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Does the Customer Matter Most?
Exploring Strategic Frontline
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External Business Partners
Marketing relationships have evolved from simple dyadic transactions between the firm and its customers into
scenarios in which the firm’s frontline employees are required to manage a portfolio of stakeholder relationships. The
authors begin by characterizing the “strategic” frontline employee (SFLE) as a focal marketing employee who, in
the execution of his or her work, must influence a variety of stakeholder target groups, including (1) customers, (2) the
internal business team, and (3) external business partners. The authors leverage data from SFLEs at two firms to
explore the similarities and differences in SFLE influence tactic effectiveness across the three stakeholder groups.
They find that the effectiveness of influence tactics in driving performance differs across stakeholder target types and,
somewhat surprisingly, that the SFLE’s influence of both the internal business team and external business partners
has a greater effect on his or her performance than does influence directed at customers. The authors close with a
discussion of the implications for theory and practice.
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To effectively provide customized offerings for their
customers and prospects, modern frontline employees
(FLEs) are often required to manage a portfolio of

relationships that includes not only their customers but also
people within their own organization and in external partner
organizations. Scholars have treated these increasingly
complex marketing relationships as a significant discussion
point for nearly three decades (e.g., Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh
1987; Tuli, Kohli, and Bharadwaj 2007; Weitz and Bradford
1999), yet a review of the marketing literature reveals very
little research examining how FLEs adapt their behavior to
influence different stakeholder types effectively (see Bradford
et al. 2010; Evans et al. 2012). The rapidly increasing amount
of FLE scholarship in marketing has also been largely

silent on the critical issue of whether all types of FLEs need
to apply influence to manage multiple stakeholder groups
or if, instead, there is simply a subset of FLEs to which this
would apply. Thus, in the present work we are interested in
exploring in what ways, if at all, our knowledge of how FLEs
effectively influence customers (e.g., McFarland, Challagalla,
and Shervani 2006; Plouffe, Bolander, and Cote 2014)
translates into more complex scenarios in which FLEs are
also compelled to influence the internal business team (IBT)
and external business partners (EBPs), respectively.

To better illustrate this point, consider as an example a
typical residential real estate agent as an FLE. The agent’s
performance will largely depend on his or her ability to
influence various stakeholder groups. First, a real estate agent
must influence his or her customers. Initially, (s)he may rely
on an influence tactic such as ingratiation (i.e., flattery) to
convert the prospects to clients. Later in the buyer–seller
relationship, however, (s)he may push the clients toward a
purchase decision on a desired property that may have a high
level of market interest. However, this is only part of the
story, because the situation becomes even more complex for
the FLE in this role. Next, the real estate agent applies
influence on members of the IBT inside his or her own
organization (see Bolander et al. 2015; Plouffe and Barclay
2007; Schmitz 2013). In this case, the agent may, for
example, have to get colleagues to process paperwork for
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pending transactions, highlight properties in promotional
materials, or cover for him or her in meetings with customers
(e.g., emergency property showings). Finally, beyond in-
fluence directed externally toward customers and internally
toward the real estate agent’s IBT, (s)he will also interact
with a host of EBPs beyond the boundaries of the firm to
craft effective customer solutions (e.g., Homburg, Workman,
and Jenson 2000; Tuli, Kohli, and Bharadwaj 2007). For
example, (s)he may need to influence lending officers at
banks, real estate lawyers, insurance agents, property in-
spectors, and contractors or tradespeople, to name just a
few.

Notably, in the case of both the IBT and EBPs, successful
influence of each of these stakeholder groups can indirectly
contribute to FLEs’ performance by enhancing their personal
efforts with customers. However, FLEs’ performance could
also be directly affected somewhat independently of their
own efforts with these groups—for example, when a mem-
ber of the IBT or an EBP (e.g., a banker) interacts with
the customer directly on some aspect of a transaction.
Unfortunately, although some research has examined how
FLEs who have strategic roles in the firm can influence
customers (e.g., McFarland, Challagalla, and Shervani 2006;
Plouffe, Bolander, and Cote 2014), little to no empirical
research has explored how influence works across these three
stakeholder groups (customers, the IBT, and EBPs) to affect
FLE performance. This knowledge gap persists even though
scholars have acknowledged the importance of pursuing
newwork that enhances our understanding of howmarketers,
and FLEs in particular, go about effectively managing and
coordinating the stakeholders with whom they interact (e.g.,
Evans et al. 2012; Homburg, Workman, and Jenson 2000;
Plouffe and Barclay 2007; Schmitz and Ganesan 2014).

The present research leverages a unique multifirm data
set and compares FLE influence behaviors across three
key stakeholder groups (customers, the IBT, and EBPs) on
objective sales performance data to provide insight into two
research questions. First, how does the target of an FLE’s
influence affect a given tactic’s impact on performance? Can
an influence tactic have a positive impact on performance
when used with one target group but no impact or even a
negative impact when used with others? Second, which
influence-target stakeholder group drives the FLE’s per-
formance the most? Although some research in marketing
has suggested that different customers warrant different
approaches (see Cannon and Perreault 1999), many market-
ers have historically and implicitly assumed that customers
are the most important driver of the FLE’s performance
(e.g., Kotler 1972). Thus, the question remains: How much
variance in FLE performance can be explained by influence
directed at (1) customers, (2) the IBT, and (3) EBPs? The
answer to this question carries strong scholarly and managerial
implications and thus creates the impetus that motivates the
present work.

In the sections that follow, we first review the literature on
FLEs to define precisely what wemean by FLE (in the present
research, we are particularly interested in what we label as the
“strategic” FLE, or SFLE). Then, we provide an overview of
each of the key stakeholder groups in the modern SFLE’s

portfolio of relationships (customers, the IBT, and EBPs).
Next, we conduct a multidisciplinary review of the research
on influence behaviors and tactics, in which we highlight a
key limitation of this research stream: the absence of research
that examines the actual effectiveness of influence tactics in
predicting critical objective outcome variables (e.g., sales
performance, actual customer purchase). This process con-
cludes with the development and detailing of a theoretically
derived influence tactic categorization framework based on
each tactic’s level of coercive intensity (CI). With these
preliminary issues handled, we develop testable hypotheses
drawing on the role of potential SFLEs’ power bases (as per
French and Raven 1959) given their relationship with the
three key stakeholder types. Next, we provide methodo-
logical details that pertain to the collection of a unique, two-
firm data set of SFLE influence behavior and performance.
We discuss the results and detail the implications for man-
agers and researchers.

Literature Review
FLEs in Marketing Exchanges

The number of studies exploring the topic of FLEs has
markedly increased in recent years, particularly within top
marketing journals. However, careful inspection of such
work reveals there is no universally accepted definition of
what an FLE actually is. Instead, the term “FLE” seems to
refer to two very different types of roles. The first type, and by
far the more frequently used in terms of publication count,
takes the FLE as a less skilled and far less strategic customer
service worker—for example, a retail clerk, waiter, bank
teller, or hair stylist (Ma and Dubé 2011; Schepers et al.
2012). The second type frames the FLE as a truly strategic
marketing employee (e.g., a professional salesperson) who
typically possesses concrete measures of performance (e.g.,
dollars generated, units sold) and is responsible for strate-
gically important marketing objectives (e.g., new customer
acquisition).

To be clear, both types of FLEs are important subjects
of study because both play key roles in the firm’s achieve-
ment of its marketing objectives. However, research that
conceives of the FLE as a customer service employee is, by
definition, solely predicated on the FLE’s interaction with
just one of the three stakeholder types described previously
(i.e., customers). Even in this case, the behaviors and
success factors required to satisfactorily cater to the cus-
tomer will differ markedly between customer service–
focused FLEs versus SFLEs (see Di Mascio 2010). Thus,
SFLEs need to interact successfully with all three stakeholder
types—customers as well as the IBT and EBPs. In practice,
SFLEs will typically carry titles such as “sales representa-
tive,” “account executive,” or “key account manager” (Evans
et al. 2012).

We thus make this critical distinction between the
service-oriented FLE and the SFLE as a means of specifying
the phenomenon of interest for the current study. The specific
conceptualization of the SFLE on which the present work is
predicated thus builds from Di Mascio (2010, p. 63) and
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Korschun, Bhattacharya, and Swain (2014, p. 20). Both
works emphasize the notion of the FLE as a strategic
intermediary between the vendor firm and key stakeholder
groups, all of which must be courted and catered to in order to
consummate business. With this in mind, we define an SFLE
as a marketing employee who is engaged in more than basic
customer service (e.g., retail roles) and whose success is
predicated on the interaction with, and skillful influencing of,
three distinct stakeholder groups: (1) customers, (2) the IBT,
and (3) EBPs. Next, we focus attention on a review of these
three key stakeholder types.

Influence and the SFLE’s Portfolio of Relationships:
Stakeholder Theory

A key and defining characteristic of an SFLE is the need to
successfully manage and work with multiple stakeholders.
As a result, we would expect SFLEs to adapt their influence
behaviors across these target groups. It is therefore important
to examine the effectiveness of the SFLE’s efforts to adapt
influence behaviors across stakeholder types (customers, the
IBT, and EBPs), and this, in turn, becomes of primary interest
in the current research.

For decades, marketing literature has emphasized the idea
of adapting behavior according to the situation and target.
The problem, though, as it pertains to the present work, is that
marketing’s view of adaptation is largely predicated on either
the firm–customer dyad (see Hillebrand, Driessen, and Koll
2015) or the individual marketing actor–customer dyad (e.g.,
Spiro and Weitz 1990). Adaptive selling, for example,
considers the FLE’s adaptation at a very discrete level of
analysis. It pertains to the salesperson’s interactions with, and
adaptation to, customers within specific sales interactions
(i.e., individual sales calls). By design, the adaptive selling
perspective is silent on the types of adaptations, complex
transactions, and long sales cycles that might be required of
the SFLE. Furthermore, compelling as it is, adaptive selling is
purely customer focused; it offers no insights on the SFLE’s
interactions with the other two key stakeholder groups (the
IBT and EBPs).

In searching for work that can help inform the present
discourse about the three very different stakeholders the
SFLE must influence, we turn to management literature and
stakeholder theory. Stakeholder theory is predicated on the
notion that people will attempt to navigate and leverage
salient target groups to accomplish their work objectives (as
per Friedman and Miles 2002; Laplume, Sonpar, and Litz
2008). Three streams of stakeholder theory scholarship have
emerged over time, as best summarized by Frooman (1999,
p. 193):

(1) A stream devoted to identifying stakeholder attributes,
to answer the question ‘Who are they?’, (2) a stream focused
on stakeholder ends, or interests, to answer the question
‘What do they want?’, and (3), a stream directed toward
stakeholder influence strategies, to answer the question
‘How are they going to get it?’

Frooman’s (1999) streams 2 and 3 are particularly ger-
mane to the present work. In encouraging us to answer the
question “What do they want?” stakeholder theory reminds

us that SFLEs intend to manage, if not enhance, their rela-
tionships with all three stakeholder groups. Furthermore, the
question of “How are they going to get it?” emphasizes that it
is through SFLEs’ savvy application of influence that they
gain the compliance of those with whom they interact across
their relationship portfolio. In the following subsections, we
review the relevant literature on each of the three stakeholder
types given the SFLE’s portfolio of relationships.

Moving beyond customer-directed influence. Customers
have long been the nearly exclusive focus of marketing
research. This makes sense, given that the traditional view
of marketing exchange begins with the premise that the
customer makes the final purchase decision (Cannon and
Perreault 1999; Kotler 1972). However, in today’s more
complex marketing relationships, other groups have the
ability to affect the SFLE’s performance significantly (see
Bradford et al. 2010; Gonzalez, Claro, and Palmatier 2014;
Hillebrand, Driessen, and Koll 2015). This means that
although influencing the customer is still of supreme
importance, it is no longer singularly sufficient to guarantee
the closing of business in the firm’s favor (Rackham and
DeVincentis 1999). To account for this evolution, we suggest
that our understanding of the SFLE’s traditional customer-
directed influence (e.g., McFarland, Challagalla, and Shervani
2006; Plouffe, Bolander, and Cote 2014) needs to be
extended to an examination of influence directed at the two
additional key stakeholder groups important to complex
modern buyer–seller relationships: the IBT and EBPs.

The IBT. Of the two key noncustomer stakeholder
groups the present work considers, the IBT has received
the most attention in the literature. Despite this attention,
research in this area would still be considered limited overall,
with the vast majority of articles being of a conceptual (vs.
empirical) nature. We define the IBT as the employees, other
than the SFLE, on the selling side of the buyer–seller dyad
who are involved in the customization, coordination, and/
or fulfillment of the products and/or services required to
satisfy a specific customer opportunity. In other words, the
IBT would not include employees involved in the general
production of products (e.g., assembly line workers, product
inspectors) because those workers are not typically involved
in fulfilling specific, individual customer transactions. This
definition of the IBT is consistent with other such charac-
terizations of internal business and sales teams (see Bolander
et al. 2015; Gonzalez, Claro, and Palmatier 2014; Moon and
Armstrong 1994; Schmitz 2013; Weitz and Bradford 1999),
with the exception that we do not characterize the SFLE as a
member of this team per se. Instead, we view the SFLE as the
team leader, opportunity coordinator, and champion whose
performance will “depend on teams of people with the
necessary skills—from R&D, marketing, production and
finance—working together for a common goal: satisfied
customers” (Doyle 1995, p. 33). It is also critical to highlight
that IBTs come in different forms. For the purposes of the
present research, we focus on IBTs that involve sales support
and coordination personnel from the selling firm who have
fluid membership from one sales task and customer op-
portunity to the next. Scholars have referred to these types
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of transaction-specific, informal teams within the vendor firm
as “selling centers” (Moon and Armstrong 1994) and “ad hoc”
teams (Evans et al. 2012). For simplicity, we label this group
the IBT.

Despite the finding that 75% of all companies use some
type of IBT (see Cummings 2007), academic research has
severely lagged in examining this area (see Ahearne,
MacKenzie, et al. 2010; Schmitz 2013). Prior research has
reported that SFLEs may be well served to adopt an
“intrapreneurial” mindset in navigating their own organ-
ization to marshal the capabilities and resources controlled by
their IBT (e.g., Bolander et al. 2015; Plouffe and Grégoire
2011). Ultimately, however, very little research has explored
how our understanding of customer-directed influence (e.g.,
McFarland, Challagalla, and Shervani 2006; Plouffe,
Bolander, and Cote 2014) might translate into circum-
stances in which SFLEs influence their IBT. This lack of
research is unfortunate because scholars have noted that poor
coordination with the IBT is often a greater source of problems
and a larger impediment to performance than poor coordi-
nation between the selling firm and the customer (see Plouffe
and Barclay 2007; Sabnis et al. 2013; Schmitz and Ganesan
2014; Steward et al. 2010; Weitz and Bradford 1999).

EBPs. The marketing literature has paid far less attention
to the vendor firm’s EBPs (vs. the IBT). This lack of attention
is especially evident in the area of how the SFLE can
effectively influence EBP employees. The available literature
has discussed various forms of external partnerships, in-
cluding supplier–manufacturer alliances (e.g., Arend 2006),
manufacturer–distributor partnerships (e.g., Anderson and
Narus 1990), and other channel-type relationships (e.g.,
Frazier 1999). However, most of these business arrange-
ments represent vertical alliances (e.g., channel relation-
ships). The present research is different because it considers
partnerships that are not at all vertical—instead, the rela-
tionships between the SFLE and his or her EBPs are complex
and largely informal arrangements, typically between equals,
in which both parties voluntarily work together for a common
benefit (see Tuli, Kohli, and Bharadwaj 2007). Consistent
with Smith and Barclay (1997, 1999), we define EBPs as the
influence target in situations in which FLEs from two or more
firms work together to provide tailored customer offerings. In
so doing, both the SFLE and EBP achieve benefits such as
product/service differentiation or bundling, strategic flexi-
bility, and/or the penetration of newmarkets (Tuli, Kohli, and
Bharadwaj 2007). Importantly, such relationships among
EBPs are generally considered unstructured and typically
impermanent, making their effective management a critical,
yet still poorly understood, task for SFLEs (Smith and
Barclay 1997).

The limited existing marketing research on EBPs has
tended to approach the subject from a macro-level per-
spective, exploring topics such as contractual governance
(Anderson and Weitz 1992) and between-firm power
(Bucklin and Sengupta 1993) or abstract variables such as
partner similarity or between-firm trust (e.g., Smith and
Barclay 1997). In other words, tactical, micro-level issues
such as the interpersonal behaviors required to make the

SFLE–EBP relationship function have been largely over-
looked, despite the finding that effective communication is
crucial to realizing the value potentially inherent in EBP
relationships (see Ryals and Humphries 2007). This lack of
extant research on the specific behaviors required to best
manage SFLEs’ relationships with their EBPs—including,
most notably, SFLEs’ influence behaviors and tactics—
represents an important gap in the literature.

In this subsection, we have characterized the three dif-
ferent stakeholder groups with which the modern SFLE must
work andmanage. Next, we attempt to provide initial insights
into the relative importance of influence with respect to each
of these stakeholder groups and how these might come to
shape the SFLE’s performance.

CI as a Framework for Organizing Influence Tactics

In the study of interpersonal influence, two major research
“camps” have emerged over time. The first camp, what we
might call the business-to-business (B2B) marketing camp, is
primarily represented in the marketing and channels literature
(see McFarland, Challagalla, and Shervani 2006; Plouffe,
Bolander, and Cote 2014). Although Evans et al. (2012)
suggest that these influence tactics can be used in all B2B
marketing research, they are fairly narrow in their focus on
customers and have not been widely used to explore within-
firm or other noncustomer influence.

The second camp exists across the management and
industrial/organizational psychology literature. This research
aims to understand how interpersonal influence, in the
absence of authority, is utilized at various levels both within
and between organizations (e.g., Falbe and Yukl 1992; Yukl
and Falbe 1990). Table 1 lists and defines the 11 tactics from
this tradition. From an extensive review of the influence lit-
erature, it is clear that management’s perspective of agent
influence is more appropriate for the present research for three
critical reasons. First, the 6 influence tactics inherent in the
B2Bmarketing perspective (e.g.,McFarland, Challagalla, and
Shervani 2006) are, in essence, included within manage-
ment’s tactics, so there is no loss of conceptual or nomological
detail by employing management’s 11 tactics (though we
could lose such detail by using B2B marketing’s 6 tactics).
Second, management’s perspective was specifically devel-
oped to explore influence contexts in which targets are both
intra- and interorganizational in nature. Such contexts are thus
ideal for exploring the two lesser-studied SFLE stakeholder
types (the IBT and EBPs). In contrast, B2B marketing’s
perspective of influence is strictly focused on either channel or
customer contexts (i.e., purely interorganizational contexts).
Third, the management perspective provides a far greater
number of theoretically and psychometrically valid influence
tactics relative to the number of measurement items needed to
capture each tactic (see Yukl, Chavez, and Seifert 2005; Yukl,
Seifert, and Chavez 2008). The management influence per-
spective requires just 33 items (i.e., only a few more than the
29 needed for B2B marketing), but it yields a much richer
assortment of tactics (i.e., 11 vs. B2B marketing’s 6). With
this in mind, we next turn our attention to a more thorough
consideration of these 11 influence tactics and the theoretical
commonalities they possess.
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With its 11 tactics, management’s influence perspective
promises to unearth deep insights into the SFLE’s effective
application of influence across stakeholder types. However,
its requisite level of refinement also creates practical issues
regarding hypothesis development. Specifically, the chal-
lenge is how best to develop hypotheses for each of 11
influence tactics used with each of three distinct stakeholder
groups (which could potentially yield a total of 33 direct-
effect hypotheses on the SFLE’s performance). Given that
many of these tactics are related in theoretically meaningful
ways, we next detail the method we employ to classify these
tactics on the basis of their requisite level of CI to facilitate
both a more manageable and a more meaningful set of hy-
potheses and related empirical explorations.

Coercive intensity is defined as the extent to which the
target of an influence attempt believes that failure to comply
with the influence attempt will result in negative con-
sequences. Although it has never been labeled as such in the
management literature (or used to classify the management-
based influence tactics), the broad notion of CI is a popular
theoretical mechanism for grouping influence tactics in the
marketing literature (see Plouffe, Bolander, and Cote 2014;
Venkatesh, Kohli, and Zaltman 1995, pp. 72–73). All in-
fluence tactics, whether from the B2B marketing literature
or management literature, vary on the basis of the relative
coerciveness they are designed to instill in terms of the
intended behavioral reaction at the target level, where
“coerciveness” is defined as the target’s perception that
negative consequences will result from noncompliance. For
example, at one end of the CI continuum, collaboration
would be a tactic construed as benign and “noncoercive,”
whereas at the other end, pressure would be a tactic con-
strued as direct and “coercive.” In between these extremes
exist tactics such as exchange and apprising, which imply a

moderate degree of CI (Venkatesh, Kohli, and Zaltman
1995, pp. 72–73).

With the CI schema in mind, we asked eight expert raters
to carefully consider the 11 management influence tactics
used in this study and to organize them into three groups:
“hard coercive,” “soft coercive,” and “noncoercive,” re-
spectively (similarly to how Venkatesh, Kohli, and Zaltman
[1995] organize marketing influence tactics; Table 1 details
these results). The expert raters we chose for this step were
ideal candidates to undertake this task because all (1) were
highly familiar with influence research, (2) possessed PhDs
with relevant research emphases (i.e., all raters were very
familiar with the CI schema from marketing), and (3) possessed
at least five years’ experience as SFLEs. As Table 1 shows,
there was a high, and in many cases unanimous, consensus
among the expert raters as to which of the 11 influence tactics
belonged in each of the three CI categories. Furthermore,
several tactics seem to have direct parallels with tactics that
marketers have previously categorized (Plouffe, Bolander, and
Cote 2014; Venkatesh, Kohli, and Zaltman 1995, pp. 72–73).
Table 1 details the connections between these tactics.

Thus, we leverage the CI classification to guide the
study’s hypothesis development. However, we empirically
assess the effects of each individual influence tactic so as not to
lose the core benefit (i.e., richness) of the 11 tactics as espoused
previously. In other words, we hypothesize similar effects on
the basis of the CI classification but do not attempt to aggregate
the individual tactics into summary constructs for analysis.

What Is Influence Tactic Effectiveness?

It is important to draw attention to a key limitation of the
extant literature on influence research in both marketing and
management. Simply stated, an extensive review of influence
research reveals that not much has been done to explore what

TABLE 1
Influence Tactic Definitions and Expert Rater Tactic Categorization

Tactic Categorizations Brief Definition Rater Agreement

Noncoercive Tactics
Rational persuasion Using logical arguments or facts a

Consultation Providing suggestions or advice 100%
Collaboration Offering to help the target fulfill a request 75%
Personal appeal Appealing to a sense of obligation based

on personal relationship

a

Soft-Coercive Tactics
Inspirational appeal Appealing to a target’s values or ideals 75%
Apprising Explaining how compliance will benefit the

target personally

a

Ingratiation Leveraging flattery or good will 88%
Exchange Offering a benefit in exchange for compliance a

Coalition Seeking the aid of others in influencing the target 88%

Hard-Coercive Tactics
Legitimation Suggesting that compliance is consistent with

procedures, policies, or norms

a

Pressure Using demands or intimidation a

aTactics with the superscript a are consistent with tactic conceptualizations previously categorized by Venkatesh, Kohli, and Zaltman (1995).
Specifically, “rational persuasion” aligns with Venkatesh, Kohli, and Zaltman’s “information exchange” (noncoercive), “apprising” aligns with
“recommendations” (soft coercive), “personal appeal” aligns with “requests” (noncoercive), “exchange” aligns with “promises” (soft coercive),
“legitimation” aligns with “legalistic pleas” (hard coercive), and “pressure” aligns with “threats” (hard coercive).
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managers would think of as actual influence tactic effec-
tiveness. We emphasize that the influence literature has
almost exclusively focused on subjective (i.e., informant self-
reported) dependent variables rather than substantive, ob-
jective outcomes. This is quite surprising because there are
highly compelling measures of objective dependent variables
available, most notably for objectively assessed performance
(see Campbell et al. 1993; Podsakoff et al. 2003). Leading
scholars in this area have noted this shortcoming of extant
influence research, with Yukl, Seifert, and Chavez (2008,
p. 618) stating that “more research is needed on the impor-
tance of influence tactics for [agent] effectiveness. As yet,
only subjective ratings of… effectiveness have been used as a
criterion, and it would be helpful to conduct studies that
included objective measures.”

We do not mean to imply that the literature to date has not
provided valuable insights; rather, we point out that what
managers are interested in—and what marketing scholars
should therefore be studying—are real, tangible outcomes of
influence. In management, for example, scholars have
explored subjective variables such as expected “firm fit,”
“task commitment,” and “helping behavior” (Higgins and
Judge 2004; Sparrowe, Soetjipto, and Kraimer 2006; Yukl
and Tracey 1992) but not real outcomes such as targets’
actual behavioral compliance. In marketing, similarly,
scholars have explored subjective variables such as “manifest
influence,” “intention to accommodate,” and “felt stress” (e.g.,
Frazier and Summers 1984; Kohli 1989; McFarland 2003)
but not objective outcomes such as actual sales performance
or customer purchase.

Therefore, the current research views effectiveness as
measured by objectively assessed, managerially important
outcomes (e.g., sales performance) rather than the afore-
mentioned types of subjective outcomes. This is in contrast
to effectiveness in which a tactic is shown to be successful
at influencing the subjective variables commonly examined
in previous influence research (e.g., commitment, manifest
influence). The preceding distinctions are neither trivial nor
semantic. Tangible influence effectiveness has long been of
primary importance to managers (see, e.g., Evans et al. 2012,
p. 94; Yukl, Seifert, and Chavez 2008, p. 618), yet influence
research—both within and beyond marketing—continues to
provide virtually no insight into which tactic(s) may actually
produce such valued tangible outcomes (e.g., performance
gains).

To highlight the ubiquity of this persistent limitation in
the marketing and management literature streams, Table 2
presents an extensive review of influence research with a
specific focus on the dependent variables examined in each
study. We created this table by first noting all seminal articles
that have addressed influence tactics from both the marketing
and management literature streams. Then, we conducted a
search of all relevant marketing (e.g., Journal of Marketing,
Journal of Marketing Research, Journal of the Academy of
Marketing Science, Journal of Personal Selling & Sales
Management) and management (e.g., Journal of Applied
Psychology, Journal of Management, Academy of Man-
agement Journal, Organizational Behavior and Human
Decision Processes) journals to identify potentially relevant

influence articles. We conducted individual searches using
specific search terms (e.g., influence tactic[s], influence
strategy[ies]). The articles included in Table 2 represent
manuscripts that utilize one of the two core influence per-
spectives (i.e., management or marketing) and also have a
clearly identifiable dependent variable. Table 2 thus under-
scores the critical points that little to no extant research in
marketing or other areas has (1) examined tangible influence
tactic effectiveness and (2) done so from the vantage point of
the FLE—or, in the case of the present research, done so in
the context of the SFLE’s influence of customer-, IBT-, and
EBP-level stakeholder targets, respectively.

Hypothesis Development
Influence Effectiveness Across SFLE Stakeholder
Types

Pfeffer (1992, p. 112) describes power as “the potential
ability to influence behavior… and to get people to do things
they would otherwise not do.” French and Raven (1959)
created perhaps the most popular typology of interpersonal
power, with clear application to settings in which one person
exerts power over another given a particular dyadic rela-
tionship. We expect that the SFLE’s interactions with cus-
tomers, the IBT, and his or her EBPs each represent dyadic
relationships that are potentially affected by power as it
relates to the SFLE’s effective application of influence. These
relationships and the power (or lack of power) inherent in
them should, in large part, predicate the SFLE’s influence
tactic effectiveness.

French and Raven (1959) characterize five potential
power bases. First, reward power emerges when people
believe that an influence agent can provide them with some
desirable outcome. In terms of the SFLE’s portfolio of
relationships, this type of power may potentially apply to all
three stakeholder types, though the form of the reward may
vary. For customers, the perceived reward could involve
having their needs met or their interests being “pushed to the
top of the pile,” whereas for both the IBT and EBPs, the
reward could be financial or remuneration based. Second,
expert power is the power that emerges when people believe
that an influence agent has special knowledge or expertise
that could prove useful to them. Because SFLEs are often
trusted advisors (e.g., Tuli, Kohli, and Bharadwaj 2007) and
knowledge brokers (e.g., Verbeke, Dietz, and Verwaal 2011),
this type of power could potentially apply to all three stake-
holder groups. Third, referent power is the power that emerges
when the target has affection for, and/or a desire to be associated
with, the influence agent. Prior work has shown that SFLEs
often possess magnetic and charismatic personalities (Bradford
et al. 2010; Evans et al. 2012). Therefore, this type of power
could potentially be germane to all three stakeholder types.

Fourth, legitimate power is the power that emerges when
people believe that an influence agent has a legitimate right,
based on his or her role in the organization, to direct others’
behavior. This type of power is not applicable to customers
and may apply in a limited sense solely to EBPs who happen
to operate under a formal contractual arrangement with the
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SFLE’s firm (e.g., a channel relationship; see Frazier 1999)—a
conditionwemight think of as a “loosely coupled” relationship
when compared with intrafirm relationships. However, legit-
imate power most certainly could apply to the SFLE’s IBT
because the SFLE is often considered to be the team leader,
coordinator, and de facto head of the IBT (see Plouffe and
Barclay 2007; Schmitz and Ganesan 2014; Steward et al.
2010). Finally, coercive power is power that emerges from
people’s belief that the influence agent has the ability to punish
them, either formally or informally. This type of power should
only be salient given the SFLE’s relationship with the IBT (see
Bradford et al. 2010; Sujan 1999) because the SFLE simply
cannot expect to levy or wield this type of power over cus-
tomers or EBPs. Importantly, the potential possession of
legitimate and coercive power does not imply that the SFLE
has formal authority over the IBT but, rather, that the informal
structure of the SFLE’s relationship with the internal team
implies some ability tomake requests of them and/or indirectly
influence punishment for noncompliance.

Figure 1 summarizes the power bases identified through
power theory given the previously detailed CI schema as they
relate to SFLEs’ relationships with stakeholders across their
relationship portfolio. Specifically, we observe that the IBT is
(1) bound to the SFLE in a formal relationship (i.e., formally
coupled), (2) associated with very high expectations of
compliance, and (3) potentially susceptible to all five power
bases. We note that EBPs are only loosely coupled with the
SFLE and are therefore associated with only moderate
expectations of influence compliance. As a result, EBPs have
the potential to be influenced by all tactics except for hard-
coercive tactics and are only somewhat subject to legiti-
mate power in select cases (e.g., formal contractual/channel
arrangements). However, because customers are what
we might label “citizens of the open market” (Cannon and

Perreault 1999; Hillebrand, Driessen, and Koll 2015), they
are completely uncoupled from the SFLE in any formal sense
and therefore are characterized by very low expectations of
compliance with the SFLE’s influence efforts. As a result, the
customer stakeholder group is potentially subject solely to
noncoercive forms of power, including reward, expert, and
referent powers, respectively.

As a result, theory would suggest that noncoercive tactics
can be effective across all stakeholder types (French and
Raven 1959). Given that these tactics do not leverage any
degree of coerciveness and that none of the power bases are
required to activate these tactics, it should not matter whether
the SFLE’s relationship with a particular target is formally
coupled, loosely coupled, or uncoupled. Furthermore, just
because a particular dyad in the SFLE’s relationship portfolio
is characterized by some formal expectation of compliance
does not mean that the SFLE will have to utilize tactics that
emphasize that formal expectation to be effective. Non-
coercive tactics, by their very nature, should be well received
by the influence target and are therefore likely to be effective
across all stakeholder types.

In contrast, we expect soft-coercive tactics to be effective
only when used with EBPs and the IBT. This is because
customers are in a completely uncoupled relationshipwith the
SFLE and are associated with very little expectation of
compliance. In addition, the SFLE–customer relationship
inherently lacks the power bases necessary for the SFLE to
optimally deploy tactics given his or her relative level of CI
(i.e., soft coercion). We would therefore expect that cus-
tomers would be more likely to react negatively to less-than-
friendly influence attempts, thereby limiting the SFLE’s
influence tactic effectiveness.

In contrast, hard-coercive tactics should bemore effective
when usedwith the IBT rather than with EBPs and customers.

FIGURE 1
The SFLE’s Influence Tactic Effectiveness Across Stakeholder Groups: A CI Perspective

Strategic FLE (SFLE) Portfolio of Relationships

Internal
Business Team

External
Business Partners Customers

Stakeholder Group 
(Influence Target)

Formally coupled

Very high expectation 
of compliance

All: Reward, expert, 
referent legitimate

Loosely coupled

Moderate expectation 
of compliance

Most: Reward, expert, 

Uncoupled

Very little expectation 
of compliance

Limited: Reward, 
expert and referent

(Influence Target)

Nature of 
Relationship

Compliance 
Expectations

Potential
P B referent, legitimate,

and coercive power
referent, and semi-
legitimate power

expert, and referent
power

Effective 
Influence Tactics 

for Each 
Stakeholder 

Groupa

Power Bases

Soft Coercive

Noncoercive

Hard Coercive

aExtant theory has suggested that an FLE’s influence tactics on a given stakeholder target will be more effective when the CI of the tactics matches
the power bases available to the FLE (H1a–c).
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In this case, the formally coupled nature of the relationship
and power between the SFLE and the IBT implies that team
members understand that harsher SFLE influence tactics
(i.e., tactics characterized by higher levels of CI) are indeed
fair game. This is because there is a high expectation of IBT
member compliance in this relationship. In addition, the
power bases needed to both frame and allow for hard-
coercive tactics are typically present within the SFLE–IBT
relationship but not the SFLE–EBP relationship. Therefore,
we formally hypothesize the following:

H1a: Regarding the SFLE–customer relationship, noncoercive
tactics are most effective at predicting the SFLE’s per-
formance, soft-coercive tactics are less effective, and hard-
coercive tactics are ineffective.

H1b: Regarding the SFLE–EBP relationship, soft-coercive and
noncoercive tactics are most effective at predicting the
SFLE’s performance; hard-coercive tactics are ineffective.

H1c: Regarding the SFLE–IBT relationship, tactics from all
three CI categories (i.e., soft-, hard-, and noncoercive
tactics) are effective at predicting the SFLE’s performance.

Performance Impact of Influence Directed at
Different SFLE Stakeholders

Whereas the previous review of the literature shows fairly
wide variance in the relative amount of research attention that
has been directed at each of the SFLE’s stakeholder groups,
there is general agreement that the SFLE’s effective man-
agement of interactions and relationships across all three
stakeholder types is probably important in driving his or her
performance (e.g., Bradford et al. 2010; Hillebrand, Driessen,
and Koll 2015; Plouffe, Bolander, and Cote 2014). That
stated, there are differences of opinion regarding which
stakeholder group might be most critical in affecting per-
formance (for important context in this regard, see Yukl,
Siefert, and Chavez 2008, p. 618). The traditional view of
marketing exchange has often been constructed on a foun-
dation that the “customer is king” (e.g., Kotler 1972). As
such, it would be expected that the SFLE’s influence inter-
actions with the customer stakeholder group should have the
largest effect on objective performance.

However, an increasing number of scholars have sug-
gested the contrary, provocative notion that SFLEs’ ability
to successfully influence their own IBT may actually be an
equally important, if not more important, driver of objective
performance compared with their ability to influence cus-
tomers (see Bradford et al. 2010; Plouffe and Barclay 2007;
Verbeke, Dietz, and Verwaal 2011). Although a few scholars
have hinted at EBPs’ importance to the SFLE role (e.g., Ryals
and Humphries 2007; Smith and Barclay 1997), extant work
has not explored the importance of the SFLE’s EBP influence
efforts either relative to his or her performance (either sub-
jective or objective performance) or relative to the customer
and/or IBT stakeholder groups. Therefore, there is limited
previous work that can help directly inform the development
of hypotheses as it relates to relative objective performance
effects of the SFLE’s influence directed at customers, the
IBT, and EBPs, respectively. However, there has been some
theoretical, conceptual/anecdotal, and empirical work that
provides indirect, arm’s-length support for the development

of objective performance-based hypotheses regarding the
SFLE’s influence behaviors on the three stakeholder types.

The previously highlighted CI framework (Figure 1)
clarifies that the SFLE should possess the requisite forms of
power to enable positive performance effects (i.e., gains) for
influence tactics directed at the IBT, EBPs, and customers, in
that order. In other words, because all of the ingredients, or
potential power bases, exist to facilitate successful influence
with the IBT, and most of the ingredients exist to facilitate
successful influence with EBPs, these groups should have
a particularly strong impact on SFLE performance. Yukl,
Chavez, and Seifert (2005, p. 722) further support this
supposition by asserting that agent influence effectiveness
will be shaped by “agent expertise and credibility, agent
position power, the target’s needs and values, and the type of
agent-target relationship.” Again, if the ingredients are in
place, performance at a corresponding level should theo-
retically follow.

Similarly, useful insights on the nature of the SFLE
influence–objective performance relationship can be gleaned
from recent research that has examined emerging forms of
non-influence-oriented SFLE behaviors. In considering the
IBT, Plouffe and colleagues (Plouffe and Grégoire 2011, pp.
720–22; Plouffe, Sridharan, and Barclay 2010, p. 546) find
that the behavior of intraorganizational navigation for SFLEs
(in their context, salespeople) explains a significantly higher
percentage of the variance in objective measures of per-
formance than traditional customer-directed SFLE behaviors
have historically been able to explain (see Plouffe, Hulland,
and Wachner 2009). Bolander et al. (2015) as well as
Gonzalez, Claro, and Palmatier (2014) reveal a similar
relationship between salespeople’s intraorganizational social
networks and sales performance. If one draws a parallel from
this work to the present discourse, it would be reasonable to
assume that the SFLE’s influence directed at the IBT might
have at least as large a performance effect as influence
behaviors directed at customers. Similarly, in the case of
EBPs, (1) prior empirical results in marketing (Ryals and
Humphries 2007; Smith and Barclay 1997), (2) case-based
evidence (e.g., Rackham and DeVincentis 1999; Tuli, Kohli,
and Bharadwaj 2007, pp. 12, 14–15), (3) strong theoretical
support in the management literature on “proactive work-
place behaviors” (see Grant and Ashford 2008, pp. 12, 19;
Parker, Bindl, and Strauss 2010, pp. 828–32; Parker and
Collins 2010, pp. 635–38), and (4) ample anecdotal evidence
(e.g., Cialdini 2008; Yukl, Siefert, and Chavez 2008, p. 618)
all coalesce to suggest that the SFLE’s influence directed at
EBPs could be at least as important a driver of the SFLE’s
objective performance as influence aimed at customers.

Therefore, we expect SFLE influence directed at each
stakeholder group to be positively predictive of the SFLE’s
performance, and the work detailed in this subsection has
offered initial (albeit limited) guidance as to which of the
three stakeholder types might be more impactful in terms of
performance effects (i.e., relative importance). Of course, it
is also useful to return to the previous discussion of the
changing nature of modern marketing relationships. Spe-
cifically, given that the customer is no longer necessarily the
sole decision maker regarding whether a purchase will occur,
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it becomes important to consider what roles the IBT and EBPs
play in shaping the SFLE’s performance. Inmodernmarketing
relationships, successful influence of the customer may not, in
and of itself, fully translate to performance gains because other
stakeholders may need to be persuaded to support a particular
customer opportunity or course of action taken in pursuit of
that opportunity. Indeed, this again underscores why it is
so critical to consider the impact of influence directed at
the SFLE’s entire relationship portfolio. For the SFLE, the
sheer complexity of modern B2B marketing exchange (e.g.,
Bradford et al. 2010; Cannon and Perreault 1999; Plouffe and
Barclay 2007; Sabnis et al. 2013; Smith and Barclay 1997;
Tuli, Kohli, and Bharadwaj 2007) suggests that the IBT and
EBPs may actually be more important in terms of affecting
objective performance. With detailed exploration of these
intertwined issues long overdue for direct empirical exami-
nation, we therefore hypothesize the following:

H2a: The SFLE’s customer-directed influence explains a sig-
nificant and unique portion of the variance in his or her
performance.

H2b: The SFLE’s IBT-directed influence explains a significant
and unique portion of the variance in his or her per-
formance that is greater than or equal to the variance in
performance explained by the SFLE’s customer-directed
influence.

H2c: The SFLE’s EBP-directed influence explains a significant
and unique portion of the variance in his or her per-
formance that is greater than or equal to the variance in
performance explained by the SFLE’s customer-directed
influence.

Method
Data Collection Approach and Achieved Samples

We undertook a survey-based data collection approach with
two large firms operating in different industries (firm identities
are disguised for confidentiality). One firm is “GymCo” (n =
175), a respected manufacturer of high-end fitness equipment
(e.g., weight and cardio machines). GymCo SFLEs sold to a
variety of buyers, including health clubs, hotel chains, gov-
ernment agencies, and individual consumers, using a con-
sultative approach. The second firm is a leading residential real
estate firm in theUnited States, whichwe label “HomeCo” (n=
320). HomeCo SFLEs handle both the “buy” and “sell” sides
of residential real estate transactions across a multistate area
and perform a role similar to the fictional real estate example in
the article’s introduction. Both firms represent strong samples
on which to test the study’s hypotheses because their sales
process is relatively complex, their sales cycles tend to be long
(i.e., nontransactional; see Rackham and DeVincentis 1999),
and they involve all three stakeholder groups in the SFLEs’
relationship portfolio (customers, the IBT, and EBPs [for
GymCo, these organizations include shipping and logistics
providers, credit lenders, and installation, design, and repair
firms; forHomeCo, these include lawyers, banks andmortgage
lenders, appraisers, and home inspectors]).

Senior management at both firms supported this project by
preannouncing the survey and agreeing to provide objective
measures of individual job performance. The SFLEs received a

high-level summary of the research findings in exchange for
participating. The survey design and execution followed
Dillman, Smyth, and Christian’s (2008) tailored design
method, with additional guidance from research on best
practices for web-based surveys (Couper 2008). The survey
collected influence data for all three stakeholder targets as well
as various control variables. We received 109 responses from
GymCo (62.3% response rate) and 192 from HomeCo (60.0%
response rate). Objective performance data were available for
93 of the GymCo respondents and 178 of the HomeCo
respondents. The respondents ranged from 30 to 60 years old;
48% were female, 51.8% had a college degree, and each
averaged 11.7 years of experience in the SFLE role. To assess
nonresponse bias, we used Armstrong and Overton’s (1977)
procedure and noted no issues.

Construct and Variable Measurement

Influence. For this research, we employed Yukl and
colleagues’ influence tactic scales (Yukl 2006; Yukl, Chavez,
and Seifert 2005; Yukl, Seifert, and Chavez 2008; for the
survey instructions, see Web Appendix A; for all items, see
Web Appendix B). Because a primary objective of the present
research is to assess the SFLEs’ broader use of influence tactics
across target groups, the survey asked about use of each tactic
in general terms (i.e., overall, when interacting with those in a
given stakeholder group) rather than in a dyadic manner with
a specific influence situation or target group in mind. We
operationalized the items for the IBT verbatim as suggested by
Yukl and colleagues (Yukl 2006; Yukl, Chavez, and Seifert
2005;Yukl, Seifert, andChavez 2008) because this is the target
group for which the itemswere originally developed.Wemade
minor changes to the other items so that theywouldmake sense
when applied to customers and EBPs.1We conducted analyses
of the quality of themeasures for the 11 tactic scales for each of
the three stakeholder groups (11 · 3 = 33 constructs), which
revealed that all measures had reasonable composite reli-
abilities (.70 to .85, with an average of .79) and average
variances extracted (.53 to .80, with an average of .69), as per
the prescriptions set forth in the literature (Nunnally 1978).

Performance. We measured objective performance in
the form of the SFLEs’ annual sales from each firm’s records.
Consistent with best practice, we took the natural log of sales
and then standardized it within each company to allow for
comparisons across the two firms.

Analytic Approach and Results
As recommended in previous research (see Yukl, Seifert, and
Chavez 2008), we averaged the items for each tactic into a
single indicator. This resulted in 33 influence items—11
tactics for each of the three stakeholder target groups. To
address differences in individual response tendencies, we

1After the tactic items had been reoperationalized, we contacted
the influence scale developers to gauge their assessment of the
quality of the revised measures given the present study’s objectives.
The scale developers agreed that the revised measures were theo-
retically solid and appropriate given the present study’s focus and
purposes.
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mean-centered responses within each respondent, using their
overall mean across targets (i.e., all 33 influence items). Lim-
ited degrees of freedom required that we conduct separate
analyses for the IBT, customers, and EBPs, respectively.
Finally, Box’s M indicated that the covariance matrices for the
two samples were not equal (p < .001), so we conducted the
analysis separately for each company.

To address collinearity, we tested H1 using relative
importance analysis (specifically, the “relaimpo” package in
R; see Budescu 1993; Johnson and LeBreton 2004). We
included potentially significant covariates (experience and
age) in the models and performed the dominance analysis
separately by company and target of influence, which resulted
in six sets of results.

We also tested H2 using relative importance analysis
to overcome potential collinearity. To isolate the effects of
influence, we removed the effects of the two covariates from
the data. Then, we used the 11 tactics to predict adjusted
performance and saved the unstandardized predicted value.
We repeated this process separately for each influence target
by company. We subjected the three predictors (perfor-
mance predicted by IBT influence, EBP influence, and cus-
tomer influence) to relative importance analysis to gauge
the unique explained variance in adjusted objective perfor-
mance accounted for by each stakeholder group.

Results for H1a–c

Table 3 presents the results of relative importance analysis on
each SFLE influence group for each stakeholder target.2 For

both samples, the experience covariate was an important
predictor of performance for all targets. Age was also a
meaningful predictor. H1a suggested that for customers,
noncoercive tactics would be most predictive of sales per-
formance, with soft-coercive tactics less so and hard-coercive
tactics completely ineffective. The results do not support
this theoretical prediction for either sample. Indeed, we find
the opposite result. For both companies, pressure (a hard-
coercive tactic) on customers was an important predictor of
performance. For both GymCo and HomeCo, noncoercive
(personal appeals and consultation) and soft-coercive
(inspiration and coalition/inspiration) influence tactics were
meaningful but much less important determinants of
performance.

H1b suggested that for EBPs, both soft-coercive and
noncoercive tactics would be most effective in determining
performance, with hard-coercive tactics being ineffective.
The results again fail to fully support what theory would
predict. For EBPs, pressure was the most important predictor
of performance for HomeCo and a meaningful (though not
the most important) predictor for GymCo. However, non-
coercive and soft-coercive tactics were also important,
explaining more than 4% of the variance in performance. For
GymCo, inspiration (soft-coercive tactic) was the most
important predictor of performance, with rational persua-
sion (noncoercive tactic) also a meaningful predictor. For
HomeCo, consultation (noncoercive tactic), inspiration, and
ingratiation (soft-coercive tactics) were important, but much
less important predictors of performance than pressure. Thus,
we conclude that there is mixed support for H1b.

H1c suggested that for the IBT, tactics at all levels of CI
would be effective predictors of SFLE performance. The
results fully support this hypothesis: tactics from all cate-
gories were meaningful. However, hard-coercive tactics
(both pressure and legitimation) were the most important
performance predictors, with a combined explained variance

TABLE 3
Relative Importance of Influence Tactics on Performance

GymCo HomeCo

Correlation with lnSalesSource Customer Internal Partner Customer Internal Partner

Experience .186 .208 .211 .070 .077 .069 1
Age .010 .011 .012 .018 .016 .014 1
Rational persuasion .005 .025 .019 .001 .001 .001 –

Exchange .004 .005 .004 .001 .005 .001
Apprising .002 .004 .002 .001 .010 .004
Consultation .006 .002 .003 .010 .012 .027 –

Legitimation .007 .040 .003 .004 .033 .010 –

Collaboration .005 .019 .007 .005 .015 .006 1 GymCo
– HomeCo

Personal appeal .014 .003 .002 .001 .017 .001 –

Coalition .017 .006 .002 .005 .001 .003 –

Ingratiation .001 .001 .005 .010 .010 .011 1
Pressure .027 .062 .011 .070 .081 .109 1
Inspiration .011 .006 .052 .032 .010 .011 1
Model R2 (p < .001) .295 .392 .332 .228 .288 .266

Notes: lnSales = the natural log of the sales variable (i.e., objective sales performance). All lower 95% confidence interval estimates > 0. Boldfaced,
underlined values indicate relative effect sizes greater than 5%. Boldfaced values indicate relative effect sizes greater than 2%. Roman-text
values indicate relative effect sizes greater than 1%. Italicized values indicate relative effect sizes less than 1%.

2As is conventional with dominance analysis, we do not report
levels of statistical significance. For a detailed treatment of the
rationale for this given this analytic method, please refer to Budescu
and colleagues (Budescu 1993; Budescu and Azen 2004), Johnson
(2004), and, in particular, Tonidandel, Scott, and Johnson (2009,
p. 387).
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exceeding 10% at both examined firms. For GymCo, the
noncoercive tactics of rational persuasion and collaboration
were important, whereas for HomeCo, consultation, col-
laboration, personal appeal (noncoercive tactics), and in-
spiration (soft-coercive tactic) explained a combined 5.4% of
variance in performance.

Overall, we find complete support for only one aspect of
the H1 series: that tactics at all levels of CI can be effective
predictors of performance with the IBT. Otherwise, the
effectiveness of SFLE influence tactics on objective per-
formance across stakeholder target types seems to have very
little to do with the interplay of CI and SFLEs’ potential
power bases, as long-standing theory would suggest. We
explore this unexpected and theoretically counterintuitive
outcome in detail in the “Discussion” section.

Results for H2a–c

The H2 series of hypotheses proposed that the SFLEs’
customer-directed (H2a), IBT-directed (H2b), and EBP-
directed (H2c) influence efforts would each explain a
significant and unique portion of the variance in their per-
formance. In addition, both H2b and H2c proposed that
IBT- and EBP-directed influence would each explain at least
as much, if not more, variance in SFLE performance than
customer-directed influence. In addition, and as noted pre-
viously, we were interested in assessing the relative per-
formance impact of influence directed at each stakeholder
type. Table 4 thus presents the results of this relative
importance analysis, which allows for the assessment of all
components of H2a–c.

Notably, the results show that customer-directed influ-
ence accounts for just more than 4.0% of the unique variance
in the SFLE’s performance at both examined firms (i.e., 4.1%
at GymCo and 4.5% at HomeCo, with this result also being
the lowest of the three SFLE stakeholder groups). This highly
provocative finding runs counter to extant work within the
SFLE, sales, and customer service fields, much of which has
historically portrayed the marketing employee–customer
dyad as being “it” in terms of the focal unit of analysis for
meaningful insights into the drivers of performance (e.g.,
Plouffe, Hulland, andWachner 2009; Spiro andWeitz 1990).
In contrast, at both firms, the two other stakeholder groups
(the IBT and EBPs) each accounted for between 5.8% and
13.4% of the variance in performance (with an average figure

of 8.9%, which is effectively double the best case of the
customer-directed influence variance explained in perform-
ance at either firm). On a firm-by-firm basis, therefore, the
results show that (1) at GymCo, customer-directed influence
(at 4.1%) accounts for just 17.5% of the overall performance
explained across the three stakeholder groups (23.3%),
whereas (2) at HomeCo, customer-directed influence (at
4.5%) represents just 21.6% of the overall performance
explained across the three SFLE influence stakeholder groups
(20.8%). In summary, the results in Table 4 provide evidence
in support of not only H2a but also, and more controversially,
H2b and H2c.

Thus, what seems to matter in terms of SFLE perform-
ance is how influence is applied at the two little-understood
and seldom-examined stakeholder groups in the marketing
literature—the IBT and EBP stakeholder groups (vs. cus-
tomers). We further explore this unexpected finding in the
ensuing discussion.

Discussion
Does Influence Tactic Effectiveness Vary Across
Stakeholder Groups?

With regard to the study’s first research question, the results
highlight examples of tactics that exhibit consistent, positive
effects across targets and samples. For example, in both
samples, pressure is a ubiquitous driver of performance, and
inspiration has a positive effect in all cases except the IBT in
the GymCo sample. Beyond these important tactics, the
results seem to be idiosyncratic across samples and influence
targets. Table 5 provides a rearrangement of the information
presented in Table 3 that is easier to follow in terms of
facilitating a discussion of the results. Table 5 illustrates the
consistent, positive effects of these two influence tactics
(i.e., pressure and inspirational appeals) on performance. In
addition to these relatively consistent performance drivers,
we also note a positive effect of collaboration when used with
the IBT (GymCo sample only), inspirational appeals when
used with the IBT (HomeCo sample only), and ingratiation
when used with EBPs (HomeCo sample only).

Table 5 also shows that there is much more variation in
the tactics that reduce performance than in the tactics that
enhance performance. We note some consistent trends for

TABLE 4
Relative Impact of SFLE Stakeholder Target Type on Performance (After Accounting for Covariates)

GymCo HomeCo

Explained
Variance

Bootstrap
Lower 95%
Confidence
Interval

Bootstrap
Upper 95%
Confidence
Interval

Explained
Variance

Bootstrap
Lower 95%
Confidence
Interval

Bootstrap
Upper 95%
Confidence
Interval

IBT-directed influence predicted sales 13.4% 4.6% 27.4% 9.7% 4.0% 16.8%
EBP-directed influence predicted sales 5.8% 1.2% 14.9% 6.6% 3.3% 11.1%
Customer-directed influence predicted
sales

4.1% 1.0% 13.0% 4.5% 2.1% 8.6%

Total explained variance 23.3% 20.8%
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tactics that have a negative impact on sales performance. For
example, consultation has a negative impact when used with
customers and EBPs but no impact when used with the IBT.
Rational persuasion, in contrast, reduces performance when
used with the IBT and EBPs but has no negative performance
impact when used with customers. We note that a large
number of tactics seem to reduce performance when used
with the IBT, so we encourage the reader to refer to Table 5
for additional insights on the combinations.

We also mentioned the possibility that a tactic (or tactics)
could exhibit a positive effect on performance when used
with one stakeholder group and a negative effect when used
with another. The results reveal that collaboration demon-
strates a positive effect on performance in the GymCo sample
but a negative effect on performance in the HomeCo sam-
ple (Table 3). This finding is notable and suggests that
influence tactics may be context dependent. In other words,
their effectiveness perhaps varies not only across target types
but also across industries, companies, and so on.

It is also worth noting that tactics such as pressure and
inspirational appeals are not always believed to be partic-
ularly effective; more often, the literature regards tactics such
as rational persuasion and consultation more favorably (e.g.,
Cialdini 2001). Yet in our results, these more favorable tactics
are not only absent as performance drivers but actually
observed to reduce performance. This raises the following
question: Do the current results conflict with the results on
influence tactics in prior research? In response, we respect-
fully submit, “Not at all.” This is because virtually no prior
research on influence behavior—whether in marketing,
management, or other literature streams—has examined the
impact of influence tactics on actual, objective outcome
variables such as sales performance (recall Table 2). There-
fore, in response to a question asking why tactics that have
been viewed favorably in previous research do not fare well
in the present analysis, we suggest that prior research has
never actually explored (i.e., objectively assessed) the true
effectiveness of agent influence behavior. Therefore, the
results we report are not in conflict with anything in the
existing literature either within or beyondmarketing research.
Given that the current research is among the first to explore
objective SFLE/agent influence performance effectiveness,

we hope that this article will inspire future studies to further
investigate this broad, and still largely untapped, knowledge
domain.

Relative Performance Effects of Influence Directed
at Each Stakeholder Group

As to the present study’s second guiding research question,
perhaps the most surprising findings emerge from the
question of which stakeholder group in the SFLE’s rela-
tionship portfolio is most important in terms of explaining
variance in objective performance. H2a–c all hypothesized
that influence directed at each of the three stakeholder groups
would predict a significant and unique amount of variance in
sales performance. Although the results did bear this to be
true, these findings are more compelling when considered at a
more granular, stakeholder level. The results show that
influence directed at customers explains the least amount of
performance variance of the three stakeholder types. Influ-
ence directed at both the IBT and EBPs had amore substantial
effect on the SFLE’s performance than did influence directed
at the customer group.

Although this finding is both interesting and unexpected,
it is not unfounded or without merit. A notable and grow-
ing group of scholars have increasingly suggested that these
two lesser-examined SFLE stakeholder groups are gaining
importance in modern marketing relationships (e.g., Bolander
et al. 2015; Bradford et al. 2010; Evans et al. 2012; Homburg,
Workman, and Jenson 2000; Plouffe and Grégoire 2011). To
the best of our knowledge, although scholars have not made
any performance-based predictions about the importance
of EBPs, a few have predicted that IBTs may be a more
important influence target from a(n objective) performance-
based perspective than customers (e.g., Bradford et al. 2010;
Plouffe and Barclay 2007). The present research thus pro-
vides some initial empirical support for these suggestions and
offers a glimpse into areas in which further research might
yield new insights with respect to our understanding of the
SFLE’s performance.

Managerial Implications

Our results reveal several important considerations for SFLEs
and those that manage them. First, it seems that aside from a

TABLE 5
Influence Tactic Effectiveness Across Stakeholders

When Used with Customers When Used with the IBT When Used with EBPs

Positive Performance Impact
Pressure Pressure Pressure
Inspirational appeals Inspirational appeals (HomeCo only) Inspirational appeals

Collaboration (GymCo only) Ingratiation (HomeCo only)
Negative Performance Impact

Consultation (HomeCo only) Legitimation Consultation (HomeCo only)
Coalition (GymCo only) Collaboration (HomeCo only) Rational persuasion (GymCo only)
Personal appeals (GymCo only) Consultation (HomeCo only)

Personal appeals (HomeCo only)
Rational persuasion (GymCo only)

Notes: Tactics in italics represent effectiveness across all (or nearly all) stakeholders.
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couple of tactics that exhibit positive effects across all (or
nearly all) stakeholders (i.e., pressure and inspirational
appeals), there is no “one and only way” for SFLEs to
effectively influence the various stakeholders. Objective
influence tactic effectiveness seems to depend on the
influence-target stakeholder group and the industry context.
For example, the effect of collaboration used with the IBT is
positive for GymCo but negative for HomeCo. This paints
a much more complex picture than the one that human
resources trainers, consultants, and even academics often sell
to managers. Indeed, a great deal of influence-related training
and “best practices” still attempt to simplify the influence
process into bite-sized, linear rules in which one tactic is said
to lead to a certain outcome (e.g., “tactic Xwill produce result
Y”), regardless of who employs it or on whom it is applied
(e.g., Cialdini 2001). This way of thinking is overly simplistic
because the results we report show that most influence tactics
have varying effects on the SFLE’s performance depending
on the influence stakeholder type. As a result, SFLEs and
their managers should be cautious of off-the-shelf training
programs and one-size-fits-all behavioral recommendations.

Second, the tactics that seem correct conceptually are not
necessarily the most effective at driving actual performance.
For example, it is conceptually appealing to be able to show
that a tactic such as rational persuasion has a positive impact
on SFLE performance. Certainly, managers want to believe
that influencing people through logical suggestions is an
effective approach. Moreover, SFLEs themselves are likely
to feel comfortable and confident using this type of tactic.
Unfortunately, this tactic does not seem to have any positive
impact on performance, regardless of the stakeholder target
on which it is applied. This finding highlights a discrepancy
with respect to rational persuasion—shared to a lesser extent
by other influence tactics such as apprising, collaboration,
and ingratiation—between the influence behaviors we may
want or believe to be effective and those that actually are
effective (which again emphasizes the importance of ex-
ploring influence tactics in terms of objective outcomes).

Several factors may contribute to this discrepancy. For
example, across the social sciences, the vast majority of
extant research on agent influence has never fully considered
that different decisions operate through different cognitive
processes. Consider SFLE influence in light of established
concepts such as dual-route information processing (as per
Petty and Wegener 1999). Petty and Wegener (1999) would
suggest that the influence target processes the tactic-level
behaviors of influence agents through either a central or a
peripheral route. If this is true, it could potentially shed light
on why tactics that seem like they should be effective are not
effective in practice. Consider again the example of rational
persuasion. In light of the concept of dual-route information
processing, we would assume this tactic to be effective when
used with a person who is engaged in central-route pro-
cessing, which involves deeper elaboration. However, for a
target individual who engages in peripheral information
processing and therefore seeks a relatively quick and easy
decision, tactics that require elaboration to adequately
process the decision are likely to fall on deaf ears. However,
tactics such as pressure and inspiration could be very

effective at influencing this type of a decision with a target
who processes behavioral stimuli in this way. Indeed, given
that our data show these types of “less cognitive” tactics to
be effective, perhaps decision makers use peripheral-route
processing even in complex, modern marketing exchanges.
In any event, we would greatly caution managers against
designing SFLE training around tactics simply because they
make sense conceptually.

This research also compels managers and scholars alike to
reconsider which stakeholder groups may have the greatest
impact on the SFLE’s performance. In regard to the mar-
keting worker who manages the customer relationship
(i.e., the SFLE), our results certainly call into question
marketing’s long-standing assumption that the customer is
“king” and the sole stakeholder of significance given the
buyer–seller relationship (Cannon and Perreault 1999;
Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh 1987). Thus, the present research
compels us to begin thinking a bit differently about today’s
increasingly complex business relationships because other
seldom-considered stakeholders—such as the IBT and
EBPs—may have as much, if not more, of a direct impact on
the SFLE’s performance. This finding is actually consistent
with work on the development of radical innovations, which
has found that customers are extremely limited in their ability
to either understand or articulate their own needs (see
Chandy, Prabhu, and Antia 2003). This could therefore
attenuate the manner in which the SFLE engages with cus-
tomers, such that influence attempts directed at them may be
misdirected and/or ineffective. As a result, we agree with
Lassk et al. (2012), who recommend implementing SFLE
training that acknowledges the importance of all salient
stakeholder types across the entire relationship portfolio.
Certainly, noncustomer stakeholders (i.e., the IBT and EBPs)
do not seem to be well represented in current sales-related
training or education (see Bolander, Bonney, and Satornino
2014). In addition, managers, in their coaching and men-
toring roles, should encourage SFLEs under their supervision
to take deep stock of these two critical noncustomer stake-
holders to improve performance.

Further Research
The goal of this research was to examine several largely
unexplored topics with respect to SFLEs given (1) the wide
array of influence tactics available to them, (2) the three
different stakeholder groups they interact with on a day-to-
day basis, and (3) how these factors might shape their
performance. The findings raise many intriguing, if not
controversial, notions and spur many worthwhile questions
for future studies to consider. As with all such research
endeavors, the current research also has several limitations
that should be noted.

First, in terms of influence tactic effectiveness (H1a–c), we
would be remiss if we did not begin by taking stock of the
difficulty for theory, as captured in the study’s hypotheses, to
predict what we found empirically. In short, widely accepted
theory surrounding the management of stakeholders, agent
power, and the CI of influence applied on targets all—to a
large extent—failed to empirically deliver expected results.
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To address this issue, we refer to a quote from experimental
economist Vernon Smith (1989, p. 168), who astutely notes
that “if one wants to gain a greater understanding of …

phenomena, the most productive knowledge building attitude
is to be skeptical of both the theory and the evidence.” In this
spirit, although we believe we have presented a strong case by
revealing similar results across two samples regarding which
influence tactics drive SFLE performance when applied
across stakeholder groups, we appreciate that some readers
may be skeptical of the findings. Moreover, and echoing
Smith’s (1989) quote, we encourage this skepticism for the
value it can bring to the overall progression of knowledge.
However, with respect and deference, we also encourage
readers to be just as skeptical of the theory on which the
study’s hypotheses are based. Although the theories and
research that frame the influence literature have been around
for decades (e.g., French and Raven 1959; Pfeffer 1992), we
again reiterate that these ideas have not to this point been used
to examine actual objective performance outcomes (see Yukl,
Seifert, and Chavez 2008, p. 618). So despite the theory’s
longstanding presence on these issues, there exists the very
real possibility that theory itself could be wrong. Put dif-
ferently, some of our findings may not be representative of the
broader reality surrounding the SFLE’s influence behavior as
it relates to performance (i.e., theory is correct). However, it is
also plausible that the unexpected findings we report do,
indeed, reflect reality (i.e., theory is false). Contrary and
unexpected findings such as those reported herein are pre-
cisely what moves theory along (see Hunt 2010, Chapters 13
and 15) and how knowledge ultimately advances (see
Bagozzi 1984). Ultimately, further research must add to this
discourse—both empirically and theoretically—beforewe have
more definitive answers to these complex, intertwined issues.

Second, new work in this area should consider alternative
objective measures and perspectives of SFLE performance.
The objective measure of performance that we collected and
utilized in the present research was robust and yielded notable
findings. However, other performance measures may yield
additional insights into SFLEs’ effectiveness as it pertains to
their use of influence behaviors (see Campbell et al. 1993;
Yukl, Seifert, and Chavez 2008, p. 618). Echoing our previous
emphasis on the importance of exploring dependent variables
that represent actual, objective effectiveness, other important,
managerially relevant outcomes such as actual customer

purchase, SFLE customer- and sales opportunity–level account
prioritization and resource allocation (Bonney, Plouffe, and
Brady 2016), or other forms of tangible target-level behavioral
compliance could prove fruitful for future studies.

Third, we did not test for any interactions among the
influence tactics. To the best of our knowledge, no published
researchwithin or beyondmarketing has ever tackled this task.
That noted, testing interactions across influence tactics and/
or stakeholder types could provide some useful and more
granular insights into how influence tactics work in combi-
nation. Perhaps some of the tactics that we identified as
ineffective in the current research are actually activated by the
use of other tactics? Unfortunately, our data did not allow
sufficient degrees of freedom to thoroughly explore these types
of potential interdependencies, compelling as they are. There is
an additional, interrelated set of issues that represents a lim-
itation of the present work, which future researchers should
consider. These issues have to do with the very basic possi-
bility that there could be causal linkages within and across
SFLE stakeholder types and levels. The present study’s two
guiding research questions, design, and data did not allow for
the explicit testing of such relationships or possibilities.
Therefore, the reported findings about the relative importance
of SFLE influence on each of the three stakeholder types as
these relate to performance should be viewed with some
caution. Exploration of all of these notions would represent
worthwhile and fruitful areas for further research.

Finally, by design this study examined influence behavior
broadly (i.e., how the SFLE uses influence in general across
stakeholder types rather than with specific people). We
argued previously that this was entirely appropriate given our
research focus. However, because we collected our data
from a single informant source (SFLEs at two large firms), we
must acknowledge the potential for single-source biases and/
or respondent fatigue on the influence behavior data (see
Dillman, Smyth, and Christian 2008; Nunnally 1978). As
such, further research should examine the SFLE’s influence
tactic use and effectiveness over time, in a longitudinal
manner (e.g., Ahearne, Lam, et al. 2010; Boichuk et al. 2014).
It may be that influence tactic effectiveness at the target level
changes systematically over time as the buyer–seller rela-
tionship and/or sales cycle evolves. All of the preceding study
limitations represent timely, compelling, and potentially
fruitful avenues for future studies in this area to pursue.
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Web Appendix A:  
Survey Instructions 

 
The 11 influence tactics in the study were operationalized as discussed in the “Methods” section of the 
article. Specifically: IST-directed influence was operationalized exactly as per Yukl et al. (2008). 
Customer-directed influence and EBP-directed influence were operationalized similarly but with the 
salient question stimuli being changed as per the different stakeholder group. Thus, the following were 
the survey instructions in each of the 3 sections of the survey where each form of influence was assessed. 
 
(1) – Internal Influence 
INSTRUCTIONS – The questions below pertain to the ways in which you work with and perhaps try to influence 
others within your own organization.  These individuals might be fellow coworkers or subordinates (e.g., other 
salespeople; an administrative assistant or order coordinator; someone in shipping; someone in R&D, finance or 
marketing; a technical person etc.).  They could also be various individuals within management (e.g., your direct 
sales manager; your VP of sales or marketing, etc.).  With this in mind, for each statement you are presented with, 
select the response choice (below) which best matches how often you use that specific behavior or tactic on others 
inside your own organization. 
 
1. I can’t remember ever using this behavior or tactic on anyone in my organization. 
2. I very seldom use this behavior or tactic on others in my organization. 
3. I occasionally use this behavior or tactic on others in my organization. 
4. I use this behavior or tactic moderately often on others in my organization. 
5. I use this behavior or tactic very often on others in my organization. 
 
“When making a request of a coworker inside my own organization (e.g., administrative support), I…” 
 
(2) – External, Customer-Directed Influence 
INSTRUCTIONS – The questions below pertain to the ways in which you work with and perhaps try to influence 
your customers and prospects in the course of your day-to-day selling activities and campaigns.  With this in mind, 
for each statement you are presented with, select the response choice (below) which best matches how often you use 
that specific behavior or tactic on your customers and prospects. 
 
1. I can’t remember ever using this behavior or tactic on my customers and prospects. 
2. I very seldom use this behavior or tactic on my customers and prospects. 
3. I occasionally use this behavior or tactic on my customers and prospects. 
4. I use this behavior or tactic moderately often on my customers and prospects. 
5. I use this behavior or tactic very often on my customers and prospects. 
 
“When making a request of my customers and prospects, I…” 
 
(3) – External, Influence on Business Partners 
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INSTRUCTIONS – The questions below pertain to the ways in which you work with and perhaps try to influence 
the various business and trade partners you interact with, in the name of selling to and serving your joint customers.  
With this in mind, for each statement you are presented with, select the response choice (below) which best matches 
how often you use that specific behavior or tactic on your customers and prospects. 
 
1. I can’t remember ever using this behavior or tactic on our customers and prospects. 
2. I very seldom use this behavior or tactic on our customers and prospects. 
3. I occasionally use this behavior or tactic on our customers and prospects. 
4. I use this behavior or tactic moderately often on our customers and prospects. 
5. I use this behavior or tactic very often on our customers and prospects. 
 
“When making a request of my business partners, I…”  
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Web Appendix B: 
Influence Behavior Questionnaire (IBQ) 
(as per Yukl and colleagues: 2005; 2008) 

 
Construct (in Bold), Followed by Items… 
   Rational Persuasion 
Make a detailed explanation of the reasons for a request. 
Use facts and logic to make a persuasive case for a request or proposal. 
Explain clearly why a request or proposed change is necessary. 
   Exchange 
Offer to do something for the person in exchange for his/her help on a task or project. 
Offer to do a specific task for the person in exchange for carrying out a request for you. 
Offer to do something for the person in the future in return for his/her help now. 
   Apprising 
Explain how the person could benefit from a proposed activity or change. 
Explain how a task you want the person to do could help his/her career. 
Explain why a proposed activity or change would be good for the person. 
   Consultation 
Ask the person to suggest things he/she could do to help you achieve a task objective. 
Ask the person to suggest ways to improve a plan or proposal that you want him/her to support. 
Encourage the person to express any concerns about a proposed change that you want him/her to support 
or implement. 
   Legitimating 
Say that a proposed activity or change is consistent with official policies or legal statutes. 
Say that your request or proposal is consistent with a prior agreement or contract. 
Verify that a request is legitimate by referring to a document such as a work order, policy manual, 
charter, bylaws, or formal contract. 
   Collaboration 
Offer to provide any assistance the person may need to carry out a request. 
Offer to provide resources the person would need to do a task for you. 
Offer to help resolve any new problems created for the person by your request. 
   Personal Appeals 
Ask for his/her help as a personal favor. 
Ask the person to do something for you as a friend. 
Say that you need to ask him/her for a personal favor. 
   Coalition 
Ask someone the person respects to help influence him/her to carry out a request or support a proposal. 
Bring someone else along to support you when meeting with the person to make a request or proposal. 
Get someone with higher authority to help influence the person to do something. 
   Ingratiation 
Compliment the person about something when making a request. 
Say that the person has the unique skills and knowledge needed to carry out a request. 
Praise the persons past performance or achievements when asking him/her to do something. 
   Pressure 
Pressure them to carry out the requests I have made of them. 
Use threats or warnings when trying to get them to do the things I need done to complete a sale. 
Repeatedly check to see if they have carried out the requests that I have made of them. 
   Inspirational Appeals 
Will make an inspiring speech or presentation to arouse their enthusiasm for a proposal or sales 
transaction which is currently under consideration. 
Describe a clear, appealing vision of what my products / services could accomplish for them. 
Describe how my products / services could serve as an opportunity to accomplish exciting and 
worthwhile objectives. 
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