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Abstract
Purpose – This paper aims to identify and report the differential effects of activity control and capability control on role stressors, which
subsequently affect salespeople’s job satisfaction and sales performance.
Design/methodology/approach – Drawing on job demands-resources (JD-R) theory, the authors defined active control and customer
demandingness as the job demands and capability control as the job resource, and designed their relationship with role stressors, which are
indicated as role ambiguity, role conflict and role overload. The authors enrolled a sample of 223 industrial salespeople from pharmaceutical
companies. After collecting the data, the authors used structural equation modeling using AMOS to test and estimate causal relationships along
with a two-step approach to examine the interaction effect. The authors have also tested the simple slope of two-way interactions. All of the
measured variables were identical to those used in previous studies.
Findings – The study findings indicate that behavior-based control can be counterproductive. Reducing activity control can decrease role stress,
increase job satisfaction and improve job performance; increasing capability control, however, can reduce role stress and increase job satisfaction
and performance. It is also important to acknowledge the external environment of the sales context in which behavior-based control is most
effective: whereas high customer demandingness and capability control are related to reduced role stress, high customer demandingness and
activity control are related to increased role stress.
Practical implications – Sales managers should recognize that different control management regimes reinforce or mitigate salespeople’s job
stressors and outcomes under specific conditions (i.e. work environments marked by higher or lower customer demandingness).
Originality/value – Drawing on JD-R theory, the research shows that a behavior control (i.e. activity control and capability control) has differential,
and even opposite, psychological consequences.
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1. Introduction

Many firms recognize that the salesforce is the only unit in the
organization that can establish relationships with a broad base
of new customers and, thereby, generate higher sales revenues.
In this light, it is perhaps not surprising that sales are often the
heart of marketing departments and that sales management is
so important for firm growth and survival.
Academics have noted the large role of sales in the business-

to-business (B2B) environment (Anderson et al., 2007;
Zimmer et al., 2020). In B2B contexts in which firms focus on
building long-term relationships with the customer, salespeople
are vital boundary-spanners linking firms with customers
(Beverland, 2001; Miao and Evans, 2013). As the salesforce
serves as the company’s primary point of contact with its

corporate customers, it supports development of customized
goods and services for customers, relationship marketing and
successful new product launches (Good and Schwepker, 2022;
Khan et al., 2022; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). At the selling
stage, the sales organization provides the sales team with
guidelines about a wide range of selling approaches and use of
new systems (Corsaro andMaggioni, 2022; Kalra et al., 2023a,
2023b), or information about developed strategic processes
such as those related tools, resources and training (Peterson
et al., 2021; Rapp and Beeler, 2021).
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The research trend in recent years is moving toward a focus
on how salespeople, with the products or services they provide,
can help customers solve their problems as well as create value
for them (Bertini and Koenigsberg, 2020; Keränen et al., 2020;
Liu and Leach, 2001). Many researchers are highly interested
in the necessity of providing customers with both measurable
(in terms of profits) and nonmeasurable (in terms of trust and
overall business value) outcomes (Keränen et al., 2021;
Keränen et al., 2023). Therefore, according to the trend of
academic research and business environments, this leads to the
fact that many organizations have reallocated significant
resources to sales departments (Kotler, 2003).
In this overall context, sales control systems have appeared in

the sales management literature (Anderson and Oliver, 1987;
Kalra et al., 2023a, 2023b; Miao and Evans, 2013; Park and
Hur, 2023). Among them, behavior control has been much
studied as a tool to improve performance. However, much of
the literature has focused on control mechanisms for
performance maintenance and improvement, stress and its
causes having been relatively neglected.
Most of the work that has been done on stress generally has

used work stress models, including the demand-control-
support model (Karasek et al., 1998) and effort-reward
imbalance model (Siegrist et al., 2004). However, these can be
applied only to specific determinants of occupational stress and
occupational well-being. Alternatively, a new model of work
stress recently introduced, the job demands-resources (JD-R)
model (Demerouti et al., 2001) relates to role stress and the two
job characteristics – i.e. demands and resources – that
determine it. Indeed, the JD-R model is applicable to all
situations, including new and complex occupational settings,
for identification of job demands and resources that affect
employees’ well-being. Many studies relying on the concept of
JD-R have introduced job and personal demands (Peasley et al.,
2020) along with job (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007) and personal
resources (Kalra et al., 2021) that influence salespeople’s
responses (psychological and behavioral). Therefore, from the
perspective of JD-R theory, this study explicated the behavior
control that induce or reduce role stress, and determined how
the relationship between behavior-based control and role
stresses changes according to environmental factors.
This study helps to fill several research gaps in the literature.

The first is with regard to behavior control, which have been
extensively studied as a unidimensional global construct.
Behavior-based control has a positive impact on both the
organization’s financial effectiveness and individual revenue
attainment. However, despite the fact that behavior-based
control may have differential effects on psychological and
behavioral outcomes (Miao et al., 2007; Shin et al., 2021), only
a few studies have empirically investigated behavior constructs
separately (Challagalla and Shervani, 1996; Conde et al., 2023;
Miao et al., 2007). The present study drew on JD-R theory to
conceptualize behavior-based control mechanisms as job
resources (capability control) and job demands (activity
control) applied by sales managers to shape salespeople’s
behavior (Miao and Evans, 2013). In short, then, it sought to
examine how behavior-based controls affect employee
outcomes.
Second, the JD-R model has been successfully adopted in a

number of studies concerned with different occupational

settings and correspondingly different sets of job demands and
job resources (Bakker et al., 2005; Bakker et al., 2003b; Llorens
et al., 2006). According to a recent work-stress-related survey,
sales was the second most stressful job, 73% of salespeople
believing their job to be highly stressful (Sales Leadership,
2022). Based on this and other evidence, job stress
management has been a major priority in sales management.
However, JD-R theory has mainly been focused on studies
emphasizing engagement aspects, such as selling effort and
selling intention (Fu et al., 2009, 2010), brand adoption
(Wieseke et al., 2008) and salesforce product adoption (Hultink
and Atuahene-Gima, 2000). Given the fact that many
researchers have suggested that management of job stress will
prove essential to job performance as well as satisfaction in sales
management (Behrman and Perreault, 1984; Jaramillo et al.,
2006), this study undertook to verify the JD-R theory in sales
management.
Third, salespeople are investing more time and effort in

identifying a customer problem and then configuring available
resources in a manner that addresses the focal problem (Dhar et al.,
2004). Accordingly, a growing body of literature in marketing and
services addresses the fact that customer demandingness can lead to
differential psychological and behavioral outcomes. Previous
research has posited the importance of customer demandingness
and highlighted the critical role employees play in responding to
such demands, but much is still unknown about role stressors (i.e.
role ambiguity, role conflict and role overload). Certainly, the level
of customer demandingness can contribute to the level of stress
experienced by salespeople (Jung et al., 2022; Luu, 2021).
Therefore, this study defined the environmental demands on
salespeople as customer demandingness and examined the impact
of environmental demands on role ambiguity, role conflict and role
overload.
The purposes of this study were to examine the effect of the job

resources and job demands of behavior controls on role stressors,
as grounded in JD-R theory; to investigate the relationship
between psychological cost (i.e. three types of role stressors) and
job satisfaction; to explore how the supervisory resource (i.e. the
second aspect of behavior control) adapts to high levels of
customer demandingness and thereby affects the role stress and
performance of employees (i.e. salespeople).
Our research advances knowledge in a variety of ways: it appears

to be one of the few (if not the first) studies to consider activity
controls as job demands and capability controls as job resources
and examine how they differently affect role stressors (Solomon
et al., 2022; Bakker and de Vries, 2021). The study also progresses
knowledge by modeling role ambiguity, role conflict and role
overload as role stressors and testing how each influences job
satisfaction and how the latter affects sales performance. Besides,
our study investigates how customer demandingness moderates
the relationships between (the dimensions of) job resources and
job demands and (the dimensions of) role stressors.
This study is organized as follows. In the following Section 2,

we introduce the literature on sales control systems and job
stressors based on the JD-R theoretical framework. In
Section 3, we develop the hypotheses of the study and evaluate
each proposed hypothesis given the empirical evidence. In
Section 4, we conclude the paper with a discussion of the
implications as well as the limitations of the study.
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2. Literature review and hypothesis development

2.1 Sales control in job demands-resources model
A sales management control system is the key managerial
instrument for monitoring, directing, evaluating and
compensating employees to help enable them to reach desired
organizational objectives (Anderson and Oliver, 1987). A sales
management control system entails dual, outcome-based and
behavior-based controls. Outcome-based control is focused on
objective outcome measures (i.e. sales volume and revenue),
and includes little managerial direction for salespeople.
Behavior-based control is concerned, not with sales goals, but
rather with sales-related knowledge development (e.g. basic
procedures in, and capabilities for, the selling process) (Fang
et al., 2005; Kohli et al., 1998).
Anderson and Oliver (1987) stated that behavior-based

control is more valuable than outcome-based control in terms
of salesperson cognition, capabilities, affects and attitudes on
organization, intrinsic motivation, behavioral techniques and
strategy and performance. In behavior-based control, managers
can get more information on salespeople’s skills and effort by
actively monitoring and establishing clear communication with
them and providing feedback on their actions during the selling
process and on how they can improve their selling skills. This
can lead to salespeople being more willing to accept managerial
direction, more committed to the organization, and having
better job satisfaction. However, these different results indicate
that behavior-based control is a multidimensional, not a
unidimensional (global) construct.
Behavior-based control represents the job-demand-and-

resource mechanism in the JD-R-based model. The JD-R
model is an occupational stress model that posits strain/stress
caused by imbalance between the demands that are required of
employees in their jobs and the resources needed to handle
them (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001).
The JD-R model assumes that every job entails both demands
and access to resources. Job demands refer to aspects of the job
that require sustained physical, emotional and/or cognitive
effort (e.g. achieving a challenging sales quota) (Demerouti
et al., 2001) and that are thus associated with certain
physiological and psychological costs (e.g. exhaustion). Job
resources refer to physical, social or organizational aspects of
the job that are functional in enabling employees to accomplish
work goals, stimulate personal growth, learning and
development, and reduce job demands along with physiological
and psychological costs.
The JD-R model reflects two psychological processes. First,

job demand is shown as a process that activates the energy
depletion of employees. Employees’ constant efforts to meet
perceived job demands correspond to attendant increases in
psychological and physiological costs that drain their energy.
Increased stress and energy drain from responding to demands
can cause employees to become very drained and exhausted
over time. The greater the effort or activation made for a job
demand, the greater the psychological and physiological costs
to the individual. Therefore, excessive job demands have
negative outcomes for the individual, such as poor health
(Hakanen et al., 2006; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004) and
sickness, and for the organization as well, such as employee
absence (Bakker et al., 2003a) or lower performance. The

second psychological process, job resources, activates the
motivational process. Employees’ perceived resources can
nurture their growth, learning and development, meet their
needs for autonomy and competence, and, so too, increase
their ability and willingness to work hard on work tasks and
achieve work goals. These perceptions and beliefs increase the
extent to which individuals are willing to invest in their role
performance. Therefore, abundant job resources activate
employees’ energy and make them feel engaged, which process
ends in better results (Bakker andDemerouti, 2007).
The specific variables considered in JD-R studies tend to vary

significantly, because job demands and resources in a given
context depend on the characteristics of the specific job or job
task (Bakker et al., 2004; Nahrgang et al., 2011). In the
terminology of JD-R, activity control can be considered to be a
job demand, because it encompasses all selling-related
conditions, activities and procedures (e.g. working hours,
number of sales calls and number of accounts to visit)
salespeople are expected to perform (Challagalla and Shervani,
1996). In contrast, capability control is a job resource, because
it is associated with the development of selling skills, knowledge
and approaches that enable salespeople to achieve their work
goals and reduce their job demands (Kohli et al., 1998).
It is necessary to examine how activity control and capability

control affect salespeople’s psychological attitudes and results,
and also howmanagers should monitor and control behavior to
help salespeople to achieve their goals.We argue that, due to its
nature, activity control can increase salespeople’s role stress,
whereas capability control can reduce salespeople’s role stress.
We note that because activity control requires managers to
monitor salespeople on a daily basis, it can easily put a high
level of stress on salespeople who would naturally want to go to
any length to meet their targets (Challagalla and Shervani,
1996). Similarly, we argue that because capability control is an
approach that actively supports and dedicates salespeople to
solving customer-related problems, it can serve to alleviate
perceived role stress in the sales process in situations where
customers are experiencing problems (Jones et al., 2003).
JD-R theory further suggests that job demands and job

resources can interact to affect job outcomes via the mediation
process of job stress/strain (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). The
empirical evidence for this interaction effect, however, is
limited (cf. Hockey, 1993). For example, there are very few
studies supporting the job demands/job control interaction
predicted in Karasek’s (1979) job demand-control model (De
Jonge et al., 2000). Therefore, in the present study, we
concentrated on the unique respective contributions job
demands and job resources make to explaining variance in each
job stressor component.

2.2 Role stressors
Role ambiguity occurs when employees, due to insufficient and
unclear information, are not certain of the expectations related
to their role; role conflict occurs when there is incongruity or
incompatibility with role partners (with supervisors, coworkers,
customers and others) (Rizzo et al., 1970), while role overload
occurs when employees perceive that their responsibilities or
tasks exceed their available time, abilities and/or finite resources
necessary tomeet them (Kahn et al., 1964).

Salespeople’s role stressors and performance

Yeonjin Cho and Hyunjeong Nam

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing

Volume 39 · Number 13 · 2024 · 108–127

110



Ample research findings have suggested that employees
appraise each stressor on two dimensions: hindrance and
challenge (Gilboa et al., 2008). Hindrance stressors are
regarded as threatening and constraining to personal
achievement, whereas challenge stressors are considered
potential opportunities for achievement (LePine et al., 2005).
Typically, role ambiguity is likely to involve hindrance stressors
with little involvement of challenge stressors, while role conflict
is considered to involve hindrance stressors but also, to a
certain extent, challenge stressors, because employees try to
negotiate with expectations from any number of sources to
meet various job demands. In like manner, role overload may
be categorized as both strong hindrance and challenge
stressors. Role overload may be regarded as a hindrance
stressor if employees feel compelled to meet toomany demands
given their resources; on the other hand, it may be regarded as a
challenging stressor if employees feel that they have enough
resources to meet their job demands. Although the role
stressors are identified as a critical determinant of a sale
representative’s job performance, they have different
relationships with sales performance.
In much of the organizational behavior literature and sales

force research literature, role ambiguity, role conflict and role
overload have negative effects on salespeople’s job outcomes
(cf. Teas, 1983; Walker et al., 1975). It is suggested that role
ambiguity or role conflict may have deleterious effects on
employee attitudes and cause strain responses (e.g. O’Driscoll
and Beehr, 1994) such as stress, anxiety, exhaustion,
depression and burnout (Cooke and Rousseau, 1984), thus
undermining job satisfaction (Podsakoff et al., 2007). Role
overload also elevates strain (Parker et al., 2002), reduces
organizational commitment and decreases sales performance
(Singh et al., 1994). The various role stressors have been
identified as critical factors of workplace stress, and thus
researchers have sought to identify the determinants of stressful
situations in the workplace. The special characteristics of the
sales role that affect role stressors include both organizational
variables and individual variables. Organization variables are
associated with jobs and tasks (i.e. skill variety, job complexity,
job control and autonomy) and supervisory characteristics (i.e.
feedback and close supervision) (Brown and Peterson, 1993).
Individual variables are related to organizational tenure,
tendency to confront situations head-on and tendency to
transform situations into opportunities (Onyemah, 2008).

2.3 Conservation of resources theory
According to the conservation of resources (COR) theory
(Hobfoll, 1989, 2002), individuals are motivated to gain, retain
and protect their resources but experience psychological stress
when they are placed in a situation that threatens their ability to
obtain or maintain resources. Specifically, Hobfoll (1989)
states that stress occurs when people are threatened with the
loss of resources, lose resources or fail to obtain invested
resources.
Resources are used to cope with threatening demands that

cause work-related stress. In the process of coping with
threatening demands, individuals may respond to stress using
their remaining resources to recover from losses, acquire new
resources or withdraw efforts to conserve resources
(Halbesleben and Bowler, 2007; Kiazad et al., 2014). Despite

engaging in direct and active coping behaviors through high
levels of arousal and the use of many resources, when
individuals find that they do not have any effect, they may give
up and engage in emotional detachment or defensive behaviors
(Hobfoll et al., 2003). During the coping stage, burnout and
high anxiety levels typically occur (Halbesleben, 2006). Many
studies have shown that burnout occurs because of exposure to
job stress such as qualitative and quantitative overload, role
conflict and ambiguity, lack of participation and lack of social
support (Ambrose et al., 2014; Bolino and Turnley, 2005;
Cordes and Dougherty, 1993). Burnout can result in further
loss of resources, resource depletion and an inefficient
replenishment of resources (Halbesleben, 2006; Hobfoll and
Lilly, 1993).
Another peculiarity of COR is that resource loss occurs

under high demand, but the degree of resource loss differs
(Hobfoll and Shirom, 2000; Hobfoll, 1989) states that
individuals with more resources are less vulnerable to resource
loss and have a greater capability to gain resources, whereas
individuals with fewer resources are more vulnerable to the loss
of resources and have a lower capability to gain resources.
In line with the COR perspective, individuals experience

burnout when they perceive a net loss of all their energy –

physical, emotional and cognitive – which cannot be
replenished (Hobfoll and Shirom, 2000). When individuals
experience stress, they react with reduced physical vitality, a
lack of emotional stamina and decreased cognitive agility. As a
result, once a net loss occurs, it cannot be resolved by gaining
additional resources, expanding or borrowing other resources
or investing more in existing resources; the loss only worsens
(Brotheridge andLee, 2002;Wells et al., 1997).
As previously explained, COR theory describes both

situations that cause stress and the consequences thereof
(Hobfoll, 1989). COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) postulates that
individuals may perceive the resources expended to prevent loss
to be greater than the actual threat of loss due to work-related
demands. As individuals attempt to protect themselves from
resource losses, losses eventually become more salient than
gains (Hobfoll, 2002). In addition, COR states that different
types of stressors and their combinations can be viewed as
creating different types of demands on individuals. Therefore,
this study examined how these demands and resources interact.
This understanding not only provides a clear picture of the
current situation regarding what factors cause stress to the
individual but can also be useful in predicting and planning
ahead for what will happen to an organization or individual.

2.4 Model overview
In this study, a research model was developed using the
conceptual framework of JD-R theory adapted by Demerouti
et al. (2001). The model proposed and tested is depicted in
Figure 1.

2.5 Behavior-based controls and role stressors
We contend that activity control will increase salespeople’s role
stress, because it is perceived as formally prescribed behavioral
guidelines for salespeople to follow (Kohli et al., 1998; Malek
et al., 2018). Through an activity control, the supervisor sets, as
the goals of salespeople, activities deemed important to sales
performance; and further, the supervisor monitors standardized
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activities as performed by the salespeople (Challagalla and
Shervani, 1996; Katsikeas et al., 2018). However, supervisor
management of routine, predictable and standardized activities
render deviation from standard practice impossible (Kohli et al.,
1998). Salespeople under activity feedback are sometimes placed
in situations that do not align with the organization’s goals (Kohli
et al., 1998), and can experience difficulty in effectively applying
their strategies (Mallin and Pullins, 2009), which can lead to
increased role conflict. For example, if a salesperson possesses
customer-oriented thinking but reinforces sales-oriented
management activities, the salesperson will experience role stress
in performing customer-oriented activities because the direction
the company wants to pursue is in conflict with the direction the
salesperson actually pursues (Siguaw et al., 1994).
Activity control checks the extent to which salespeople have

performed the required activities (e.g. how many new accounts
they acquire each month) but does not provide explanations or
advice on how to improve the problems they encounter while
doing sales (e.g. the churn of existing customers) (Mallin and
Pullins, 2009). Consequently, they feel unclear about their role
in achieving high sales performance. Also, required but
nonsales-related activities (e.g. filling out expense reports) can
reduce the time devoted to sales, resulting in higher role
uncertainty (Miao and Evans, 2012).
Activity control limits salespeople’s autonomy (Epler et al.,

2023) and lowers their level of enjoyment in performing a task
(Deci and Ryan, 1985; Miao and Evans, 2014). Top–down
decisions mandating and enforcing mechanical activities may
cause a sense of an external locus of control, loss of self-
determination and negative feelings (Challagalla and Shervani,
1996), all of which can dampen intrinsic motivation (Ahearne
et al., 2010;Miao and Evans, 2012). Consequently, salespeople
undergo job strain, resulting in higher levels of role overload
(Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Salespeople, in fact, tend to
perceive themselves as having more control over issues related

to sales calls than their managers (DelVecchio, 1996). Thus,
the active control measures and pressure that managers place
on salespeople can create greater role stress for them.
Therefore, we argue that activity control will increase
salespeople’s role stressors, and as such, we propose the
following hypotheses:

H1. There is a significant positive effect of activity control on
(a) role ambiguity, (b) role conflict and (c) role
overload.

Relying on conservation of resource theory (Hobfoll, 1989), we
assert that capability control, which includes active monitoring
and management of salespeople’s operations, is an important
tool for helping salespeople to meet their objectives while
preventing resource depletion (Anderson and Oliver, 1987;
Challagalla and Shervani, 1996).
We contend that capability control can be used to provide

salespeople with feedback on the knowledge and skills required
to provide excellent customer service (Fang et al., 2005) and
Capability information is used to improve salespeople’s sales
skills and capabilities (Epler et al., 2023; Kalra et al., 2023a,
2023b) so that they can skillfully seek, process and understand
customer feedback (Carver and Scheier, 1982). Salespeople
articulate their goals by gathering and interpreting role
information from customers under their capability control
(Challagalla and Shervani, 1996).
Capability control enhances salespeople’s perception of

competence (Evans et al., 2007) and stimulates their intrinsic
motivation (Miao et al., 2007) and enhances their sense of their
work’s meaning (Bande et al., 2021), thus helping them to
become more self-confident in their abilities and to get tasks
done without suffering role overload (Mulki et al., 2008). Also,
a capability-oriented supervisor can contribute to the reduction
of salespeople’s role ambiguity by helping them to acquire more

Figure 1 Conceptual framework
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systematic procedural knowledge (i.e. how to correctly perform
or practice selling skills) (Challagalla and Shervani, 1996). And
as regards any role conflict that may arise in the selling process,
supervisors who recognize it and alleviate it can better enable
salespeople to cope with customer-related problems (Jones
et al., 2003). Theoretically, studies show that capability control
is more helpful for coaching overall sales activities (Kalra et al.,
2023a, 2023b; Kohli et al., 1998) and reduces role ambiguity,
role conflict and task overload (Bande et al., 2021; Challagalla
and Shervani, 1996). Consequently, capability control can
reduce salespeople’s role stress to a greater extent. Thus:

H2. There is a significant negative effect of capability control
on (a) role ambiguity (b) role conflict and (c) role
overload.

2.6 The role of customer demandingness
Customer demandingness is salespeople’s perception of
customers’ requirements and expectations respecting products
and/or services (Wang and Netemeyer, 2002, 2004). High
customer demand, for example, indicates a gap between the
firm’s offering and the customer’s needs (Gupta et al., 1986;
Wang andNetemeyer, 2004).
The present study, in engaging with the literature stream

underlining the interaction between job demands and resources
according to the job demand-resource interaction model,
examines the interaction effect between customer demandingness
and the manager’s behavior control. We contend that as customer
demandingness increases, salespeople’s role stress will increase.
More and diverse demands of firms by customers are likely to
incur conflicts between the company’s goals and customers’
expectations (e.g. between granting greater promotion application
to customers and maximizing the firm’s financial outcome). If
customers’ demands are high, it is more difficult for salespeople to
prioritize and integrate their divergent role expectations,
potentially resulting in role conflict (Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014).
Also, in the context of having to meet the expectations of two or
more customers, salespeople might become overwhelmed and feel
that they have too much to do within a given time (Jaramillo et al.,
2011), leading to role overload. When customers are perceived as
more demanding, salespeople are required to devote more efforts
and resources than usual (e.g. faster delivery time, additional
incentives and discounts) to meet those expectations (Banin et al.,
2016). This leads to a reduction in job clarity in terms of the scope
of salespeople’s role requirements and greater role ambiguity
(Schmitz andGanesan, 2014).
According to marketing control theory (Jaworski, 1988), the

control instrument (e.g. activity control or capability control)
can be dramatically changed when the environmental context is
changed. This theory explains that the relationship between the
type of control and its consequences can be controlled by
environmental variables. Specifically, it is suggested that three
environmental variables (macro, operating or tasks and
internal) can play a moderate role in the relationship between
the two controls in use (formal and informal) and two
consequences (individual effects, such as psychological and
behavioral responses and marketing unit effects, such as
performance outcomes). Based on Jaworski, (1988)’s
argument, this study suggests that customer demandingness

(which includes operating or task environments) plays a role in
strengthening or weakening the impact of activity control or
capability control (which are types of formal control) on role
stressors (which are psychological responses). Therefore, we
contend that as customer demandingness increases, the
positive relationship between activity control and role stressors
is stronger, whereas the negative relationship between
capability control and role stressors is weaker.
Activity control evaluates the degree to which salespeople

perform the required activities well, but does not provide
feedback on how current performance can be improved (Mallin
and Pullins, 2009). Salespeople’s preoccupation with the
activities given to them (e.g. giving a certain number of
presentations to new customers) makes it difficult to understand
why some customers are reluctant to visit them or reduce their
purchases of some products. Activity control cannot always be in
harmony with the customer’s expectations and demands (Jones
et al., 2003), and some routine activities include tasks that do not
require customer interaction (Miao and Evans, 2012). As
customer demands and expectations rise, salespeople are unable
to prioritize their roles between standardized tasks and diverse
customer demands, and eventually experience role ambiguity.
Moreover, the need to provide nonstandardized selling
procedures for each customer (e.g. delivery time, bundling
requests and coordination across accounts) while maintaining
routine and standardized procedures requires salespeople to put
in more coordination effort, with the possible result that they
become overwhelmed (Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014), leading to
the experience of greater role overload.
In a complex customer environment where a customized

offering is needed, capability control, which continuously
diagnoses and provides feedback to salespeople on sale
techniques and customer relationship management (Katsikeas
et al., 2018), provides clear customer solutions and suggests the
proper sales approaches. Salespeople can easily solve customers’
problems through the diagnostic advice of the supervisor, rather
than spending unnecessary time trying to recognize and fix these
problems on their own (Kohli et al., 1998). Supervisors can
advise salespeople on how to identify their shortcomings in the
sales process and how to identify customer complaints or new-
customer preferences (e.g. in product-oriented sales or
relationship-oriented sales, respectively) (Challagalla and
Shervani, 1996). In an environment where more and diverse
customer demands arise, supervisors’ diagnostic advice on
salespeople’s capabilities helps them to fine-tune their roles.
Furthermore, despite the fact that a high level of customer
demandingness increases salespeople’s overall workload (Singh,
2000), capability control helps them to feel useful and valuable
(Nauta et al., 2009) and prevents resource depletion (Bande
et al., 2021). Therefore, we propose the following set of
hypotheses:

H3. Customer demandingness will have a significant positive
effect on (a) role ambiguity, (b) role conflict and (c) role
overload.

H4. The positive effect of activity control on (a) role
ambiguity, (b) role conflict and (c) role overload is
stronger for salespeople facing high customer
demandingness and weaker for salespeople facing low
customer demandingness.
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H5. The negative effect of capability control on (a) role
ambiguity, (b) role conflict and (c) role overload is
weaker for salespeople facing higher customer
demandingness and stronger for salespeople facing low
customer demandingness.

2.7 Role stressors and job satisfaction
Role stress theory suggests that role stressors such as role
ambiguity, role conflict and role overload incur psychological
strain and negative outcomes (Rizzo et al., 1970). Role stressors
thus affect salespeople’s job satisfaction (Podsakoff et al., 2007;
Singh, 1998; Vandenberghe et al., 2011). Existing studies on the
relationship between role stress and job satisfaction show that
when salespeople perceive that their job requirements are
incompatible and inconsistent or are confused about their
responsibilities, job satisfaction suffers (Brown and Peterson,
1993; Rizzo et al., 1970). Furthermore, overworked salespeople
feel exhausted and have lower job satisfaction (Mulki et al., 2008).
Two meta-analyses have demonstrated that there is a significant
relationship between role stress and job satisfaction (Chang et al.,
2009; Lee andAshforth, 1996).Hence, we suggest that:

H6. (a) Role ambiguity, (b) role conflict and (c) role overload
have significant negative effects on job satisfaction,
respectively.

2.8 Job satisfaction and sales performance
Previous studies have found relationships between role stress,
job satisfaction and sales performance (Brown and Peterson,
1994; Judge et al., 2001). Some studies have shown that role
ambiguity and role conflict are negatively associated with job
performance (Bagozzi, 1978), but others have indicated that
the relationship between role ambiguity, role conflict and job
performance is weak (Abramis, 1994; Jackson and Schuler,
1985), or less consistent supported (Brown and Peterson,
1993; Jackson and Schuler, 1985). These inconsistent findings
in previous studies have also been demonstrated in meta-
analyses (Abramis, 1994; Jackson and Schuler, 1985).
However, in a common conclusion of role stress research, role

stress is associated with negative value states, leading to tension
and low job satisfaction (Jackson and Schuler, 1985; Kim et al.,
2009; Schwepker and Hartline, 2005). For example, according
to the COR theory, interrole conflict can result in a loss of
resources or an imbalance between resources and needs, leading
to negative psychological outcomes that include dissatisfaction
with the job, depression, anxiety, burnout, physiological tension
(Bagozzi and Verbeke, 2020; Jex, 1998; Kahn et al., 1964; Kalra
et al., 2023a, 2023b; Talukder, 2019). In addition, Kohli (1985)
demonstrated that greater role clarity increases job satisfaction.
Multiple meta-analytic reviews have investigated the relationship
between both role ambiguity and role conflict and job satisfaction
(Brown and Peterson, 1993; Tubre and Collins, 2000). Zablah
et al. (2012) supported using the result of meta-analysis that job
stress affects outcomes through engagement, represented by job
satisfaction and organizational commitment, rather than directly
affecting job outcomes.
Furthermore, numerous studies demonstrated that

salespeople’s job satisfaction positively affects sales and their
performance (Bettencourt and Brown, 2003; Brown and

Peterson, 1994; Christen et al., 2006; Churchill et al., 1974;
Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014). Some scholars propose that job
satisfaction and sales performance were only weakly related
(Brown and Peterson, 1994; Christen et al., 2006; Singh and
Das, 2013). However, many meta-analyses have shown that job
attitudes such as job satisfaction and commitment are
accompanied by job-related behavior, the most pivotal of which
is performance (Harrison et al., 2006; Judge et al., 2001;
Riketta, 2002). Similarly, Frank and Park (2006) discussed the
relationship between job satisfaction and performance.
Through a meta-analysis based on a sample of 31,428
salespeople, they found that job satisfaction affects performance
(i.e. self-rated, manager-rated and objective) rather than job
performance. As a result, we propose the following hypothesis:

H7. There is a significant positive relationship between job
satisfaction and sales performance.

3. Method

3.1 Data collection and sample
To test our proposed hypotheses, we collected data from
salespeople belonging to the top 50 pharmaceutical companies
in South Korea as provided by the Korea Investor’s Network
for Disclosure system. South Korea is considered to be one of
the major Asian pharma countries, with a market size that
exceeded KRW 23.2tn (US$19.2bn) in 2020. Since its
domestic market currently shows a rapid annual growth rate of
10%, greatly exceeding the global average of 3–5% (Korea
Drug Research Association, 2023), Korea recognizes the future
pharmaceutical industry as a potential driving force of
economic growth.
This study used the following procedures for gathering data

from participants. First, we started with a pilot test among 5
sales managers from five sales departments, respectively, and
then contacted two academic marketing researchers in South
Korea to assess the questionnaires from the perspective of the
study’s objectives. Based on measurement items taken from
previous literature, a questionnaire was prepared in English
first and then translates into Korean. The Korean
questionnaire was then back-translated into English, and all
measurements were double-checked for accuracy.
After a minor adjustment process based on the feedback

received, we completed the final questionnaire. After that, we
obtained, from a leading list broker, a list of sales managers
representing each of the companies that had agreed to provide
access to their employees for participation in the survey. To
ensure participation, we sent the sales managers a summary of
the study’s objectives, the questionnaire, including all variables
and findings. We promised to guarantee the confidentiality of
all survey responses and to reward each participant ten
thousand won (about $8). The sales managers identified the
salespeople who were willing to participate in the
questionnaire, and accordingly, we mailed questionnaires (with
cover letter) to 410 salespeople, providing them additionally
with prepaid envelopes for the questionnaires’ return. We
received responses from 310 salespeople (response rate:
75.60%), to whom we then provided the promised $8
compensation via their managers. We had to exclude 87
completed questionnaires due to missing or incomplete
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information, and thus, the total number of samples analyzed in
the study was 223.
The demographic data on the 223 salespeople are as follows.

The average number of regular employees was 540.34 (s.d.¼
472.32). The average participant had eight years and fourmonths
(s.d. ¼ sevenyears and onemonths) of experience in sales, with
23.3% of the sample within the range of 5–10years. As for the
sizes of companies to which the participants belonged, 14.3%
had less than 100 people, 27.4% 100–300 people and 68.2%
greater than 300 people. In addition, the tenure with the
company was sevenyears and ninemonths (s.d. ¼ sevenyears),
with 42.6%having less than fiveyears, 24.7%of the sample in the
range of 5–10years, 22.8% of the sample in the range of 10–
20years and 9.9% greater than 20years. A total of 10.8% of the
employees were females, 89. 2% were males and 100% had at
least a two-year college degree.
We considered two factors as control variables that can

influence sales performance. Two control variables – tenure
and sales experience – were included in the model. Overall, we
find that tenure has a significant impact on job satisfaction and
performance at the 0.05 level while sales experience does not
have an impact on job satisfaction and performance (for details,
see the Table 3).

3.2 Measurement of variables
The hypotheses proposed in this study were tested using a
quantitative survey method based on structured questionnaires.
Some variables were provided additional explanations to
facilitate clearer understanding (i.e. how I negotiate). For
customer demandingness, we choose a four-item scale from
Wang and Netemyer (2002). The behavior control was divided
into an activity control and a capability control, which are
described by the studies of Miao and Evans (2012), and a four-
item scale was adopted for each. Role stress was divided into
role ambiguity, role conflict and role overload. For role
ambiguity and role conflict, we used a four-item scale from
Rizzo et al. (1970). Role overload was measured with four-item
scale from Jones et al.’s (2007) work. For Job satisfaction, a
four-item scale was used from Churchill et al. (1974).
Salesperson performance usually has beenmeasured in terms of
objective aspects (e.g. sales quotas, revenue, profits or
consumer satisfaction) (Singh and Das, 2013; Zallocco et al.,
2009). According to Churchill et al. (1974)’s meta-analysis,
self-reported performance measures lead to the same results as
evaluations made by supervisors or coworkers. Thus, we used a
three-item scale of sales performance adapted from Johnson and
Sohi (2014). With the exception of the demographic data, all of
the other variables were evaluated using a seven-point Likert
scale anchored on “1 ¼ strongly disagree, and 7 ¼ strongly
agree.”We adapted all multi itemmeasures for most constructs
from the existing literature and used a seven-point scale, where
1¼ strongly disagree and 7¼ strongly agree. The measurement
items for each variable are shown in the Appendix.
Generally, researchers consider two types of structural

equation modeling analysis, namely, covariance-based
structural equation modeling (CB-SEM) (Jöreskog, 1970,
1978, 1993) and partial least square (PLS) path modeling
(Wold, 1982, 1985). Both methods are useful for analyzing
relationships among factors (Dash and Paul, 2021) and reveal
few differences or produce almost identical results (Shmueli

et al., 2016); however, CB-SEM is more efficient for a factor-
based model (Sarstedt et al., 2016) and PLS is more relevant
for a composite-based model (Dash and Paul, 2021). CB-SEM
has a long tradition of use across virtually all business areas
(Baumgartner and Homburg, 1996; Garver and Mentzer,
1999; Shook et al., 2004), and has recently been widely used in
both CB-SEM and in PLS. According to Fornell and
Bookstein (1982), neither CB-SEM nor PLS is superior to the
other, and so researchers should apply the method that best
suits their research purpose, data characteristics and model
settings (Gefen et al., 2011; Hair et al., 2012). We used CB-
SEM analysis using AMOS for the following reasons. First, if
all variables are the same, or one or more of the key variables is
changed based on the past model, it is appropriate to use CB-
SEM to verify the goodness of fit of the linear model and test
the hypothesis (Dash and Paul, 2021). However, unlike
existing studies, when conducting research wherein all variables
are changed, the PLS statistical package should be used
(Dijkstra, 2010). Second, many existing studies have used CB-
SEM to handle the disadvantages of bias in parameter
estimation, the inability to model measurement errors, and a
piecemeal approach to estimating the overall research model
(Joreskog, 1970). This approach is preferred because it enables
researchers to track measurement error, provide data on the
model’s degree of fit, and assess multiple linkages (Byrne,
2013). Therefore, this study used, and this paper proposes,
CB-SEM analysis using AMOS for more clear findings,
interpretations and conclusions.

3.3 Reliability and validity of variables
CFA was used to validate the measurement items. Cronbach’s a
values ranged from 0.80 to 0.94, emphasizing the internal
consistency. Similarly, we could confirm that the constructs were
sufficiently psychometrically reliable, with standard estimates
ranging between 0.59 and 0.97. (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1978).
The overall model fit was examined, and it met all of the baseline
comparison indices (x2(df ) ¼ 649.6(376), IFI ¼ 0.93, TLI ¼
0.91, CFI ¼ 0.93), indicating that the model adequately fit the
data.Table 1 summarizes the CFA findings. By comparing the
AVE values with their respective squared correlations,
discriminant validity was determined. The AVE values for each
set of constructs were always greater than the squared
correlations, highlighting the construct’s discriminant validity
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The correlation coefficients ranged
from 0.02 to 0.68, while the AVEs ranged from 0.51 to 0.84,
indicating the distinctness of the variables (seeTables 1 and 3).
In addition, the variance inflation factor (VIF) was used to

check for multicollinearity. Multicollinearity can be safely ignored
when the VIF value is greater than five (VIF < 5). Consequently,
we found that multicollinearity could not be present because all
values of VIF ranged from1.00 to 1.97 (seeTable 2).

3.4 Model test (main effects)
Table 3 shows the parameter estimates that explain the findings
of the study in light of the proposed hypotheses. The fit indices
of the structural model indicate good model fitness (x2(df )¼
655.6(375), IFI¼ 0.93, TLI¼ 0.91, CFI¼ 0.92)
In support ofH1a, the study discovered a significant positive

relationship between activity control and role ambiguity (g ¼
0.36, t ¼ 2.48, p < 0.05). The study also found a significant
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positive effect of activity control on role conflict (g ¼ 0.48, t ¼
2.95, p< 0.01), in support ofH1b. In support ofH1c, the study
found a significant positive effect of activity control on role
overload (g ¼ 0.76, t ¼ 4.39, p < 0.01). The study further
found a significant negative effect of capability control on role
ambiguity (g¼�0.49, t¼�2.95, p< 0.01), in support ofH2a;
a significant negative effect of capability control on role conflict
(g¼�0.59, t¼�3.21, p< 0.01), in support ofH2b; as well as a
significant negative effect of capability control on role overload
(g ¼ �0.62, t ¼ �3.40, p < 0.01), in support of H2c. In

addition, the study found a significant negative effect of
customer demandingness on role ambiguity (g ¼ �0.44, t ¼
�4.56, p < 0.01) (H3a not supported); a significant positive
effect of customer demandingness on role conflict (g ¼ 0.44,
t ¼ 4.07, p < 0.01), in support of H3b, as well as a significant
positive effect of customer demandingness on role overload
(g¼ 0.24, t¼ 2.52, p< 0.05), in support ofH3c. Moreover, the
study found a significant negative effect of role ambiguity on
job satisfaction (g ¼ �0.33, t ¼ �4.30, p < 0.01), in support of
H6a; a significant negative effect of role conflict on job
satisfaction (g ¼ �0.21, t ¼ �2.69, p < 0.01), in support of
H6b, while finding an insignificant positive effect of role
overload on job satisfaction (g ¼ 0.17, t ¼ 1.91) (H6c not
supported). Finally, the study found a significant positive effect
of job satisfaction on sales performance (g¼ 0.16, t¼ 2.25, p<
0.05), in support ofH7. Table 4 summarizes these findings.

3.5 Test of moderating effects
To test the moderating effects of job resources and job
demands, we tested using the structural equation model in
AMOS, following a two-step approach suggested by Ping
(1996). In addition, we conducted a simple slope test to visually
depict how the relationships between independent and

Table 1 Results of reliability and validity test

Item Construct St. estimate S.E. C.R. Cronbach’s a AVE CR

AC1 Activity control 0.67 0.82 0.61 0.79
AC2 0.80 0.12 10.59
AC3 0.88 0.13 10.37
AC4 0.74 0.14 8.70
CC1 Capability control 0.66 0.80 0.51 0.80
CC2 0.77 0.12 9.65
CC3 0.74 0.11 9.29
CC4 0.67 0.12 8.60
CD1 Customer demandingness 0.70 0.83 0.52 0.77
CD2 0.77 0.12 9.62
CD3 0.71 0.13 7.72
CD4 0.72 0.14 7.73
RA1 Role ambiguity 0.59 0.85 0.62 0.81
RA2 0.91 0.17 9.33
RA3 0.85 0.16 9.09
RA4 0.76 0.16 8.64
RC1 Role conflict 0.63 0.84 0.57 0.71
RC2 0.81 0.16 9.51
RC3 0.85 0.15 9.74
RC4 0.72 0.16 8.73
RO1 Role overload 0.73 0.89 0.66 0.76
RO2 0.85 0.09 13.56
RO3 0.89 0.11 12.19
RO4 0.78 0.10 11.12
JS1 Job satisfaction 0.79 0.86 0.61 0.77
JS2 0.84 0.08 13.06
JS3 0.79 0.09 12.32
JS4 0.70 0.08 10.80
SP1 Sales performance 0.90 0.94 0.84 0.85
SP2 0.97 0.05 24.36
SP3 0.87 0.05 19.37

Source: Authors’ own work

Table 2 Collinearity measured by VIF

Variables Tolerance VIF

Activity control 0.53 1.88
Capability control 0.51 1.98
Customer demandingness 0.87 1.15
Role ambiguity 0.96 1.03
Role conflict 0.76 1.13
Role overload 0.78 1.28
Job satisfaction 1.00 1.00

Source: Authors’ own work
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dependent variables changed with high and low levels of the
moderating variable, as shown in Figure 2.
The goodness-of-fit indices for the structural equation model

are as follows: (x2(df)¼ 836.2(421), IFI¼ 0.90 andCFI¼ 0.90)
indicating that the model adequately fit the data. The following
hypothesized relationships were investigated, as shown in
Table 5: H4a, which stated that customer demandingness
moderates the relationship between activity control and role
ambiguity, and which was not supported (g ¼ �0.33, t¼ �4.77,
p < 0.01); H4b, which stated that customer demandingness
moderates the relationship between activity control and role
conflict, and which was supported (g¼ 0.30, t¼ 3.63, p< 0.01).

We found that the relationship between activity control and role
conflict is stronger for high customer demandingness and weaker
for low customer demandingness (Figure 2, Panel A);H4c, which
states that customer demandingness moderates the relationship
between activity control and role overload, and which was
supported (g ¼ 0.19, t ¼ 2.64, p < 0.01). We found that the
relationship between activity control and role overload is stronger
for high customer demandingness and weaker for low customer
demandingness (see Figure 2, Panel B). Furthermore, H5a,
which stated that customer demandingness moderates the
relationship between capability control and role ambiguity, was
not supported (g ¼ 0.25, t ¼ 3.24, p>0.01); H5b, which stated

Table 4 Results of the structural equations model: main effect

H(1/�) Path St. estimate S.E. C.R.
Collinearity statistics

ResultsTolerance VIF

H1
H1a Activity control! Role ambiguity 0.36� 0.10 2.48 0.53 1.88 Supported
H1b Activity control! Role conflict 0.48�� 0.11 2.95 0.53 1.88 Supported
H1c Activity control! Role overload 0.76�� 0.19 4.39 0.53 1.88 Supported

H2
H2a Capability control! Role ambiguity �0.49�� 0.15 �2.95 0.50 1.98 Supported
H2b Capability control! Role conflict �0.59�� 0.15 �3.21 0.50 1.98 Supported
H2c Capability control! Role overload �0.62�� 0.25 �3.40 0.50 1.98 Supported

H3
H3a Customer demandingness! Role ambiguity �0.44�� 0.09 �4.56 0.87 1.15 Not supported
H3b Customer demandingness! Role conflict 0.44�� 0.09 4.07 0.87 1.15 Supported
H3c Customer demandingness! Role overload 0.24� 0.13 2.52 0.87 1.15 Supported

H6
H6a Role ambiguity! Job satisfaction �0.33�� 0.12 �4.30 0.96 1.03 Supported
H6b Role conflict! Job satisfaction �0.21�� 0.13 �2.69 0.76 1.13 Supported
H6c Role overload! Job satisfaction 0.17 0.09 1.91 0.78 1.28 Not supported
H7
H7 Job satisfaction! Sales performance 0.16� 0.10 2.25 1.00 1.00 Supported
Tenure! Job satisfaction 0.17�� 0.01 2.72
Sales experience! Job satisfaction �0.11 �0.01 �1.65
Tenure! Sales performance 0.20�� 0.01 3.04
Sales experience! Sales performance �0.13 �0.01 �1.92

Notes: ��p< 0.01; �p< 0.05
Source: Authors’ own work

Table 3 Results of correlation analysis

Variable Mean SD (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Activity control (1) 4.86 1.07 1 0.68�� 0.29�� �0.22�� 0.10 0.27�� 0.36�� 0.21�� 0.05 0.05
Capability control (2) 5.02 0.94 1 0.36�� �0.34�� 0.048 0.19�� 0.42�� 0.06 0.09 0.10
Customer demandingness (3) 5.57 0.92 1 �0.49�� 0.28�� 0.11 0.30�� 0.21�� 0.19�� 0.21��

Role ambiguity (4) 2.40 1.01 1 �0.17�� �0.05 �0.32�� �0.12 �0.08 �0.08
Role conflict (5) 4.71 1.21 1 0.47�� �0.06 0.09 �0.02 �0.02
Role overload (6) 4.31 1.37 1 0.14� �0.03 �0.07 �0.07
Job satisfaction (7) 4.98 1.16 1 0.15� 0.09 0.08
Sales performance (8) 4.80 1.54 1 0.08 0.04
Tenure (9) 7.81 7.02 1 0.92��

Sales experience (10) 8.41 7.13 1

Notes: ��p< 0.01; �p< 0.05
Source: Authors’ own work
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that customer demandingness moderates the relationship
between capability control and role conflict, was supported (g ¼
�0.27, t ¼ �2.91, p> 0.01). Furthermore, we found that the
relationship between capability control and role conflict is
stronger when customer demandingness is high but weaker when
customer demandingness is low (see Figure 2, Panel C); H5c,
which stated that customer demandingness moderates the
relationship between capability control and role overload, was
not supported (g ¼ �0.17, t¼ �1.67). In effect, except forH3a,
H4a, H5a, H5c and H6c, all of the hypotheses advanced in the
current studywere supported.

4. Discussion, limitations and conclusions

4.1 Summary of findings
Using the JD-R theory, we found that behavior-based control
creates a psychological climate of role stressors (role conflict,
role ambiguity and role overload) in their varying dimensions.

Salespeople’s role stressors shape their job satisfaction, which,
in turn, affects their sales performance. The study also looked
at the moderating effect of job demand (customer
demandingness) on the relationship between job resources and
role stressors. The nested model empirically demonstrates that
categorizing job demand into activity control and job resource
into capability control can have varying effects on role stress
among salespeople. We discovered statistically significant
positive relationships between activity control and (all
dimensions of) role stressors. This finding supports previous
scholars’ (Kohli et al., 1998) contention that the nature of an
activity control can easily trigger role stress in salespeople. The
study also found that a capability control negatively affects (all
dimensions of) role stressors. This outcome reinforces
Challagalla and Shervani (1996) assertion that under capability
control, salespeople can articulate their goals by gathering and
interpreting role information from customers, which can
improve salespeople’s sales skills and capabilities so that they

Figure 2 Analysis of interaction effects of customer demandingness
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can skillfully seek, process and understand customer feedback,
thereby reducing their role stress to a greater extent.
The study further found that customer demandingness has a

significant positive effect on both role conflict and role overload.
This result confirms previous scholars’ claim that high customer
demandingness can broaden the scope of salespeople’s role
responsibilities and sales performance expectations (Schmitz and
Ganesan, 2014). Hence, salespeople may struggle to maximize
performance or prioritize aspects of their role, which can easily
lead to role conflict and role overload. When salespeople are first
confronted with diverse customer demands, it can be difficult to
clearly understand what they want, which can lead to role conflict
and role overload (Ingram et al., 2011).
The study also discovered that role ambiguity and role conflict

have significant negative effects on job satisfaction. This finding
supports MacKenzie et al.’s (1998) claim that role stress (in the
form of role conflict and role ambiguity) can have a negative
impact on salespeople’s behavior. Previous research (Burke and

Greenglass, 1995) discovered that stress, manifested as role
conflict and role ambiguity, has a negative impact on
salespeople’s job satisfaction, manifesting as negative job
attitudes and lower levels of job performance. Correspondingly,
our findings confirm that both role conflict and role ambiguity
have a negative impact on salespeople’s job satisfaction. This
result also implies that if salespeople’s roles are unclear and they
are placed in incompatible situations, it can lead to a decrease in
job satisfaction. These findings further accentuate Brown and
Peterson’s (1993) contention that when salespeople perceive
inconsistency in behavioral expectations or lack clarity about
their responsibilities, job satisfaction deteriorates. Similarly, the
study discovered that job satisfaction boosts sales performance.
This finding reechoes the views of scholars such as Schwab and
Cummings (1970), who argue that job satisfaction is a
precondition for salespeople’s performance.
Finally, the study discovered that customer demandingness

moderates the relationship between activity control and role

Figure 2

Table 5 Results of the structural equations model: interaction effect

H(1/�) Path St. estimate S.E. C.R. Results

H4
H4a AC�CD! Role ambiguity �0.33�� 0.06 �4.77 Not supported
H4b AC�CD! Role conflict 0.30�� 0.07 3.63 Supported
H4c AC�CD! Role overload 0.19�� 0.10 2.64 Supported

H5
H5a CC�CD! Role ambiguity 0.25�� 0.08 3.24 Not supported
H5b CC�CD! Role conflict �0.27�� 0.10 �2.91 Supported
H5c CC�CD! Role overload �0.17 0.16 �1.67 Not supported

Notes: ��p< 0.01; �p< 0.05
Source: Authors’ own work
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conflict, as well as the relationship between activity control and role
overload. The findings also revealed that customer demandingness
moderates the relationship between capability control and both role
conflict and role overload. These findings highlight the fact that the
positive effect of activity control on role conflict and role overload is
stronger for salespeople who face high customer demandingness
and weaker for salespeople who face low customer demandingness.
The findings also emphasize that the fact that the negative effect of
capability control on both role conflict and role overload is weaker
for salespeople dealing with high customer demandingness and
stronger for salespeople dealingwith lowcustomer demandingness.

4.2 Theoretical implications
First, few studies apply the JD-R model to the sales context.
Therefore, we contribute to JD-R theory in the following way. The
basic assumption of the JD-R model is that job demands increase
physiological and psychological costs (Bakker et al., 2004),
whereas job resources lower psychological costs (Bakker and
Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001). Based on this theory,
we propose that job demands and job resources (i.e. two types of
behavior control) occur when supervisors produce or mitigate
psychological costs and ultimately impact salespeople’s
performance (Monnot and Beehr, 2014). For instance, two types
of behavior control – capability control (as a job resource) and
activity control (as a job demand) – emerge as conceptually and
empirically distinct, and which lead to separate psychological
responses (i.e. role conflict, role ambiguity and role overload)
which, in turn, affect a salesperson’s job satisfaction and
performance.
Second, this paper emphasizes the importance of resources

that can meet job demands according to the COR theory. This
theory holds that people seek to acquire and maintain their
psychological, physical and social resources, and that when
those resources are lost, or the amount of resources obtained
decreases, or the resources invested do not match the rewards,
people experience stress (Hobfoll, 1989; 2002). If employees
have, or at least can obtain, resources to cope with various
stressful situations in an organization, their psychological well-
being is positively affected (Hobfoll, 2002), but otherwise their
psychological well-being is compromised. The results of this
study confirmed that there is a difference in the increase and
decrease of role stress according to the manager’s different
behavior-based control. More specifically, this study showed
that themanager’s capability control plays a very important role
as a resource that can solve job demands and reduce stress
during job performance, according to the resource conservation
theory. It should be noted that unlike the essential control
systems of managers, the capability control is a form of
managerial support that prevents burnout and increases
engagement (Schaufeli, 2017).
Third, this study provides a great extension for supporting

the JD-R theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) by showing
that the effectiveness of supervisory resources becomes stronger
or weaker depending on specific demands in a working setting.
The level of efficiency of supervisory resources can vary
according to their matching of certain demands. In other
words, the degree to which job resources are actually helpful
will be contingent on specific market conditions and demands
(Schmitz andGanesan, 2014; van den Tooren et al., 2012).We
identified customer demandingness as a job demand and its

important role in moderating the relationship between the
behavior-based controls investigated and their respective role
stressors. Activity control can be a valuablemanagerial resource
for enhancing salespeople’s expected activities, but it can be
associated with higher psychological costs if it gets in the way of
coping with complex customer demands. Capability control
can be a beneficial resource associated with lower psychological
costs when faced with the same demands (i.e. high customer
demand); as such, it helps to more effectively mitigate role
stress. Certainly, capability control provides detailed capability
coaching and diagnostic feedback that enables salespeople to
learn new selling strategies and apply different procedures to
cope with varying job demands.

4.3 Practical implications
First, the realization that customer demandingness can lead to
role conflict and role overload has significant strategic
implications. Due to excessive psychological, emotional and
customer demands, both role conflict and role overload are
common occurrences in the sales profession (Caplan and Jones,
1975; Singh et al., 1994). Even though managers cannot easily
control events such as increasing customer demandingness, they
will be better prepared to deal with them if they thoroughly plan
ahead of time. Customer management, for example, can be
improved through training that teaches how to properly negotiate
with customer needs, how to understand different types of
customer situations and how to perform roles in accordance with
customer expectations (Homburg et al., 2011). In the
pharmaceutical industry in particular, sales managers need to
reduce role confusion among salespeople by establishing various
market response strategies to meet customer needs based on a
diversified portfolio, including such items as new products,
general/raw drug products and beverages.Managers can improve
customer management through ongoing training (Cova and
Salle, 2007; Sawhney, 2006) to help predict the customer’s
internal processes, the customer’s situation and position in the
market, and where the customer and the market, are headed in
the future.
Second, to reduce role ambiguity, role conflict and role

overload, themanager’s activity control should beminimized and
the capability control should be enhanced. Although the activity
control may be considered beneficial to the improvement of the
salesperson’s ability in terms of managing essential activities, it
does not necessarily lead to a successful outcome. In particular, a
complex environment makes it difficult to understand customer
expectations, and lack of information on role expectations makes
it difficult to have clarity on whether role performance has been
performed properly. Sometimes, controlling salespeople in terms
of the requirements of their activities can limit their flexibility and
autonomy, which negatively affects their ability to properly steer
the attention of customers and organizations.
Managers must set the visit rate of the account considering

the appropriate number of customers and induce essential
participation in minimum education programs related to
products, competitors and customers and rather than executing
everything according to their own knowledge and plans, efforts
should be made to equip themselves with the ability to respond
to changes in the environment.
The manager’s diagnostic advice on the salesperson’s

competency should include information on what he or she lacks
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or needs to improve (such as product descriptions, negotiation,
communication skills, interpersonal and customer relationship
management skills), and it should also provide information on
customer complaints or new-customer preferences. To do so,
managers must be well-trained to understand how they can use
optimal knowledge and skills according to various
environmental changes and to respond quickly and effectively
when faced with a crisis. For example, if sales managers rapidly
supplement product portfolios and provide appropriate
coaching and feedback when the external environment
changes, it will help salespersons to improve their capabilities.
Indeed, the capability control of managers will help salespeople
learn better sales approaches, increase their procedural
knowledge to improve performance, and provide excellent
customer service (Fang et al., 2005). Therefore, the capability
control not only builds customer management and
relationships within the organization, but also minimizes the
obstacles that hinder the salesperson from fulfilling his or her
role.
Third, to help their salesforce, managers might use the

customer relationship management technology as an early
warning system. For instance, if a sales manager notices that a
salesperson is dealing with a customer or group of customers
who are placing increasing demands on the former, the
manager may decide to either offer the salesperson proactive
support to lessen role stress or, possibly, transfer the customer
to another salesperson who is better able to handle role stress. It
is necessary for sales managers to set specific performance goals
differently according to individual salespeople’s experiences
and abilities rather than instructing all salespeople on the same
rules and tasks. For example, employees in the early stage of
their employment should be supported in their use of the new
skills they have learned to attain better performance, while
employees in a late stage can be supported in more challenging
tasks, such as development of new accounts, drawing higher
revenues from current accounts and achieving greater service
provision.
Fourth, the results of this study can provide important

management guidelines for managers experiencing role stress.
In South Korea, more than 631 domestic and multinational
pharmaceutical companies are competing with each other
(Statista Research Department, 2023). In 2021, the revenue of
the top 10 companies in Korea was $34.925bn (average profit
growth rate of 12.42%). Since themarket is not dominated by a
few companies and companies with similar revenues are
competing, the pharmaceutical industry in South Korea is not
free from the influence of excessive competition. As
pharmaceutical companies upgrade performance targets (e.g.
annual and monthly sales targets), they put more pressure on
salespeople to meet revised sales targets. As a result,
salespeople not only are forced to deal with high workloads to
bring efficiency and effectiveness to their work, but also
experience job stress while constantly coordinating with the
company’s product managers or customers (doctors or
pharmacists) to provide results that meet customer needs.
Overall, the results of this study will help sales managers of
pharmaceutical companies in Korea to suggest ways to relieve
job stress stemming from origins such as role ambiguity, role
conflict and role overload, and, so, bring constructive changes
to the organization. This study’s findings show that it is very

important for managers to clearly guide salespeople in what
they are to do and to reduce their job stress to enhance job
satisfaction and job performance.

4.4 Limitations and future research
While the discussion of job resources and job demands in the
context of sales is expanded by our study, further research is
needed to determine how role stressors are impacted by job
resources. The current study adds to a growing body of
literature that highlights the benefits and drawbacks of
behavior-based control. Future studies might reveal the
optimal levels for behavior-based control.
In a similar vein, we only included behavior-based control in

this study as sources for job resources. If outcome-based
control and behavior-based control are combined as job
resources in one model, further research may yield more
insights. Last but not least, our model’s current iteration only
focuses on the salesforce and sales managers. Future studies
that attempt to incorporate customer dimensions into the
model, however, will produce insightful results.
Finally, to minimize potential sources of bias, this study

collected questionnaires from salespersons working for
pharmaceutical companies in Korea since the nature of the
industry lies in its various demands, and the strategy required
for each situation may differ. However, the specific target
sample selection may limit the generalizability of the results to
other groups or populations. Therefore, future studies should
be cautious when applying these findings to industries or
nations with different cultures.
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Appendix. Measurement items

Customer demandingness (four-item scale adapted from
Wang and Netemeyer, 2002; 1 ¼ “Strongly Disagree,” 7 ¼
“Strongly Agree”):
The clients I serve demanding in regard to product/service

quality and reliability.
My clients have high expectations for service and support.
My clients require a perfect fit between their needs and our

product/service offering.
My clients expect me to deliver the highest levels of product

and service quality.
Activity control (four-item scale adapted from Miao and

Evans, 2012; 1¼ “Strongly Disagree,” 7¼ “Strongly Agree”):
My manager informs me about the sales activities I am

expected to perform.
Mymanager monitors how I perform required sales activities.
My manager informs me on whether I meet his/her

expectations on sales activities.
My manager readjusts my sales activities when necessary.
Capability control (four-item scale adapted from Miao and

Evans, 2012; 1¼ “Strongly Disagree,” 7¼ “Strongly Agree”):
My manager periodically evaluates the selling skills I use to

accomplish a task.
My manager evaluates how I make sales presentations and

communicate with customers.
My manager assists me by illustrating why using a particular

sales approach may be effective.
I would be commended if I improve my selling skills.

Role ambiguity (four-item scale adapted from Rizzo et al.,
1970; 1¼ “Strongly Disagree,” 7¼ “Strongly Agree”):
I know what my responsibilities are.VR
I know exactly what is expected of me.VR
My goals and objectives have been clearly defined.VR
I am certain how frequently I should call on my

customer.VR
Role conflict (four-item scale adapted from Rizzo et al.,

1970; 1¼ “Strongly Disagree,” 7¼ “Strongly Agree”):
I receive incompatible requests from two or more people.
I have to work under vague directives and orders.
I have to do things that should be done differently.
I have to work on unnecessary things.
Role overload (four-item scale adapted from Jones et al.,

2007; 1¼ “Strongly Disagree,” 7¼ “Strongly Agree”):
I have to do things that I do not have the time and energy

for.
There are too many demands on my time.
I need more hours in the day to do the things expected of

me.
I cannot ever seem to get caught up.
Job satisfaction (four-item scale from Churchill et al.,

1974; 1¼ “Strongly Disagree,” 7¼ “Strongly Agree”):
I find my work very satisfying.
I feel that I am really doing something worthwhile in my

job.
My work is challenging.
My job is very interesting.
Sales performance (three-item scale from Johnson and

Sohi, 2014; 1¼ “Strongly Disagree,” 7¼ “Strongly Agree”).
During the past year, I performed much higher than my

objectives on the following:
� Sales
� Profitability
�Market share.
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