

2007; Gore & Sadler-Smith, 2011). The resulting intuitions are based on knowledge stored in 

long-term memory acquired through associative learning (Norris & Epstein, 2011) and serve as 

mechanisms through which salespeople tap into tacit knowledge that they have acquired through 

reflection on and learning from past experience (Crossan et al., 1999). System 2, the deliberative 

system, is an explicit process of conscious information evaluation (Epstein et al., 1996). 

Although the two systems operate independently and at different levels of cognitive awareness, 

they do interact such that intuitions serve as inputs into the deliberative system (Sadler-Smith, 

2011; Volz & von Cramon, 2006). To account for this bilateral process, contemporary marketing 
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research has begun to explore dual processing as a conjoined mechanism, focusing on the use of 

salespersons’ implicit knowledge (i.e., intuition) as a contributing factor in decision-making 

(Locander et al., 2014; Hall et al., 2015). 

2.2 Sensemaking and Sensemaking Intuition Model 

Sensemaking refers to the “process in which people manage novel, ambiguous, and 

complex situations” (Ness & Connelly, 2017, p. 57). A critical component of the sensemaking 

process currently lacking in sales literature is the understanding and interpretations arising from 

past experiences with relevant events and actions (Basu & Palazzo, 2008). Sensemaking 

influences salesperson performance and contributes to corporate sales growth by providing an 

interpretable understanding of information through retrospective processing, which helps the 

salesperson organize disparate observations and cues into decipherable patterns (Krush et al., 

2013). Reliance on intuition can ultimately contribute to an interpretive diagnostic system (i.e., 

Shannahan et al., 2013) through which salespeople may develop and prescribe adaptive 

responses to client needs and desires by providing a familiar grounding in which to couch such 

observed cues. This view is consistent with Weick and colleagues’ theory of sensemaking in 

organizations, which suggests that a firm’s agents seek the best interpretation of all available 

information to make sense of a situation and adapt the response appropriately (Weick, 1979; 

Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). 

Sonenshein (2007) developed a model that integrates intuition into the sensemaking 

framework, the Sensemaking Intuition Model (SIM), which addresses “the pervasiveness of 

uncertainty and equivocality and the processes through which individuals manage these 

conditions” (Thiel, Bagdasarov, Harkrider, Johnson, & Mumford, 2012, p. 50). The SIM, which 
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derives from Weick’s (1995) organizational information theory, argues that intuitive judgment—

created from experience, issue construction, and social conditions—produces the explanation for 

and justification of a situation. The sales context produces a social pressure to react, meeting 

Sonenshein’s criteria for equivocality, which refers to situations in which individuals are likely 

to engage in intuitive sensemaking in response to the various interpretations that could manifest. 

Information-rich personal selling environments demonstrate equivocality; sales contexts are 

often characterized as somewhat ambiguous because of the diverging perspectives that arise in 

the communication process between buyer and seller (Johnson, Friend, & Malshe, 2016). 

Situational factors, related to both the individual and social components of the sales interaction, 

significantly influence sensemaking as the environmental complexity increases (Thiel et al., 

2012; Ness & Connelly, 2017). Further, salespeople, empowered to work autonomously, need to 

make quick, instinctive decisions with clients, often without the benefit of the immediate social 

anchors that could inform their typical cognitive processing (Weinberg, Mulki, & Locander, 

2014). Thus, dominant institutional logics may be less active in salespeople, paving the way for 

intuition to provide the sensemaking necessary to respond adaptively. The following passage 

offers a real-world example that illustrates how reliance on intuition served as a sensemaking 

function and informed a sales presentation as observed by one of the authors: 

A seasoned communication consultant for a large multinational media company 

was making a sales presentation to a global consumer goods corporation. The 

presentation focused on the benefits of a proposed marketing strategy. While 

presenting, the consultant had a gut feeling, and at that moment, he adapted from 

a benefits-based approach to an analysis of target market segments. In the end, the 

consultant secured the business. Afterwards, when asked why he adjusted the 

presentation, his response was “I don’t know, I felt like I was losing them.” 

The central theme of sensemaking is a deliberate effort to understand a situation in order 

to reduce uncertainty (Weick, 1979; Shannahan et al., 2013). The consultant encountered 
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uncertainty—should he continue as planned or adapt his approach? His intuition provided 

informational cues that helped him make sense of the situation, and by relying on these intuitive 

cues, he adjusted his selling strategy, ultimately influencing the selling process and its outcomes. 

There are many ways that he could have deduced that he was losing his audience (e.g., glazed 

eyes, excessive doodling, tense body posture, continuously checking the time), but when he was 

asked why he made the adjustment, he could not name any specific reason. That is, he had a gut 

feeling and trusted that it was the best course of action. The following section examines how 

reliance on intuition influences adaptive selling behaviors, as in this example. 

2.3 Intuition and Adaptive Selling 

Adaptive selling, a prominent customer-oriented selling technique, is defined by Weitz, 

Sujan, and Sujan (1986, p. 175) as “the altering of sales behaviors during a customer interaction 

or across customer interactions based on perceived information about the nature of the selling 

situation.” The ability to adapt is a critical component of successful selling interactions  and 

relies upon linking implicit and explicit cognitive frameworks (Evans et al., 2012). In strict 

contrast to traditional canned-presentation-type sales approaches, adaptive selling demands more 

cognitive resources and flexibility and recognizes that adapting to meet customer needs requires 

integrating information about customers, competitors, and the market (Weitz et al., 1986; Itani et 

al., 2017). As customer needs become more complex, and more timely solutions demanded, 

salesperson ability to adapt is crucial to maintaining positive buyer-seller relationships and 

effective selling (Franke & Park, 2006; Verbeke et al., 2011). 

Inputs into the adaptive selling process are acquired through both deliberation and 

intuition (Locander et al., 2014). While deliberative inputs are undoubtedly valuable in adaptive 
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selling, recent work highlights intuition as an important component in decision-making, as it 

increases salesperson efficiency and effectiveness (Hall et al., 2015). Research suggests that 

when individuals face complex decisions, the overly analytical processing associated with 

deliberation may less effectively handle or even hamper the decision-making process 

(Gigerenzer, 2007). In these cases, individuals must rely on experience to make sense of an array 

of information, as “those who rely on their intuition may be afforded advantages when 

processing large amounts of complex details, such that they are less likely to miss small 

anomalies that might be at odds with analytical details—thereby increasing their overall 

effectiveness” (Huang, 2018, p. 1823). 

Stemming in part from accumulated experiences and knowledge, intuition empowers and 

enables individuals to draw on a gestalt of information when making complex decisions (Epstein 

et al., 1996). Intuitive individuals make novel connections, recognize possibilities from this 

information, and respond to needs for innovation and change—a process that Crossan and 

colleagues (1999) refer to as entrepreneurial intuition. This concept aligns with Epstein’s (2002) 

conceptualization of nonconscious processing as experiential. Specifically, intuition plays an 

important role in allowing people to “filter data through their own lenses and experiences” and 

serves a sensemaking function that influences the extent to which individuals draw inferences 

from and inevitably act on observed data (Vanlommel & Schildkamp, 2019, p. 794). Salespeople 

must uniquely construct and make sense of varying issues that arise in sales environments. It 

follows that, when faced with a decision during the adaptive selling process, salespeople are 

more likely to produce effective responses when they rely on intuitive approaches to decision-

making (Dane & Pratt, 2007). Previous research considers intuition to be a predecessor to 

spontaneous, historically contextualized improvisation, establishing a tentative link between 
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intuition and the creation and execution of plans (Chelariu, Johnston, & Young, 2002). 

Consequently, a salesperson’s reliance on intuition is hypothesized to have a positive 

relationship with adaptive selling, such that intuitions serve as inputs into the adaptive selling 

process. 

H1: Reliance on intuition is positively related to adaptive selling. 

2.4 Trait Competitiveness and Adaptive Selling 

The sales environment is replete with competition, as salespeople compete externally 

with other contenders and internally against colleagues. Sales managers often use competition, 

through sales contests and other internal challenges, to motivate salespeople, reduce 

complacency, boost effort, and increase sales (Brown & Peterson, 1994; Steenburgh & Ahearne, 

2012). While the influence of such motivators are well established in the literature, much less is 

known about the impact of a salesperson’s dispositional competitiveness on sales-related 

outcomes (Lam, 2012). Surprisingly, to our knowledge, the impact of salesperson trait 

competitiveness on adaptive selling has yet to be examined, despite Mayer and Greenberg (1964) 

identifying the related concept of ego drive as one of two fundamental characteristics of 

successful salespeople. Drawing on a goal perspective theory of achievement motivation, 

Shannahan, Bush, and Shannahan (2013b) posit that ego drive alone is not the sustaining force of 

successful salespeople, making the case that the more comprehensive construct trait 

competitiveness more accurately describes this characteristic. Their research argues that trait 

competitiveness represents a high level of ego orientation, encompassing a need to win and keep 

customers in a competitive market environment. 
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Although competitiveness is considered a trait of successful salespeople (Brown & 

Peterson, 1994), recent studies demonstrate that competitiveness alone remains a poor indicator 

of sales performance and may even result in deviant behaviors (Jelinek & Ahearne, 2010; 

Murphy, 2004). Competitiveness, if not directed in a proactive, task-oriented manner, may be 

perceived by customers as too aggressive or coercive (McFarland, 2003). However, if applied 

productively, competitiveness fuels a desire to succeed and be the best (Croner & Abraham, 

2008), and motivates salespeople to engage in extra-role opportunities to learn new selling 

techniques (e.g., discretionary ways to accommodate customer needs; Lam, 2012). Additional 

research supports this view, finding that competitive salespeople perform better due to hard work 

and a strong desire to win the sale (Schrock, Hughes, Fu, Richards, & Jones, 2016; Brown, Cron, 

& Slocum, 1998). We predict that this desire to succeed will serve as internal motivation to 

engage in proactive selling techniques, such as adaptive selling, to meet or exceed the buyer’s 

needs and secure the sale. 

H2: Trait competitiveness is positively related to adaptive selling. 

2.5 Cognitive Empathy and Adaptive Selling 

Substantial sales research focuses on empathy as an important antecedent to salesperson 

performance (e.g., Mayer & Greenberg, 1964; Spiro & Weitz, 1990; Aggarwal, Castleberry, 

Ridnour, & Shepherd, 2005; Limbu et al., 2016). However, empirical studies have produced 

mixed results. Some studies find that the relationship between salesperson empathy and 

performance is positive (Pilling & Eroglu, 1994), negative (Lamont & Lundstrom, 1977), both 

positive and negative (McBane, 1995), and some fail to find a significant relationship between 
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the two constructs (Dawson, Soper, & Pettijohn, 1992). These inconsistent findings may be 

partially due to different conceptualizations and operationalizations of empathy. 

Psychologists have long debated whether empathy is an affective trait with which people 

are biologically endowed (Sullivan, 1953) or a cognitive skill that is developed and influenced 

through social experience (McBane, 1995). Consequently, scholars utilize two different forms of 

empathy in their research (affective and cognitive). As our consideration of empathy maps onto 

Mayer and Greenberg’s (1964) conceptualization, our study examines cognitive empathy (e.g., 

perspective-taking) which involves comprehending another person’s feelings, thoughts, and 

intentions (Davis, 1980). 

The ability to empathize with buyers is paramount, as salespeople must be able to 

perceive potential buyers’ needs and reactions and adjust accordingly (Mayer & Greenberg, 

1964). Similarly, adaptive selling techniques require a salesperson to perceive the buyers’ 

situation and understand what is important to them (Weitz et al., 1986). Therefore, perspective 

taking enables the salesperson to better understand others’ situations, identify their needs, and 

engage productive interactions that best serve those needs (Widmier, 2002). This notion has 

received some preliminary support, as research in this area finds cognitive empathy to predict 

adaptive selling (Limbu et al., 2016; Spiro & Weitz, 1990). Consequently, we offer a replication 

hypothesis in which cognitive empathy is predicted to be an important component of salesperson 

adaptability even when simultaneously considering trait competitiveness as an alternative 

underlying factor. 

H3: Cognitive empathy is positively related to adaptive selling. 

 



 

13 
 

2.6 The Moderating Role of Reliance on Intuition 

While the above sections propose positive, direct influences of cognitive empathy, trait 

competitiveness, and reliance on intuition on adaptive selling, each of the three relationships is 

treated in isolation. However, intuitions are capable of both inhibiting and facilitating analysis 

(Hodgkinson & Sadler-Smith, 2018). When taken together, these constructs may interact so as to 

bias thought and result in unexpected outcomes (Volz & von Cramon, 2006). Specifically, both 

trait competitiveness and cognitive empathy are motivational and effortful, and thus likely to 

interfere with the sensemaking process of intuition. This perspective highlights the unique 

interplay between salesperson traits and reliance on intuition, where gut feelings may act as a soft 

constraint that serves to interrupt the positive influence of these traits in the adaptive selling 

process (Gray & Fu, 2004). 

An intuitive feeling of “just knowing” may present itself as being self-evidently valid, 

ignoring other external cues (Epstein, 2002). Reliance on intuition indicates a preference for 

intuitive judgments and one’s belief that gut feelings are reliable and accurate, rather than an 

inability to reflect (Ward & King, 2018). Research shows that intuitive people are more inclined 

to rely on affectively charged gut feelings and use them to guide their decision-making (Epstein 

et al., 1996). Sonenshein (2007) argues that these individuals “search for confirmatory evidence 

and act more like attorneys, attempting to justify their initial intuitions, than like judges, who 

carefully weigh all available evidence” (p. 1031). In essence, when a salesperson prefers to rely 

on intuitive judgments, she may ignore valuable information obtained from environmental cues 

if it conflicts with initial intuitive judgments. 

To cognitively empathize with another person requires more than relying on intuitions; 

one must perceive and understand the other’s feelings, thoughts, intentions, and situation (Davis, 
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1980). This understanding requires attention, listening, and deliberative thought—all activities 

beyond automatic intuitive processing. Accordingly, empathy generates identification with the 

other, igniting a personal interest that motivates action (Patient & Skarlicki, 2010). While 

empathy involves taking a personal interest in the other, the preconscious intuiting process 

involves likening a situation to a recognized pattern inherent in one’s own personal experiences 

(Weick, 1995); thus, the call to action brought about through empathic processing could be 

muddied by the highly intra-personalized images and metaphors from the broader intuiting 

process (Crossan et al., 1999). Therefore, we predict that salespeople who rely heavily on their 

intuition will miss opportunities to gather valuable empathic information that could enable them 

to adapt more effectively to each customer’s needs. By simply behaving in response to their gut 

feelings, salespeople may inhibit the positive influence of perspective-taking during such 

adaptation. This prediction suggests that as salespeople strive to make sense of and attempt to 

meet customer needs, System 1 processing may interfere with System 2 processing. 

H4a: Salesperson reliance on intuition moderates the relationship between empathy 

and adaptive selling such that this relationship is weaker for those who rely more 

heavily on intuition. 

Dual Process Theory posits that epistemic motivation, or the desire to accurately 

understand one’s environment, determines whether one processes information heuristically or 

engages in more effortful, systematic information processing (Van Kleef, De Dreu, & Manstead, 

2004). Epistemic motivation increases when tasks are personally involving (Eagly & Chaiken, 

1993), the person is accountable for the outcomes of the decision or judgment (Lerner & Tetlock, 

1999), and outcomes are perceived as losses (De Dreu, Carnevale, Emans, & Van de Vliert, 

1994). Research shows that individuals with heightened epistemic motivation are less likely to 

selectively attend to information and refrain from relying on intuitive judgments (Stuhlmacher & 
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Champagne, 2000). They tend to process information systematically and focus their search 

efforts on diagnostic rather than prototypical criteria (De Dreu, 2003). 

Given their intrinsic drive to succeed and the extra effort that they put forth to outperform 

their peers (Wang & Netemeyer, 2002; Miao & Evans, 2014), competitive salespeople are likely 

to possess high levels of what De Dreu and colleagues classify as epistemic motivation. They are 

driven to win the prize and achieve superior job performance (Harris, Mowen, & Brown, 2005). 

The extra preparation and constant performance monitoring associated with this drive take a 

great deal of cognitive effort (Kohn, 1992). As a result, competitive salespeople are likely to 

utilize concrete information, obtained through systematic analyses, and may reject gut feelings 

that arise during the sales interaction. Simply relying on intuition conflicts with their efforts to 

appear transparent and competent, as they would not have the ability to communicate concrete 

rationale to justify their actions. And, given that competitive salespeople are “highly concerned 

with displaying superior competence” (Shannahan, et al., 2013b, p. 43), justifying an action as 

intuitive would counter their need to fully understand the situation and their systematic approach 

to securing the sale. Contrarily, competitive salespeople tend to seek and utilize information 

beyond intuitive judgments to provide a perceived performance advantage (Plouffe, Sridharan, & 

Barclay, 2010). 

H4b: Salesperson reliance on intuition moderates the relationship between trait 

competitiveness and adaptive selling such that this relationship is weaker for those 

who rely more on intuition. 

2.7 Job Performance 

A great deal of research finds a positive relationship between adaptive selling and job 

performance (c.f., Itani et. al., 2017; Goad & Jaramillo, 2014; Locander et al., 2014;). Given 
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such substantial support for this relationship, we conclude our model by including salesperson 

job performance as the ultimate endogenous consideration. 

H5: Adaptive selling is positively related to job performance. 

Figure 1 illustrates the hypothesized relationships and theoretical framework. 

----------------------------------- Insert Figure 1 About Here -------------------------------------- 

3.0 Methodology 

3.1 Sample 

The data is from a professionally managed online panel, contracted through Qualtrics, of 

currently employed U.S. business-to-business (B2B) salespeople. Additional required inclusion 

criteria are a minimum of two years of B2B selling experience and the freedom to implement 

different selling techniques on the job. Prospective respondents undertook a series of screening 

rounds to ensure a representative sample, and we hired a panel project manager to increase 

objectivity in selecting and screening respondents and cleaning the initial data set (Babin, 

Griffin, & Hair, 2016). This resulted in a sample of 250 salespeople. The respondents ranged in 

age from 18 to 78 (μ = 41.76, σ = 13.55). Fifty-five percent were male (138/250). Total B2B 

selling experience ranged from 3 to 48 years (μ = 12.74, σ = 9.59), and tenure with the current 

employer ranged from 1 to 39 years (μ = 8.12, σ = 6.80). 

 3.2 Measures and Controls 

All constructs are measured using existing validated instruments on seven-point Likert-

type scales. Appendix A presents the scale items, including reliabilities. Reliance on intuition is 
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measured using six items—five from Epstein’s original REI scale (Epstein et al., 1996) and one 

from Norris and Epstein’s (2011). Empathy is measured using six items developed by Carré, 

Stefaniak, D’ambrosio, Bensalah, and Besche-Richard (2013). Competitiveness is measured 

using four items developed by Helmreich and Spence (1978). Adaptive selling is measured using 

five items developed by Spiro and Weitz (1990). Job performance is measured using four items 

from Behrman and Perreault (1982). Lastly, to assess the unique relationships between the 

constructs of interest, control variables were included in the analysis: age, gender, and years of 

B2B selling experience (Epstein et al., 1996; Groza, Locander, & Howlett, 2016). 

4.0 Results 

4.1 Measurement Model 

         A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS 24 is conducted to assess the 

reliability and validity of the constructs of interest for inclusion in our conceptual model. Results 

indicate good model fit: χ2 = 513.41, df = 265, p < .001; (CFI) = .94; (RMSEA) = .06; (TLI) = 

.93; (SRMR) = .05 (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010; Hu & Bentler, 1999). Standardized factor 

loadings for each scale item, construct reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) for 

the measurement model are presented in Appendix A. All construct reliabilities exceed .70, 

supporting internal reliability, and demonstrate convergent validity, as all AVEs exceed .50 

(Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010). Demonstrating discriminant validity, the AVE exceeds 

the squared interconstruct correlations (ICCs) for each factor. Additionally, results of three post-

hoc tests indicate that common method bias is not an issue in the present study (Fuller, 

Simmering, Atinc, Atinc, & Babin, 2016; See Appendix B). Table 1 presents correlations, 

means, and standard deviations. 
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----------------------------------- Insert Table 1 About Here --------------------------------------- 

4.2 Hypothesis Testing – Direct Effects 

A structural equation model in AMOS tested the hypothesized relationships displayed in 

Figure 1. Results indicate acceptable fit with the data: χ2 =536.5, df = 268, p < .001; CFI = .93; 

RMSEA = .06; TLI = .92; SRMR = .07. None of the control variables have a significant 

influence on the hypothesized relationships. Supporting Hypothesis 1, reliance on intuition has a 

significant positive relationship with adaptive selling (β = .21, p < .001). Hypotheses 2 and 3 are 

also supported, as trait competitiveness (β = .14, p < .05) and cognitive empathy (β = .61, p < 

.001) have significant positive relationships with adaptive selling. Replicating previous research, 

H5 is supported, as adaptive selling has a positive relationship with job performance (β = .60, p < 

.001). 

4.3 Hypothesis Testing – Moderating Effects of Intuition 

Following the procedures outlined by Hair et al. (2010), a multigroup SEM analysis was 

used to examine the moderating role of reliance on intuition in the relationship between cognitive 

empathy and adaptive selling. Based on the intuition construct scores, the sample was divided 

into three groups. As recommended by Hair et al. (2010), the middle twenty percent (n = 55) was 

removed, resulting in two groups: a relatively low reliance on intuition group (values less than 

5.00; n = 99) and a relatively high reliance on intuition group (values greater than 5.90; n = 96). 

The sample size for each group was sufficient to compare the groups (Hair, Babin, & Krey, 

2017). 

Next, to compare the hypothesized relationship in H4, a two-group model was estimated, 

comparing the totally free model (specific parameters were allowed to differ in each group) to 
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the constrained structural path model (these parameters were forced to be equal across both 

groups) (Babin et al., 2016). The chi-squared difference statistic between these two models is 

17.65 with 3 degrees of freedom (p < .001). The significant chi-square difference indicates that 

forcing the parameters to be equal across groups diminishes model fit, suggesting a better fit if 

moderation is included in the analysis (Hair et al., 2010; Hair et al., 2017). Having justified 

testing moderation, individual parameters were constrained to identify the specific source of the 

moderation. A one degree of freedom chi-square difference test was utilized to test Hypotheses 

4a–b. As shown in Table 2, the results indicate support for H4a, as reliance on intuition 

moderates the relationship between cognitive empathy and adaptive selling (β = 4.76, df = 1, p < 

.05), such that the relationship is stronger for those with low reliance on intuition (β = .67) than 

those with high reliance on intuition (β = .41). However, H4b was not supported, such that 

reliance on intuition does not appear to moderate the relationship between trait competitiveness 

and adaptive selling (β = .17, n.s.). 

----------------------------------- Insert Table 2 About Here --------------------------------------- 

5.0 Discussion 

5.1 Theoretical Contributions 

Sensemaking is a dynamic process through which individuals work to understand obscure 

or novel situations (Weick et al., 2005) and is particularly relevant in a complex sales 

environment (Shannahan et al., 2013). However, while both Shannahan et al.’s research and 

more recent work by Prior et al. (2018) demonstrate the usefulness of considering sensemaking 

as it relates to the interactions between frontline employees of buying and selling firms, 

considering it as an intra-individual process is notably absent from the sales literature. Our 
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research tests this notion, suggesting that salespeople utilize sensemaking to cope with various 

buyer needs that arise during a sales encounter. By examining sensemaking as an intra-individual 

process, we complement additional research on sensemaking in the sales literature and provide a 

unique application of Sonenshein’s (2007) SIM to explain how reliance on intuition serves as a 

sensemaking mechanism in adaptive selling. 

Sensemaking naturally extends to an adaptive selling context, as salespeople must 

understand the situation in order to properly adapt their sales approach. Existing research on 

adaptive selling primarily focuses on the importance of deliberative information processing and 

the interplay between the deliberative and intuitive systems (Locander et al., 2014). Our study 

contributes to existing research in this area by providing an initial examination of the direct 

effect of reliance on intuition in the adaptive selling process. By demonstrating that reliance on 

intuition has a positive direct effect on adaptive selling, our findings suggest that intuition serves 

as a useful tool and may aid in sensemaking during a sales interaction. Sonenshein’s (2007) SIM 

views intuitive judgment—constructed from experience, issue construction, and social 

conditions—as a means to produce explanation and justification of a situation. Thus, our findings 

suggest that intuition serves a key function for salespeople by allowing them to screen 

information based on accumulated experiences and as a sensemaking device that influences the 

extent to which they draw inferences from, and inevitably act on, observations. In so doing, this 

study provides the first empirical evidence that highlights the direct importance of nonconscious 

intra-individual intuitive judgments toward sales outcomes.  

Greenberg and Mayer (1964) proposed empathy and ego drive, conceptualized here as 

trait competitiveness, as two fundamental characteristics of successful salespeople. Utilizing 

Greenberg and Mayer’s proposition and answering Lam’s call for an examination of empathy 



 

21 
 

and competitiveness within the same study, our research empirically tests the respective impacts 

of trait competitiveness and cognitive empathy on adaptive selling. The results not only support 

the notion that empathy and trait competitiveness are two key traits of successful salespeople but 

suggest a mediated path through enacted salesperson adaptability. Given that adaptability is 

viewed as the driving force behind customer orientation (Saxe & Weitz, 1982), our research 

suggests that sales managers should encourage empathic approaches in sales interactions and 

focus on balancing the performance and behavioral aspects of evaluations and compensation to 

enhance sales force productivity. 

Our findings also contribute to understanding how reliance on intuition influences the 

effects of salesperson traits on adaptive selling. Our study demonstrates that reliance on intuition 

has a significant suppressing effect on the relationship between cognitive empathy and adaptive 

selling. Empathy requires mental effort to understand others’ thoughts, feelings, and intentions 

within a certain situation (Davis, 1980) and those who rely more on System 1 processing are 

likely to utilize instantaneous personal feelings that somewhat inhibit the thorough understanding 

required to form empathic attributions (upon which System 2 processes partially rely). These two 

intra-individual factors appear to collide so as to negate the positive effects that each has 

individually. Thus, the challenge for salespeople is to recognize the power and limitations of 

relying on trait strengths and, relatedly, on intuition. 

It is worth noting that reliance on intuition did not moderate the relationship between trait 

competitiveness and adaptive selling. We predicted that a conflict between trait competitiveness 

and reliance on intuition would hinder adaptive selling in the same way that it affected the 

empathy-adaptive selling relationship. One explanation for this finding may be temporal, as 

research shows that competitive salespeople exert extra effort and learn new sales techniques in 
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preparation for sales encounters (Miao & Evans, 2014). Thus, the deliberative information 

processing and desire to win fuel strategic learning before interactions with buyers.  

5.2 Managerial Implications 

Sales managers continuously seek ways to improve sales force productivity and 

performance, and our findings highlight several influential personality traits that contribute to 

salesperson adaptability and ultimately job performance. Generally, sales managers should look 

for two important traits—cognitive empathy and trait competitiveness—when selecting their 

sales force. In the recruitment and hiring stages, sales managers can identify salespeople who 

possess these qualities via personality tests through several validated means including 

personality inventories or ascertaining responses to situational or behavioral interview questions 

designed to examine the applicants’ disposition toward these traits. 

Sales managers may also use a variety of tools to motivate their existing sales force and 

fuel their competitive drive to succeed. For example, implementing salesperson of the month or 

winner’s circles programs may ignite their competitive nature and boost performance (Dugan, 

Hochstein, Rouziou, & Britton, 2019). These tools should be used sparingly, as overly 

competitive environments may be detrimental to long-term performance goals and have 

unintended consequences (Hochstein, Zahn, & Bolander, 2017). Managers would be wise to 

supplement these activities with empathy training to enhance relationship-building and listening 

skills (Weitz, Castleberry, & Tanner, 2004). Research shows that empathy training is highly 

beneficial to salespeople, as it enables them to look at a situation from the customer’s point of 

view and aids in the development of emotional intelligence (Herbek & Yammarion, 1990; 

Cherniss, 2000). Similarly, empathic listening skills should not be undervalued, as buyers report 
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having increased confidence and trust with empathic salespeople, leading to increased 

satisfaction and anticipated future business with them (Aggarwal et al., 2005).  

Although perceptions and attributions can have their own important impact on 

interpersonal relationships, our study demonstrates the positive relationship between adaptive 

selling and cognitive empathy as a trait, rather than on perceptions of empathy. Ultimately, by 

incorporating empathic training into competitive environments, sales managers can reap the 

synergistic value of both traits and avoid some of the negative aspects of each trait separately. 

Mayer and Greenberg (1964) highlight the value of these two traits in selling situations: “The 

salesman’s empathy, coupled with his intense ego drive, enables him to home in on the target 

effectively and make the sale. He has the drive, the need to make the sale, and his empathy gives 

him the connecting tool with which to do it” (p. 121). 

Finally, sales managers must understand how reliance on intuition affects salespeople’s 

decision-making, especially given its influence on sales outcomes (Locander et al., 2014; Hall et 

al., 2015). Our findings highlight both benefits and limitations of relying on intuition. Although 

reliance on intuition has a positive direct effect on adaptive selling, it suppresses the positive 

influence of cognitive empathy on adaptive selling. Based on these findings, the benefit of 

relying on intuition can be questioned—does the good outweigh the bad? From a managerial 

perspective, what can be done to capitalize on the benefits of intuition without hindering the 

positive value of other salesperson traits? The answers depend on an organization’s willingness 

to both acknowledge intuition as a viable source of information in decision-making and embrace 

intuition education. 

In today’s business environment, individuals’ actions need to be measurable and 

justifiable. Organizations develop managerial control systems through policies, procedures, 
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information systems, and metrics that attempt to control the actions of their sales force and 

assure accountability (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). By doing so, the organization creates a 

procedure-driven culture that too often fails to consider intuition as a valid input into the 

decision-making process, as intuitive judgments are far less quantifiable. Consequently, 

managers often overlook the importance of intuition education; by not incorporating such 

education into the managerial process, they create barriers for salespeople to utilize their 

intuition, and, importantly, educate it. Klein (2003) discusses the benefits of intuition education, 

including allowing individuals to size up situations more quickly and with less effort, recognize 

problems, anticipate what is going to happen next, and remain calm when dealing with time 

pressure and uncertainty—valuable skills for salespeople. Rather than abandoning control 

systems altogether, managers should support intuition education, and modifications should be 

made to allow for intuitive judgments within the sales process. 

Intuition education is largely based on personal- and domain-specific experiences and can 

be gained through explicit instruction and/or experiential learning. To educate intuition, “the 

deliberative system must be trained to guide and control, as necessary, the activities of the tacit 

system” (Hogarth, 2001, p. 207). Learning to utilize a balance of appropriate acquired devices 

together with one’s intuitive understanding of a situation requires considerable effort, critical 

reflection, and adaptation of one’s mental structures (Weinberg, Mulki, & Lankau, 2015). This 

leads to detecting and correcting cognitive errors that may occur without such learning 

(Weinberg, 2015). Thus, knowing when and how to adapt a sales approach requires including 

intuition to guide in making sense of and learning the appropriate selling tools. As sales 

managers begin to design opportunities for intuition education, their efforts would be best served 

by providing appropriate role modeling opportunities designed to make the most of the social 
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learning experiences that meet Hogarth’s call for experiential learning techniques (see Ibarra 

(1999) and Weinberg (2019) for models to achieve this). Further insight may be gleaned from 

Hogarth’s (2001; 2010) suggestions on how to improve intuition by taking a proactive approach 

to intuition education that involves selection and/or creation of the environment and feedback 

seeking and conferral.  

5.3 Limitations and Future Research 

This research is not without limitations. One limitation, common in sales research, is the 

use of self-reported performance measures (Yang, Kim, & McFarland, 2011). While self-reports 

are the most appropriate way to capture the individual perceptions and motivations of interest, it 

is worth noting that job performance is also measured at the operational level of the organization 

(i.e., self-reported by B2B salespeople). With this limitation in mind, the purpose of including 

salesperson job performance in the model was not to enhance understanding of the factors 

contributing to job performance per se but rather to demonstrate the positioning of the model 

within the nomological network of sales management research. Regardless, future research 

should address this shortcoming by testing the model with objective measures of performance. 

Currently, a self-report measure to capture a salesperson’s reliance on intuition is 

considered a validated and accepted way of measuring intuition, given that alternative measures 

involve the elusive task of measuring the intuiting process that occurs without conscious 

awareness (Dane & Pratt, 2007). Nonetheless, scientific advancements in neuroscience research 

demonstrate a promising way to more definitively understand the nature of intuitive processing 

through the use of magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) as participants complete tasks (e.g., Volz 

& von Cramon, 2006). Experiments represent another common method through which this might 

be achieved. However, while experiments provide control to offset their typical lack of real-
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world conditions, a drawback to traditional experimental design is that they typically cannot 

guarantee that respondents are actually relying on their intuition. Perhaps a best practice would 

be to employ a combination of techniques and attempt to create an environment that induces an 

individual to rely on intuition (Glöckner & Witteman, 2010). By combining techniques, 

researchers could create optimal conditions to elicit an intuitive response, even in a potentially 

artificial setting.  

There remains much to be learned about the influences of intuition in sales and 

marketing. Specifically, future research is needed to determine the boundary conditions that 

foster or inhibit intuition, when and how salespeople rely on it, how it influences other known 

antecedents of successful salespeople, and how it affects sensemaking during different stages of 

the sales process (e.g., prospecting, need identification, handling objections, closing). 

Researchers might also consider employing curvilinear modeling across various sales situations 

to better understand the degree to which reliance on intuition remains positive across a spectrum 

of empathetic, competitive, and other contexts. While we emphasize the need for intuition 

education as a means for improving salesperson sensemaking and adaptability, and past research 

on decision-making has shown that individuals that underwent intuition training increased their 

decision accuracy (Schweizer, Plessner, Kahlert, & Brand, 2011), there is no empirical research 

that explores the effectiveness of this education on sales outcomes. Future research is needed to 

explore how such education affects salespeople and to suggest best-practice techniques for 

implementation. For example, how does intuition education affect intuition’s suppressing effect 

on the cognitive empathy to adaptive selling relationship?  

In light of the experiential approach to developing salesperson intuition discussed above 

as a practical consideration, future researchers could provide appropriate models to inform this 
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process when applying our intuition model. First, given the opportunity for role modeling 

prevalent in sales contexts, it is important for parties engaging in such social learning 

opportunities to reflect on the trainee’s relevant capabilities and professional identity so as to 

balance emulation-based training with personalized feedback to best match situational demands 

with intuitive response (Weinberg, 2019). Thus, future research should account for existing 

models of social and experiential learning to develop mechanisms for intuition development that 

could allow salespeople and their organizations to achieve the greatest benefits from intuition in 

selling situations. Second, given the importance of judgment-making to successful adaptive 

selling outcomes, it is worth considering how salesperson social judgment skills fit into the 

equation. For instance, social judgment could play a moderating role between reliance on 

intuition and engaging in adaptive selling behaviors or might influence the effectiveness of 

adaptive selling on job performance. Ultimately, while it makes sense that such skills should be 

considered in relation to these variables, we leave this to future research. 

Finally, while much attention has been given to intuition, it would be remiss not to 

emphasize the importance of future research on individual traits within the sales context. One 

notable area for future research is in creativity—considered one of the five most under-

researched topics in the sales literature (Evans et al., 2012). An interesting avenue worth 

pursuing is how cognitive empathy influences creative selling and how these considerations 

affect and/or are affected by the processes discussed herein. As creative selling is a customer-

oriented selling technique that refers to “the amount of new ideas generated and novel behaviors 

exhibited by the salesperson in performing his or her job activities” (Wang & Netemeyer, 2004, 

p. 806), it stands to reason that cognitive empathy may have a role that is larger than currently 

understood as an integral part in the creative selling process. It is our sincere hope that the 
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theoretical model presented herein paves the way for a stream of research that produces greater 

understanding of the complex relationship between salesperson traits, decision-making factors, 

behaviors, and performance.  
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Figure 1: Hypothesized Model  
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Table 1: Correlation Matrix and Descriptive Statistics 

 Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 Cognitive Empathy  .88       

2 Trait Competitiveness  .27** .84      

3 Adaptive Selling  .62** .28** .90     

4 Reliance on Intuition .52** .26** .46** .89    

5 Job Performance  .57** .28** .56** .43** .92   

6 Age .10 .09 .10 .17** .16* -  

7 B2B Sales Experience .07 .14* .09 .13* .15* .71** - 

8 Sex (Male = 0, Female = 1) .13* -.11 .07 .09 -.01 -.08 -.20** 

  Mean 5.69 5.56 5.98 5.40 5.99 41.76 12.74 

  Standard Deviation    .93 1.18   .89 1.04 1.03 13.55   9.59 

** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).  

*   Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed)  
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Table 2: Moderation Test Results 

Moderation Hypotheses 

Low Reliance on 

Intuition 

High Reliance on 

Intuition 

 

β t β t ∆𝜒2 (df=1) 

H4a: Cognitive Empathy → Adaptive Selling .67 5.31 .41 3.24 4.76 

H4b: Trait Competitiveness → Adaptive Selling .10 1.14 .22 1.87 .17 
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Appendix A: Scale Items and Measurement Properties 

Cognitive Empathy Factor Loadings CR AVE 

I can understand my coworker’s happiness when she/he does well at something. .72 

.88 .55 

When someone is feeling ‘down’ I can usually understand how they feel. .73 

I can usually work it out when my friends are scared. .78 

I can often understand how people are feeling even before they tell me. .68 

I can usually work out when people are cheerful. .78 

I can usually realize quickly when a coworker is angry. .76 

Trait Competitiveness 

I enjoy working in situations involving competition with others. .67 

.84 .57 
It is important for me to perform better than others on a task. .76 

I feel that winning is important in both work and games. .86 

I try harder when I am in competition with other people. .72 

Adaptive Selling 

When I feel that my customer approach is not working, I can easily change to another 

approach. 
.85 

.90 .64 
I like to experiment with different approaches to customers. .68 

I am very flexible in the approach I take to my job. .83 

I can easily use a wide variety of approaches to doing my job. .87 

I try to understand how one situation differs from another. .75 

Reliance on Intuition 

I trust my initial feelings about people. .82 

.90 .58 

I believe in trusting my hunches. .83 

My initial impressions of people are almost always right. .83 

When it comes to trusting people, I can usually rely on my "gut feelings." .82 

I can usually feel when a person is right or wrong even if I can't explain how I know 

how. 
.66 

I like to rely on my intuitive impressions. .64 

Job Performance 

I am very effective in contributing to my firm’s market share. .77 

.92 .75 
I am very effective in selling to major accounts. .89 

I am very effective in generating a high level of dollar sales. .92 

I am very effective in exceeding annual sales targets and objectives. .87 
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Appendix B: Tests for Common Method Bias 

Three post-hoc tests were utilized to detect common method bias – Harman’s one-factor 

test, CFA, and a CFA with a marker variable. To conduct the Harman one-factor test, we first 

employed a principal component analysis (PCA), specified without rotation, using all construct 

items. The analysis produced a five-factor solution. Each factor had an eigenvalue greater than 

1.0. The total variance explained by the five-factor solution was 69.57%, with the individual 

factors explaining 39.76%, 9.27%, 8.61%, 6.35%, and 5.58. This technique estimates the 

common method variance to be 39.76%—lower than the commonly accepted threshold of 50% 

(Kwak, Anderson, Leigh, & Bonifield, 2019). Thus, the Harman one-factor test does not indicate 

an issue with common method bias. We used a CFA to confirm the results of the one-factor test 

by loading all construct items onto a single factor. The fit statistics for this model confirm the 

results of the one-factor test (𝜒2  = 1919.9, df = 275, p < .001; CFI = .58, RMSEA = .15), 

showing that the one-factor model has poor fit.  

 A CFA with a marker variable was also analyzed to detect common method bias (Fang, 

Palmatier, & Evans, 2008). We utilized social desirability as the marker variable, as it should not 

be theoretically related to the constructs in our model. Social desirability was measured using 

four items from Donavan, Brown, and Mowen (2004) and further employed by Anaza, Inyang, 

and Saavedra (2018). The scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .74. Following the procedure outlined 

by Fang et al., (2008), items from each construct were connected to the common latent factor and 

the loadings were made equal. The restricted loadings from this analysis were .57. Squaring this 

value shows the common method variance as .32, below the commonly used threshold of .50 

(Williams, Hartman, & Cavazotte, 2010; Seriki, Nath, Ingene, & Evans, 2020). The results of 

these tests provide sufficient evidence that common method bias is not an issue in our study. 
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