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Abstract The study examines the research methodology

of more than 200 empirical investigations of ethics in

personal selling and sales management between 1980 and

2010. The review discusses the sources and authorship of

the sales ethics research. To better understand the drivers

of empirical sales ethics research, the foundations used in

business, marketing, and sales ethics are compared. The

use of hypotheses, operationalization, measurement, pop-

ulation and sampling decisions, research design, and sta-

tistical analysis techniques were examined as part of theory

development and testing. The review establishes a bench-

mark, assesses the status and direction of the sales ethics

research methodology, and helps inform researchers who

need to deal with increasing amounts of empirical research.

The investigation identified changing sources of publica-

tion with the Journal of Business Ethics and the Journal of

Personal Selling & Sales Management maintaining their

position as the main conduit of high quality empirical sales

ethics research. The results suggest that despite the use of

theoretical models for empirical testing, a greater variety of

moral frameworks and wider use of marketing exchange

theory is needed. The review highlights many sound

aspects about the empirical sales ethics research statistical

methodology but also raises concerns about several areas.

Ways in which these concerns might be addressed and

recommendations for researchers are provided.

Keywords Personal � Selling � Sales � Ethics �
Methods � Methodology � Research � Empirical �
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Introduction

Interest in marketing ethics has increased dramatically over

the preceding 50 years with a tenfold increase in the

number of marketing ethics publications (Schlegelmilch

and Öberseder 2010). This increased interest has featured a

deepening of the debate in sub-disciplines and the intro-

duction of new topics. In the 1980s, sales-related themes

were the most important aspect of this interest, as measured

by the number of publications and citations (Schlegelmilch

and Öberseder 2010), and ranked equal third in terms of the

number of marketing ethics publications between 1981 and

2005 (Nill and Schibrowsky 2007).

There have been more than 20 assessments of the

business, marketing, and sales ethics research over the past

30 years. The focus of these assessments has included the

discipline’s conceptual foundations, empirical findings,

research direction, research methodology, contribution and

utilization of knowledge, and methods of measurement. Of

special note is the continuing discussion of theoretical

foundations and research methodology in several of the

reviews. The assessments, summarized in Table 1, have

assisted in the critical analysis, the development of

research agendas, and the conceptual and empirical direc-

tion necessary to accommodate practitioner and academic

interest in the field.

Compared to the business and marketing ethics disci-

plines, there are fewer assessments of the research in per-

sonal selling and sales management ethics, despite being a

very important part of business ethics in terms of general

interest and publications. Swan et al. (1991) analyzed the
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contribution to and utilization of sales management

knowledge but did not focus specifically on ethics research.

Bush and Grant (1991, 1994) continued the work of Swan

et al. (1991) also including theoretical foundations. Bush

and Grant (1994) examined the content of 358 articles in

sales force research from four marketing journals between

1980 and 1992 identifying that the research was becoming

more rigorous. Part of their investigation determined the

extent to which sales force research had been theoretically

grounded and identified the disciplines that were most

influential in guiding this research. A comprehensive

review of the business marketing research published in the

Journal of Personal Selling & Sales Management by Reid

and Plank (2000) identified a small number of ethics arti-

cles. The only reviews dealing directly with the personal

selling and sales management ethics research are those by

McClaren (2000, 2013) focusing on empirical findings,

conceptual foundations, and managerial implications. Pre-

vious reviews of sales ethics literature have not focused on

research methodology despite researchers now needing to

deal with large amounts of empirical research.

Without periodic evaluation, sales ethics researchers

risk losing the direction and impetus that keeps their

research at the forefront of the business ethics discipline.

Particularly, there is an absence of reviews and critical

evaluations of the methods used in the personal selling and

sales management research (McClaren 2013). The objec-

tive of the present study is to fill this gap by assessing the

empirical research methodology used in sales ethics

research. To inform sales ethics researchers, the first part of

the present review begins by identifying the theoretical

ethical foundations of the business and marketing ethics

research to enable a comparison with the sales ethics

research. These sections include identifying the research to

be incorporated in the review and categorizing the theo-

retical frameworks identified in the search of the literature

in terms of publication outlets, level of theoretical devel-

opment, and authorship.

Randall and Gibson (1990) highlighted the importance

of theoretical foundations as the driver of quality empirical

research, and the structure of their review was adopted as

an organizing template for the present study. The present

Table 1 Reviews of the business, marketing, and sales ethics research

Author(s) and year of publication Journal Area reviewed Focus

Murphy and Laczniak (1981) RM Marketing ethics Implications for managers, educators and researchers

Tsalikis and Fritzsche (1989) JBE Marketing ethics Content and changes in research direction

Kahn (1990) AMR Business ethics Business ethics research agenda

Randall and Gibson (1990) JBE Business ethics Research methodology

Swan et al. (1991) JPSSM Selling and sales management Contribution and utilization of knowledge

Weber (1992) BEQ Business ethics Research methodology

Robertson (1993) JBE Business ethics Status and future direction of research

Bush and Grant ( 1991) JPSSM Sales journals Contributors to sales research

Bush and Grant (1994) JPSSM Marketing journals Content and changes in direction of sales force research

Ford and Richardson (1994) JBE Business ethics Empirical ethical decision-making literature

Vitell and Ho (1997) JBE Business and marketing ethics Measurements used in decision-making research

Gaski (1999) JBE Marketing ethics Content and changes in research direction

Loe et al. (2000) JBE Business ethics Empirical ethical decision-making

McClaren (2000) JBE Sales ethics Empirical findings and conceptual foundations

Reid and Plank (2000) JBBM Business marketing Status and future direction of research

Whysall (2000) MR Marketing ethics Change in topics

Baumgartner and Pieters (2003) JM Marketing ethics Citation analysis

O’Fallon and Butterfield (2005) JBE Business ethics Empirical ethical decision-making literature

Nill and Schibrowsky (2007) JMA Marketing ethics Content and changes in research direction

Robertson (2008)

Ma (2009)

JBE

JBE

Strategic management

Business ethics

Focus and content of ethics research

Status and future direction of research

Schlegelmilch and Öberseder (2010) JBE Marketing ethics Content and changes in research direction

Martin and Parmar (2012) JBE Management journals Decision-making

McClaren (2013) JBE Sales ethics Empirical findings and conceptual foundations

AMR, Academy of Management Review; BEQ, Business Ethics Quarterly; JBBM, Journal of Business-to-Business Marketing; JBE, Journal of

Business Ethics; JM, Journal of Marketing; JMA, Journal of Macromarketing; MR, Marketing Review; JPSSM, Journal of Personal Selling &

Sales Management; RM, Review of Marketing
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review continues by synthesizing previous assessments of

theory development and empirical research methodology in

the business and marketing literature to enable a compar-

ison between this research and the theoretical foundations

in sales ethics research. The second main part of the review

examines the use of hypothesis testing, operationalization

and the source of instruments, and the reliability and

validity of measures. The review continues by assessing

study populations, sampling decisions, research designs,

response rates, and statistical analysis techniques. Theo-

retical and empirical conclusions for sales ethics

researchers are provided in the final section.

Selection of the Sales Ethics Studies

The personal selling and sales management ethics literature

was searched for empirical and conceptual articles. First,

all articles included in preceding reviews of the sales ethics

literature by McClaren (2000, 2013) were included. Sec-

ond, data bases were searched using EBSCOhost with

Business Source Complete and Academic Source Premier

for peer-reviewed journal articles from 1980 and including

2010 publication dates. Business Source Complete contains

approximately 1,300 journals and Academic Search Com-

plete includes more than 7,800 peer-reviewed journals.

These searches used combinations of ‘‘ethic*’’, ‘‘sales’’,

‘‘selling’’, and ‘‘sales management’’ in the title field.

Duplicates, publications identified previously, book

reviews, and articles unrelated to ethics in personal selling

and sales management, such as those about selling financial

securities and work ethic, were not included in the final list.

Errata and articles in languages other than English were

also excluded. The result comprised 222 normative and

empirical articles. Of these 222 articles, nine were reviews

of the literature, 19 were unrelated to the present review, 37

were normative, and the remaining 157 were empirical

investigations of personal selling and sales management.

Each article was then examined for its relevance to ethics

research in personal selling and sales management. Forty-

four articles were removed from further consideration

because they covered areas other than ethics, or because

they dealt with subjects other than sales (e.g., students,

customers, or primarily marketers), leaving 113 empirical

ethics articles. These remaining articles included only

investigations of sales and marketing practitioners, sales

organizations, and sales students.

Not including reviews of the literature and articles

unrelated to this review, 37 of 150 sales ethics articles were

normative (25 %) and 113 positive (75 %). This compares

to Nill and Schibrowsky (2007) who found that 37 % of

marketing ethics articles were normative and 63 % posi-

tive, and who noted that since 1985 the ratio of positive

versus normative marketing ethics publications has been

increasing. It appears that the lack of normative marketing

ethics research noted by Schlegelmilch and Öberseder

(2010) is more pronounced in the sales ethics area. Randall

and Gibson (1990) included 94 empirical business articles

from 31 journals over the 15-year period 1974–1989, citing

four empirical sales ethics articles from four journals. The

present review identified 113 empirical sales ethics articles

from 28 journals suggesting an increasing and widespread

interest in the area, as shown in Table 2. The number of

articles increased from 12 between 1980 and 1990 to 40

between 1991 and 2000, and then to 61 between 2001 and

2010. Although the number of years covered in the present

study is twice as many as in Randall and Gibson’s (1990)

study, the number of empirical sales articles represents a

dramatic increase in interest. Table 2 shows that the

Journal of Business Ethics and the Journal of Personal

Selling & Sales Management had an approximately equal

number of articles published and accounted for nearly

60 % of the total number of articles. These two journals

maintained similar shares of the number of articles pub-

lished across the three review periods. This compares to

Nill and Schibrowsky’s (2007) finding that the Journal of

Business Ethics and the European Journal of Marketing

accounted for approximately 44 % of all marketing ethics

articles, and that the European Journal of Marketing had a

comparatively higher number of normative contributions.

Significant Theories Models and Frameworks

Randall and Gibson (1990) assessed the studies according

to whether theory development was not present, unclear,

weak, or strong. They did not, however, provide the criteria

for their assessment. The present review categorized the

theoretical development of the 113 articles, shown previ-

ously in Table 2, in a similar manner using the following

criteria. The first category, labelled ‘‘Theoretical’’, con-

tained studies that included clear statements of the theo-

retical foundations being utilized. These studies were

characterized with clear definitions of the constructs and

conceptual components under investigation and espousing

a clear theoretical relationship or sets of relationships based

on preceding models, theories, frameworks, and conceptual

or empirical research. Such studies were also typified by

the inclusion of frameworks allowing for the classification

of information, stated causal-type relationships, and were

likely to include specific sections clearly addressing theory.

They frequently provided models diagrammatically repre-

senting conceptual, theoretical, and empirical relationships.

The second category, labelled ‘‘Weak’’, contained

studies that provided some theoretical foundations, but

were typified by general statements or reviews of the
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literature describing relationships arising from other

research. Such research cited lists of studies relevant to the

area being investigated, but the nexus between previous

research and the current study was not espoused in detail.

Some of these studies provided hypotheses and stated

generically that they were based on a review of the liter-

ature. Overall, these studies did not move beyond stating

that a certain theory somehow explained or was related to

the topic being investigated. The third category, labelled

‘‘Descriptive’’, included studies lacking theoretical foun-

dations or in which it was unclear whether theoretical

development was present.

A group labelled ‘‘Classification’’ was added to Randall

and Gibson’s (1990) original categorization. This included

11 studies where the main focus of the research was to

empirically categorize, group, and describe phenomena

based on the application of a framework or to develop

research instruments or scales. It is important to distinguish

between this and other research because typologies are a

bridge between theory and empirical research, guiding

conceptualization, instrument development, and data col-

lection and interpretation (Brinkmann 2002). Examples of

studies in this group are Ross and Robertson’s (2003)

development of a typology of situational factors and scale

development studies (Amyx et al. 2008; Dabholkar and

Kellaris 1992; Lavorata 2007).

During 1980–2010, and not including the 11 classifica-

tion articles, 32 (31 %) of 102 articles were categorized as

descriptive, with 18, 8, and 14 articles published in the

early, middle, and recent periods. A total of 8 articles (8 %)

were weak in theory development during 1980–2010, with

1, 3, and 4 articles published in the respective periods.

Table 2 Articles by time period, journal, and theoretical development

Journal 1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 Total

All D T C D T C

Journal of Business Ethics 1 4 10 7 10 3 35

Journal of Personal Selling and Sales Management 1 3 10 1 13 3 31

Marketing Management Journal 5 3 8

Journal of Business Research 1 1 4 1 7

Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 2 2 4

Journal of Retailing 3 3

European Journal of Marketing 2 2

Industrial Marketing Management 1 1 2

Research in Marketing 1 1 2

Journal of Marketing Research 1 1

Human Relations 1 1

Journal of Services Marketing 1 1

Marketing Education Review 1 1

International Journal of Retail and Distribution Management 1 1

Journal of Marketing Management 1 1

American Business Review 1 1

Journal of International Business Studies 1 1

Journal of Euromarketing 1 1

Business and Professional Ethics Journal 1 1

Journal of Marketing Theory and Practice 1 1

Health Marketing Quarterly 1 1

Psychology & Marketing 1 1

Journal of Business and Industrial Marketing 1 1

Journal of Relationship Marketing 1 1

Journal of Marketing 1 1

MSU Business Topics 1 1

AMA Educators’ Conference Proceedings 1 1

Journal of Purchasing and Materials Management 1 1

Total for period 12 11 27 2 18 36 7 113

Total 12 40 61 113
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Twenty-seven theoretically strong articles were published

in 1991–2000 and 35 during 2001–2010, totally 62 articles

(61 %). Of particular interest is the changing level of

theoretical development in articles. Articles strong in the-

oretical development were not present in the period

1980–1990 but accounted for 62 % of the articles pub-

lished in the period 2001–2010. The Journal of Business

Ethics (JBE) and the Journal of Personal Selling & Sales

Management (JPSSM) accounted for 43 of the 63 theo-

retically strong articles published between 1980 and 2010.

For the following analysis the articles were grouped

only as ‘‘Descriptive’’ or ‘‘Theoretical’’. Again, not

including articles grouped as classifications, the number of

descriptive articles remained fairly constant as a percentage

of the total number of all articles published in the middle

and recent periods, comprising 29 % of 38 articles in

1991–2000 and 33 % of 54 articles in 2001–2010. Table 2

shows that theoretical articles remained fairly constant as a

proportion of the total publications for these two periods,

comprising 71 and 66 %, respectively.

When the articles are examined by journal outlet, the

findings show that 113 articles were published in 28 dif-

ferent journals, shown previously in Table 2. Nine different

journals published articles in 1980–1990, ten different

journals in 1991–2000, and 13 in 2001–2010. A point of

interest is the increase in and changing sources of publi-

cation. Although the total number of publications increased

by approximately 50 % from the middle to recent periods,

the number of journals in which these articles were pub-

lished increased from 10 to 13, suggesting an increasing

concentration of publications in certain journals. A feature

of the publication outlets is that, not including the JBE and

the JPSSM, four journals published articles in more than

one of the three periods. Combined, the JBE and JPSSM

accounted for 58 % of 113 articles published between 1980

and 2010 and 68 % of the 63 theoretically driven articles

published in the same period. This suggests that although

the number and diversity of outlets have increased, the JBE

and JPSSM are the main vehicles for sequential, systematic

publication of theoretically driven empirical sales ethics

research.

Another interesting feature of the theoretical articles and

their publication outlets is that they were published in eight

different journals in 1991–2000 and nine different journals

in 2001–2010. However, not including the JBE and

JPSSM, the publication outlets that published strong the-

oretical articles in 1991–2000 were not the same journals

that published strong theoretical articles in 2001–2000. For

example, the Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science

published two theoretical articles in 1991–2000 but none

between 2001 and 2010, and the Journal of Business

Research published four theoretical articles between 2001

and 2010 but none preceding this period.

When the JBE and JPSSM are compared, the results

show they held approximately equal shares of the total

number of descriptive articles published in the periods

1980–1990 and 1991–2000. However, as shown previously

in Table 2, the share of descriptive articles published in the

JBE increased to seven articles or 39 % of the 18

descriptive articles published in 2001–2010, while the

percentage of descriptive articles published in the JPSSM

decreased to one article (6 %). The preceding findings

suggest that although there are large and increasing num-

bers of outlets for descriptive and theory-driven sales ethics

studies, a much smaller number of journals are the main

conduits for dissemination of this research. The findings

also suggest that although the overall proportion of

descriptive and theoretical articles has remained similar,

researchers and practitioners should look to certain journals

for the consistent publication of strong theoretically based

articles.

Although Randall and Gibson (1990) did not include

analysis of authorship in their review, it can inform

researchers about theoretical research development. One-

hundred and forty-one different researchers were identified

in the period 1980–2010 from 116 different articles. The

results show that the total number of different authors

increased across each of the three periods from 15 to 85

authors, totalling 141 authors over the review period. The

citation average has fluctuated slightly at 1.73, 1.52, and

1.71 citations per author over the respective review peri-

ods, averaging 1.86 citations per author between 1980 and

2010. An increasing number of authors combined with a

fairly stable citation rate suggest there is a core of rela-

tively more prolific authors.

The analysis also identified the most prolific authors of

theoretical research and other relevant patterns in the

research output. The data were examined for information

about the number and frequency of theoretical research

publications, the authorship of this research, and the con-

tinuity of research output by author. Authors with fewer

than three articles and authors with no theoretical articles

were deleted from the analysis. Table 3 ranks the remain-

ing 21 authors by the total number of theoretical publica-

tions over the period. Five of the top ten ranking authors of

theoretical papers were published in two or more of the

periods. It is important to bear in mind that studies are

published on their merit rather than for the use or otherwise

of theoretical foundations, and that the provision of theo-

retical foundations is also related to the period in which

articles were published. Authors with longer publishing

histories are more likely to be included in both categories.
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Empirical Contributions to Theory

It is useful to review the nature and application of theo-

retical foundations and empiricism in business and mar-

keting ethics to shed light on the drivers of sales ethics

research. Twenty-six percent of business ethics studies

between 1972 and 1990 were strong in theory develop-

ment, the balance presenting no theoretical foundation

(Randall and Gibson 1990). Twelve of 26 scenario-based

studies published between 1961 and 1990 indicated a the-

oretical foundation for the empirical assessment (Weber

1992). Ford and Richardson (1994) found that the lack of

effort, especially empirical effort, directed toward theory

testing had led to a paucity of empirical research grounded

in theory and had substantially impeded the development

of the field. Business ethics research prior to 1993, was

characterized as being strong in the application of empir-

ical research to managerial practice rather than to the

generation of theory, having few researchers engaged in the

generation of comprehensive models of ethical behavior,

and where the deficit in empiricism was its contribution to

theory (Robertson 1993). Broader models of ethical

behavior, specifying individual and organizational vari-

ables, and taking contextual factors into account were

needed (Robertson 1993). The empirical ethical decision-

making literature featured a continuing lack of studies with

strong theoretical grounding, a lack of formal hypotheses,

and an increasing discussion of construct development

rather than theory (O’Fallon and Butterfield 2005).

Although approximately 70 % of sales force studies

used at least one theoretical foundation (Bush and Grant

1994), one of the barriers to overcoming the problems in

building sales ethics theory had been the scarcity of

empirical sales research (McClaren 2000). The few models

proposed for the sales component of organizations had

generally not provided the same impetus as those in mar-

keting (McClaren 2000). More work is needed in devel-

oping the conceptual understanding of sales ethics, in the

theoretical grounding of research, in developing theory,

particularly predictive theory, grounded in ethical decision-

making models, and in the operationalization and mea-

surement of (un)ethical behavior (McClaren 2013).

A continuing concern of reviewers of the business and

marketing research has been about the source and devel-

opment of its conceptual foundations. Early reviewers’

assessments of the ethical foundations in business ethics

concluded that competing strains of moral philosophy had

been largely ignored, that it included the measurement of

moral development, that it included normative models of

decision-making, and incorporated theoretical foundations

Table 3 Type of research by

author and period
Author/co-

author

1981–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 Total Descriptive Theoretical Theoretical as

a percent of

author total

Schwepker 4 8 12 12 100

Bellizzi 1 2 5 8 1 7 88

Good 1 6 7 7 100

Valentine 7 7 2 5 71

Jaramillo 5 5 1 4 80

Barnett 1 4 5 2 3 60

Fraedrich 1 2 3 3 100

Hasty 3 3 3 100

Mulki 3 3 3 100

Singhapakdi 3 3 3 100

Vitell 3 1 4 1 3 75

Weeks 1 2 3 3 100

Chonko 1 4 5 3 2 40

DeConinck 3 2 5 3 2 40

Ingram 2 3 5 3 2 40

Cherry 1 1 2 1 50

Dubinsky 8 4 2 14 12 2 14

Izzo 1 1 2 1 1 100

Kotabe 3 3 2 1 33

Lim 3 3 2 1 33

Loe 1 4 5 1 20
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from outside moral philosophy, as summarized in Table 4.

More recently, reviewers have noted studies grounded in

theory also frequently drew from social psychology.

Theoretical Foundations in Sales Ethics Research

In the light of the preceding discussion, the empirical sales

ethics articles were examined for theoretical and concep-

tual frameworks. The introduction of theoretical models for

empirical testing occurred mainly during 1991–2000 and

became much more prominent in certain areas during

2000–2010. Including and extending theoretical founda-

tions as a part of research has become a feature of positive

sales research, possibly in response to calls for stronger

theoretical foundations by Randall and Gibson (1990),

McClaren (2000), and others. The research was grouped

into six main areas to clarify the development of theoretical

foundations. These groupings are arbitrary and this cate-

gorization is done only to facilitate a comparison of the

foundations between the two recent research periods.

The moral frameworks adopted in 1991–2000 included

theoretical underpinnings particularly from utility theory

(Etzioni 1988), moral reasoning (Kohlberg 1969, 1981;

Kohlberg and Candee 1984; Rest 1986a), moral relativism

(Reidenbach et al. 1991), and ethical theory (Frankena

1973). Syntheses of applied ethics were extended mini-

mally during 2000–2010, for example, with Beauchamp

and Bowie’s (1979) ethical theory. Sales ethics research

might benefit from broadening the foundations of its moral

frameworks. Although virtue ethics, Kantianism, and util-

itarianism are the most prevalent ethical theories in the

business ethics literature (Arnold et al. 2010), sales ethics

researchers might consider ethical intuitionism. Applica-

tion of theories of ethical intuitionism might clarify if a

sales practitioner’s unconscious principles or immediate,

emotional reactions influence moral commitment. Sales

ethics researchers might also consider their understanding

of consequentialism. Although most mainstream ethical

approaches incorporate a relationship between moral

commitment and moral judgments, Lombrozo (2009)

challenges that moral commitments are explicitly applied

as a basis for moral judgment, that the relationship between

moral commitment and moral judgment is imperfect, and

that improvement in the measurement of consequentialist

commitment is required.

Empirical sales ethics researchers have made substantial

progress during 1991–2000 in the application of existing

theory to decision-making in the sales area. This research

can be characterized as being based conceptually on con-

tingency theory (Ferrell and Gresham 1985; Ferrell et al.

1989), deontological and teleological theories of moral

philosophy (Hunt and Vitell 1986, 1992; Jones 1991;

Sutherland and Cressy 1970; Trevino 1986), and attitude

and behavior (Bommer et al. 1987; Dubinsky and Loken

1989). Of note during this period was the introduction of

the first sales ethics decision-making model (Wotruba

1990). Noticeably, several models have been refined and

expanded to provide more comprehensive explanations of

decision-making. More recently, Laczniak (1983, 1993)

received attention and Laczniak and Murphy (2006) outline

many of the normative theoretical foundations that may be

beneficial for further empirical sales ethics research.

Investigations into the social contract between sales

Table 4 Source of conceptual foundations in business and marketing ethics research

Early reviews Recent reviews

Single-rule non-consequential theory (Kant 1959)

Prima facie duties (Ross 1939)

Principles of justice (Rawls 1971)

Principle of proportionality (Garrett 1966)

Ethical relativism (Robin 1980)

Equity theory (Adams 1963)

Deontology and teleology (Hunt and Vitell 1986)

Moral development Kohlberg (1981), Rest (1979)

Normative decision-making models (Bommer et al. 1987)

Model for international marketers (Fritzsche 1985)

Justification of ethical decisions (Stassen 1977).

Differential association (Sutherland and Cressy 1970; Ferrell and Gresham

1985).

Behavior reinforcement theory (Skinner 1969)

Organization decision-making (Simon 1976)

Social psychology (Kohlberg 1981)

Planned behavior (Ajzen 1991; Ajzen and Fishbein 1980)

Equity theory (Glass and Wood 1996)

Script theory (Boyle 2000)

Deontology and teleology (Hunt and Vitell 1986)

Corporate illegality (McKendall et al. 2002)

Ethical climate and culture (Trevino et al. 1998; Victor and Cullen

1988).

Moral development (Rest 1986a, b; Jones 1991; Trevino 1986).
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practitioners and customers as means, rather than ends to a

profit, may prove worthwhile. The same model might be

used to investigate the fit between the moral and profes-

sional responsibility of sales managers and societal

expectations. Noticeably, Ferrell et al. (2007) provide an

ethical decision-making framework and empirical research

agenda specifically for selling and sales management

contexts. Researchers might explicate this framework to

become an even more detailed theoretical structure for

sales research. Cohen and Reed’s (2006) attitude forma-

tion, retrieval, and reliance model integrates attitude for-

mation and change theory, such as that by Ajzen (1991),

with those focusing on the impact of attitudes on behavior

(Petty et al. 1995). This model could provide theoretical

foundations for sales ethics researchers to extend previous

studies based on the theory of planned behavior.

Management models during 1991–2000 included

research based on theories of climate and organizational

environment (Victor and Cullen 1987, 1988), social

learning (Bandura 1977; Guzzo and Gannett 1988), career

stage (Cron and Slocum 1986), prospect theory (Kahneman

and Tversky 1979), and leadership theory (Ramsey 1998;

Burns 1978). During the period 2001–2010 the increased

use of frameworks became more prominent in the areas of

role theory (Aldrich and Herker 1977; Kahn et al. 1964;

Merton 1957; Michaels et al. 1987; Rizzo et al. 1970),

socialization (Feldman 1976, 1981; Fisher 1986; Schein

1965, 1968; Van Maanen 1976; Van Maanen and Schein

1979), social exchange (Aryee et al. 2002; Blau 1964;

Lewicki and Bunker 1995; Mayer et al. 1995), and climate

theory (Carroll 1979; Deal and Kennedy 1982; Mowday

et al. 1979). Sales ethics researchers may find it worthwhile

to incorporate management theory from other areas. The

integrative model of organizational trust (Mayer et al.

1995) may provide a useful theoretical foundation for sales

ethic research by explicitly encompassing relationship-

specific boundary condition and the factors involving trust

between two parties. The theoretical underpinnings of the

model could be extended to include relationships between

trust and ethical decision-making. Social exchange theory

might be used as a theoretical foundation to explore the

influence of ethics on the relationships between social

justice, trust, and sales practitioner job outcomes, similar to

research by Aryee et al. (2002).

Empirical research about individual characteristics in

the period 1991–2000 incorporated theoretical foundations

particularly from attitude change (Ajzen and Fishbein

1980; Fishbein and Ajzen 1975, 1979), attribution and

expectancy theory (Jones and Davis 1965; Kelley 1967;

Mitchell et al. 1981; Rosen and Jerdee 1974; Shaver 1975;

Vroom 1964), and goal theory (Locke 1968; Locke and

Latham 1990). Other theories incorporated during this

period included gender theory (Gilligan 1982, 1987),

values (Liedtka 1989), and script theory (Schank and

Abelson 1977). The use of theoretical foundations

increased between 2000 and 2010 to extend attitude change

theory (Ajzen 1991, 2001) and goal theory (Greene 1979;

House 1971, 1996; House and Dressler 1974). Theory

introduced in this period included person–organization fit

(Chatman 1989; Netemeyer et al. 1997; O’Reilly et al.

1991), leadership theory (House and Dressler 1974; Sosik

and Godshalk 2000), social identity and identification

(Kelman 1958; Tajfel and Turner 1979), and dissonance

theory (Viswesvaran et al. 1998).

Sales ethics researchers may also benefit from extending

social identity theory (Kelman 1958; Tajfel and Turner

1979) to include foundations from Ashforth and Mael’s

(1989) earlier conceptualizations and more recent work

incorporating relational identity (Sluss and Ashforth, 2007,

2008; Ashforth et al. 2007, 2008). This research provides

theoretical foundations underpinning how role- and person-

based identities create relational (i.e., supervisor–subordi-

nate) identities. Application of this model may extend

current knowledge about how supervision influences

salespeople’s role conflict and ambiguity, ethical decisions,

and performance. Sales ethics research might also examine

if relational identification develops in salesperson–cus-

tomer dyads and the effect this may have on ethics in the

selling relationship. Such investigations would not only

identify the managerial and selling tasks and individual

characteristics that contribute to role and person identity

but enhance our understanding of the influence of selling

contexts and ethical decision-making.

Taxonomies were grouped as part of ‘‘Classifications’’

to clarify the application of conceptual foundations and for

the reasons mentioned previously. Taxonomies applied in

1991–2000 included categorizing ethical position (Forsyth

1980, 1992), cultural values (Hofstede 1983, 1991; Hofst-

ede and Bond 1984; Hosmer 1985; Rokeach 1968), and

facilitators (Katz and Kahn 1978). The taxonomies intro-

duced during 2001–2010 were new to the area and included

supervisor orientation (Kohli et al. 1998), selling-customer

orientation (Saxe and Weitz 1982), training needs (Steel

and Ovalle 1984), and situational factors (Ross and Rob-

ertson 2003). Ross and Robertson’s (2003) findings suggest

that their situational taxonomy should be applied in sales

ethics studies to more clearly identify differences in the

effect that universal, particular, direct, and indirect factors

have on decision-making. Darmon’s (1998) classification

of selling positions by information load, complexity of

information processing, and the relative importance of time

and relationship management would also contribute to

sales research by identifying differences in salesperson–

customer dyads and ethical decision-making.

Marketing exchange theory used in 1991–2000 included

relationship marketing frameworks by Crosby et al. (1990)
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and Dwyer et al. (1987). These were extended during

2000–2010 with Jaworski’s (1988) theory of marketing

control. This area is perhaps where sales ethics researchers

most need to integrate new theory. As an instance, the

theoretical understanding of relationship marketing has

been extended recently by Palmatier et al. (2013) who

included ‘‘relationship velocity’’ to describe the rate and

direction of changes of trust, commitment, and norms in

relationships. Sales ethics researchers might extend the

present understanding of ethical salesperson–customer

relationships by integrating this theoretical development in

their research. In a similar manner as Palmatier et al.

(2013) view relationship velocity as comprising rate and

direction, sales ethics researchers might better understand

how and why ethical salesperson–customer relationships

change over time. Although controversial, theoretical

foundations from game theory (Von Neumann and Mor-

genstern 1944) could provide a useful understanding of

selling relationships, particularly those characterized by

different levels of information, various amount of negoti-

ation, the number of participants, and the duration of the

relationship.

To summarize, the present review found that about

70 % of sales ethics studies provided theoretical founda-

tions and about 60 % were ‘‘strong’’ in the use of theory.

The inclusion of theoretical frameworks as part of sales

ethics research appears to have increased during the review

period and this issue is not as great a concern as in the past.

Between 2001 and 2010 management models and indi-

vidual characteristics were the most prevalent theoretical

foundations introduced to the sales area. In comparison, the

introduction of decision-making models, taxonomic and

moral frameworks, and exchange theory were less pre-

valent as research foundations. The sales ethics research

still needs greater variety in the introduction of moral

frameworks and marketing exchange theory. The present

review confirms Bush and Grant’s (1994) finding that

although sales force research has been grounded in solid

conceptual foundations, the majority of these foundations

are derived from organizational psychology. Theoretical

perspectives from other areas of psychology and from other

disciplines are still needed to inject new ideas and frame-

works into sales ethics research. These areas might include

social and cognitive psychology, sociology, anthropology,

learning theory, and finance. Although Bush and Grant’s

(1994) recommendation to shift from survey-driven

research to testing theory has been widely adopted, sales

ethics researchers appear to have ignored the emerging

attention to relationship marketing identified by Bush and

Grant as early as 1994.

Particularly, the present review identified the lack of

application of marketing exchange theory and, more

recently, the introduction of few moral frameworks in sales

ethics research. Investigators need to generate new theory

or extend existing marketing exchange theory specifically

for sales contexts. Bush and Grant (1994) also considered

that failing to include consumers and buyers was to neglect

half the relationship. Although the criteria for including

articles in the present review excluded studies solely of

customers, research founded on exchange theory would

necessitate examination of sales and customer aspects of

the dyad. The present review found that less than 2 % of

studies included customers in their samples, as discussed in

following sections, and reinforces the continuing need to

include combined samples of customers and sales practi-

tioners in sales ethics research.

The present review also identified that the introduction

of further moral frameworks is warranted. Reviewers

consistently note the development of models attempting to

explain and predict managerial decision-making (Ford and

Richardson 1994). Nill and Schibrowsky (2007) found that

research into how marketers arrive at ethically relevant

decisions commenced in the 1980s under the influence of

positive decision-making models, such as the Theory of

Marketing Ethics (Hunt and Vitell 1986) and that much of

the subsequent research was positive research about nor-

mative issues based on this model. Reviewers have also

consistently noted the use of and the need to move beyond

ethical prescriptions in marketing ethics based primarily on

ethical theories of teleology and deontology (McClaren

2000, 2013; Murphy and Laczniak 1981; O’Fallon and

Butterfield 2005; Tsalikis and Fritzsche 1989).

Methodological Analysis of Sales Ethics Research

The second main part of the article reviews the use of

hypotheses and operationalization, reliability, and validity

issues. The following sections include analysis of the

selection of population, sampling design, sample size and

response rate. Research design and statistical technique are

assessed in the third main part of the review.

Hypotheses

Randall and Gibson (1990) noted the importance of

hypothesis testing for moving beyond exploratory research

to testing theory, reporting that only 25 % of studies uti-

lized hypotheses. The present study examined the empirical

sales ethics research for formal statements of hypotheses.

The following analyses do not include items gathering

information about demographic and background variables

that are typically gathered as part of the research process

and included studies that were previously categorized as

classifications. Over the 30-year period, 72 % of the 116
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studies used formal hypothesis testing as part of the

research method. It is important to note that the use of

hypotheses is not the only requirement of theory testing.

Hunt and Vasquez-Parraga (1993), as an example, used

research questions and an experimental design when test-

ing A General Theory of Marketing Ethics (Hunt and Vitell

1986). The findings, summarized in Table 5, show a dra-

matic increase in the use of hypotheses from comprising

Table 5 Use of hypothesis testing 1980–2010

Journal name Number of studies using hypothesis testing (percent of period count in parentheses) Count for journal (count as a percent of

journal total in parentheses)
1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010

No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes Total

JBE 1 (50) 1 (50) 4 (27) 11 (73) 5 (25) 15 (75) 10 (27) 27 (73) 37

JPSSM 1 (100) 4 (27) 11 (73) 2 (12) 15 (88) 6 (18) 27 (82) 33

MMJ 3 (38) 5 (62) 3 (38) 5 (62) 8

JBR 1 (100) 1 (20) 4 (80) 1 (17) 5 (83) 6

JAMS 2 (100) 2 (100) 2 (50) 2 (50) 4

JR 2 (100) 2 (100) 2

EJM 2 (100) 2 (100) 2

IMM 1 (100) 1 (100) 2 (100) 2

ABR 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

BPEJ 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

ECP 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

IJRDM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

HMQ 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

HR 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JBIM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JCA 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JIBS 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JE 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JMM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JMR 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JMTP 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JPMM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JRM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

JSM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

MER 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

MSU 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

PM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

RAM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

RIM 1 (100) 1 (100) 1

Sub-total 8 (80) 2 (20) 13 (30) 30 (70) 12 (19) 51 (81)

Total articles 10 (100) 43 (100) 63 (100) 33 (28) 83 (72) 116 (100)

ABR, American Business Review; BPEJ, Business and Professional Ethics Journal; ECP, AMA Educators’ Conference Proceedings; EJM,

European Journal of Marketing; HMQ, Health Marketing Quarterly; HR, Human Relations; IJRDM, International Journal of Retail and

Distribution Management; IMM, Industrial Marketing Management; JAMS, Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science; JBE, Journal of

Business Ethics; JBIM, Journal of Business and Industrial Marketing; JBR, Journal of Business Research; JCA, Journal of Consumer Affairs;

JIBS, Journal of International Business Studies; JE, Journal of Euromarketing; JM, Journal of Marketing; JMM, Journal of Marketing

Management; JMR, Journal of Marketing Research; JMTP, Journal of Marketing Theory and Practice; JPMM, Journal of Purchasing and

Materials Management; JPSSM, Journal of Personal Selling & Sales Management; JR, Journal of Retailing; JRM, Journal of Relationship

Marketing; JSM, Journal of Services Marketing; MER, Marketing Education Review; MMJ, Marketing Management Journal; MSU, MSU

Business Topics; PM, Psychology & Marketing; RAM, Recherche et Applications en Marketing; RIM, Research in Marketing
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only 20 % of studies during 1980–1990, to constituting

70 % of studies during 1991–2000, with a more moderate

increase from 2000 to 2010, during which time they

accounted for 81 % of studies.

Other interesting features about the use of hypotheses

are evident in the data. First is that the proportion of studies

using hypotheses in the present review was similar to that

reported by Randall and Gibson during 1981–1990. Sec-

ond, and considering only the Journal of Business Ethics

and the Journal of Personal Selling & Sales Management,

in the period 1991–2000 the number of studies published

and the percentages using hypotheses was the same. Eleven

of the 15 articles (73 %) published in each journal used

hypotheses. In 2001–2010 the number of studies published

in the Journal of Business Ethics increased by a third from

the preceding period and the proportion of studies using

hypotheses increased slightly to 75 %. During the same

time, the number of studies published in the Journal of

Personal Selling & Sales Management increased by 13 %

from the preceding period and the proportion of studies

using hypotheses increased to 88 %. While the total

number of publications by these two journals has remained

fairly similar over the three periods, most recently the

JPSSM has favoured studies using hypothesis testing as

part of the research method over studies without this aspect

in their design.

The third finding of importance in theory development is

reflected by 55 of the 60 studies (92 %) categorized as

‘‘strong’’ in theoretical development also using hypothesis

testing. Noting that two further studies were partial tests of

A General Theory of Marketing Ethics using research

questions and experimental designs (Hunt and Vasquez-

Parraga 1993; Menguc 1998), and therefore not categorized

strictly speaking as including formal hypotheses, this pro-

portion is increased further. Clearly, hypothesis testing is

central to sound theory development. It is important to note

here that the review process first categorized the studies as

descriptive or theory development by an examination of the

conceptual foundations underpinning the research, not on

the use of hypotheses. The presence of hypotheses as part

of the ‘‘strong’’ research design helps confirm the prior

categorization of the research.

The fourth facet of relevance to theory development is

that the proportion of strong theoretical articles using

hypotheses tests has increased over the preceding two

review periods. Between 1991–2000 and 2001–2010 the

number of theoretically strong studies increased from 21 to

33, or in percentages, from being 38 % of studies in

1991–2000 to constituting 62 % of publications during

2001–2010. It is illuminating that publication outlet and the

use of hypotheses is associated with the level of theoretical

development in studies. Collectively, 68 studies were

published in the top six journals ranked in terms of using

hypothesis testing (i.e., in JBE, JPSSM, MMJ, JBR, JAMS,

and EJM). This was approximately 82 % of the 83 studies

published in 1980–2010 using hypothesis testing. In the

two most recent periods these top six journals published

92 % of the theoretically strong studies and 57 % of those

categorized as theoretically weak.

Operationalization, Reliability, and Validity Issues

Randall and Gibson (1990) recommended building a

cumulative database of business ethics where researchers

will clearly define key constructs, provide a shared

understanding of what is meant by ethical beliefs and

conduct, provide reliable and valid measures for theoretical

constructs, and establish face validity so multidimensional

constructs tap all dimensions. Randall and Gibson (1990)

suggested that researchers needed to have greater concern

when operationalizing theoretical constructs and that more

attention to the reliability and validity of instruments was

required. Bush and Grant (1994) found an abundance of

survey-driven research and recommended that research

needed to begin theory testing, focusing on internal

validity.

Three hundred and nineteen measures were identified in

the sales ethics studies published between 1980 and 2010.

A total of 55 measures were excluded from this part of the

analysis because reliability assessment using Cronbach’s

alpha was inappropriate. Forty-two of these exclusions

were because they were single-item measures of the con-

struct or because the research design was such that reli-

ability assessment was not applicable. Seven studies were

also excluded because they used the Defining Issue Test

where a P-score is reported as a measure of reliability, and

six were omitted because they were measures of social

desirability. The remaining 264 were examined for evi-

dence of concern for the reliability and validity of the

measures.

Overall, the reliability of measures was reported in

nearly 80 % of applications. The proportion of studies

reporting reliability increased across each of the three

periods from 15 % in 1980–1990 to 92 % in 2001–2010.

This was done nearly invariably using the alpha coefficient

statistic, or Cronbach’s alpha. The exceptions to this were

Grisaffe and Jaramillo (2007) who provided a coefficient of

reproducibility in their use of secondary data, and Jaramillo

and others (Jaramillo et al. 2006, 2009) who used a Gutt-

man-type instrument to measure reliability.

Another demonstration of concern for the reliability and

validity of instruments was taken to be examination of the

structure of the data, particularly through the use of factor

analysis. Slightly more than half of the 264 measures used

from 1980 to 2010 were examined using various types of
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factor analysis, described in studies as factor analysis,

exploratory factor analysis, and principal components

analysis. The proportion of studies employing such tech-

niques more than doubled from 32 to 65 % between the

second and third review periods. Six of the 319 measures

were not included in the following analysis because the

information was sourced from secondary data or was col-

lected through interviews. Of the remaining 313 measures,

identification of the source was not relevant in a further six

instances, the source of the instrument was not stated or

was unclear in 13 instances, or were new instruments on 16

occasions. The remaining 278 measures were cited from a

previous publication. A comparison across the three peri-

ods shows that using instruments from previously pub-

lished sources occurs approximately 90 % of the time, as

shown in Fig. 1.

Several studies developed instruments to identify fea-

tures of the environment. Examples included the measure-

ment of the ethical perceptions surrounding the use of

global positioning systems (Inks and Loe 2005),

perceptions of ethical issues in personal selling and adver-

tising (Burnett et al. 2008), and the perceptions of ethical

issues in the use of new sales force technologies. Other

studies examined the psychometric properties of their new

measures in some detail, considering the convergent and

discriminant validity of the instrument, their factor struc-

tures, the total variance explained by the factors, their

reliability, and by providing confirmatory factor analysis of

the measures. Most of the new instruments were developed

to measure various aspects of the organization rather than

the individual. Schwepker and Good (1999) developed a

three-item measure of perceived quota difficulty, reporting

the factor structure from an exploratory factor analysis, the

total variance explained by the factors, the reliability using

Cronbach’s (1951) coefficient alpha, the convergent and

discriminant validity, and also provided confirmatory factor

analysis of the measures. Verbeke et al. (1996) developed

measures of various aspects of the organizational control

including its control system, its competitiveness, its internal

communication, and the organization’s career using the
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same research methodology. Valentine and Fleischman

(2008) developed a new measure of professional ethical

standards and corporate social responsibility. A company

ethical clarity scale was developed by Ross and Robertson

(2003), and Amyx et al. (2008) developed an instrument for

measuring the frequency of salespeople’s ethical behavior

with customers and their company, and sales peoples’

perceptions of corporate ethical standards and behavior

using exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis. Lavo-

rata (2007) tested an ethical climate measurement scale in a

French-speaking business-to-business context. Schwepker

and Good (2004) developed a measure of sales managers’

ethical attitudes towards company ethics and ethical hiring

evaluations using confirmatory factor analysis, and Dubin-

sky et al. (2004) developed an instrument for measuring

retail sales peoples’ perceptions of ethical issues in retailing

using exploratory factor analysis.

New instruments for measuring individual characteristics

were fewer. Singhapakdi and Vitell (1993) defined profes-

sional values as the values that are commonly shared by the

members of a profession and operationalized them using the

nine items used previously to measure the deontological

norms of marketers. Lu et al. (1999) also developed a mea-

sure for deontological norms based on the National Associ-

ation of Health Underwriters, the National Association of

Life Underwriters, and the Taipei Life Insurance Associa-

tion, but appear not to have subjected the measure to factor

analysis. Izzo and Vitell (Izzo 2000; Izzo and Vitell 2003)

developed an industry-specific instrument for measuring the

cognitive development of real estate agents.

Population and Sampling Decisions

An early step in the sampling process is the selection of the

sampling method and the source of respondents. One hun-

dred and nine studies were categorized by the research

design, population number and characteristics, the sampling

frame, and the response rate. Studies that included surveys of

more than one population have been identified separately. As

an example, Lu et al. (1999) surveyed salesmen in Taiwan

and salespeople in the USA. Other examples included sur-

veys of salespeople and sales students. The sample was also

identified separately where the same sample was used in

more than one article. The list of 122 samples in the fol-

lowing analyses is greater than the list of studies.

Population

The total population from which samples were drawn

increased nearly tenfold over the review period. The

studies during 1980–1990 were drawn from a population of

2,553 sales practitioners compared to the 21,871 sales

practitioners represented in 2001–2010. Although it is not

always possible to know the size of the population when

using convenience sampling, there are occasions when this

number can be reported, such as in the use of student

samples. However, 13 studies employed a convenience

sampling method with only one study reporting the size of

the population from which the sample was drawn.

For the following analysis the studies were categorized

into (i) salespeople (non-retail and retail), (ii) sales man-

agers, (iii) sales executives, (iv) students, and (v) combi-

nations of the preceding three categories including

customers, other marketers, and marketing managers.

Studies by Ferrell et al. (2000), Grisaffe and Jaramillo

(2007), Sayre et al. (1991) relied on secondary data. Not

surprisingly, approximately 42 % of the 109 studies

exclusively surveyed sales people and 22 % surveyed sales

managers. Approximately two-thirds of 109 studies

exclusively surveyed sales people, sales managers, or sales

executives. Turning to combined samples, 25 % of studies

surveyed various combinations of sales practitioners, such

as (i) sales people and sales managers, (ii) sales managers

and marketing managers, and (iii) sales people, sales

managers, and sales executives. The proportion of sales

practitioners surveyed increases to approximately 91 %

when the combined samples are included, as shown in

Table 6. This table also shows an increase in the number of

studies surveying retail sales people in 2001–2010 from the

preceding period, but a decline in the number of retail sales

managers being surveyed. The results also found few sur-

veys combining sales practitioners and their customers.

The proportion of sales people populations surveyed

using convenience sampling increased from approximately

14 % of studies to 38 % between the two review periods,

while the proportion of studies adopting random sampling

decreased from 25 to 13 %. A similar increase in the

convenience surveying of sales managers is not apparent

although a decline of random sampling was evident. Sales

managers comprised 27 % of random samples in

1991–2000 but only 15 % during 2001–2010.

Comparisons between the survey populations of sales

practitioners in the present study and Randall and Gibson’s

(1990) review of the business ethics research should be

viewed cautiously. Randall and Gibson (1990) reported

that 67 % of studies surveyed practising managers and

professionals, with a further 7 % surveying a combination

of managers and students, and more than 25 % of studies

surveying marketing-related professions. Bush and Grant

(1994) found that the majority of sales force studies sam-

pled sales people as the sampling unit, rather than sales

managers, and considered that the increasing attention to

relationship marketing required researchers to include

consumers and buyers. McClaren (2000, 2013) suggested

that investigations were needed into the nature of the
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selling activity, that contentious results among many

studies have arisen because job-related responses can vary

across settings, that sales ethics research requires greater

use of selling taxonomies, and that research is required to

establish differences between sales practitioners and other

groups, such as marketers.

As mentioned previously, and not surprisingly, the

findings indicate sales people and sales managers were the

most prevalent population exclusively surveyed, repre-

senting 42 and 22 % of 109 studies. Sales people com-

prised between 37 and 50 % of the studies over the three

review periods, averaging about 40 % of studies in the two

most recent periods. Surveying sales managers appears to

be declining, representing approximately 33 % of studies

in the middle period and approximately 16 % in the most

recent period. However, as Table 6 showed, these per-

centages differ when populations of salespeople and sales

managers are combined with other practitioners.

The changing composition of populations may be rela-

ted to the sampling design. Convenience sampling of sales

people populations doubled from constituting 37 % of sales

people studies during 1991–2000 to comprising 74 % of

sales people studies in 2001–2010. The proportion of

convenience sampling of sales managers increased less

dramatically across the same periods to comprising 10 %

of studies. Calls by Bush and Grant (1994) and McClaren

(2000) for investigation of sales practitioners and other

marketers appear to have gone mostly unheeded, except for

those studies combining salespeople and sales managers.

The few studies comparing different groups have included

salespeople and sales managers (8 %), and salespeople,

sales managers, and sales executives (4 %). Calls for the

use of selling taxonomies and replication studies have also

gone mostly unanswered. Assuming the importance of

understanding differences in selling and managerial activ-

ities, the lack of comparative studies is an obstacle for sales

ethics researchers.

Country of Population

Although Randall and Gibson (1990) did not provide

information on the country from which populations were

drawn, this information was collected and shown in

Table 7. The country was either not stated or was

Table 6 Sample characteristics

Sample characteristics Period Total

(number of studies with column percent in brackets) 1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010

Salespeople

Non-retail 3 (30 %) 16 (37.2 %) 18 (32.7 %) 37 (33.94 %)

Retail 2 (20 %) 0 (0 %) 7 (12.7 %) 9 (8.26 %)

Sub-total 5 (50 %) 16 (37.2 %) 25 (45.5 %) 46 (42.20 %)

Sales managers

Non-retail 14 (32.6 %) 9 (16.4 %) 23 (21.10 %)

Retail 1 (10 %) 1 (0.92 %)

Subtotal 1 (10 %) 14 (32.6 %) 9 (16.4 %) 24 (22.01 %)

Sales executives 2 (3.6 %) 2 (1.83 %)

Sub-total all ‘‘exclusive’’ sales practioners 6 (60 %) 30 (69.8 %) 36 (65.5 %) 72 (66.06 %)

Combined samples

Salespeople and customers 2 (3.6 %) 2 (1.83 %)

Sales executives and other marketers 1 (1.8 %) 1 (0.92 %)

Sales managers and marketing managers 3 (6.8 %) 3 (5.5 %) 6 (5.50 %)

Salespeople and sales managers 3 (30 %) 2 (4.5 %) 4 (7.3 %) 9 (8.23 %)

Salespeople and retail sales managers 1 (1.8 %) 1 (0.92 %)

Salespeople and students 1 (10 %) 1 (1.8 %) 2 (1.83 %)

Salespeople, sales managers, and sales executives 1 (2.3 %) 3 (5.5 %) 4 (3.67 %)

Salespeople and other marketers 2 (3.6 %) 2 (1.83 %)

Sub-total ‘‘combined’’ samples 4 (40 %) 6 (13.6 %) 17 (30.9 %) 27 (24.77 %)

Subtotal ‘‘exclusive’’ and ‘‘combined’’ samples 10 (100 %) 36 (81.8 %) 53 (96.4 %) 99 (90.83 %)

Students 0 (0.0 %) 6 (13.6 %) 2 (3.6 %) 8 (7.34 %)

Not clear/not stated 0 (0 %) 2 (4.5 %) 0 (0.0 %) 2 (1.83 %)

Total 10 (100 %) 44 (100 %) 55 (100 %) 109 (100 %)
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implicitly communicated to be the USA in approximately

39 % of 122 studies. Studies conducted on USA popula-

tions comprised 52 or approximately 69 % of the remain-

ing 75 studies. Researchers should clearly state the country

of population to avoid ambiguity. Although the studies in

Table 7 include single country and cross-culture studies,

the findings demonstrate an increasing focus on surveying

populations from a greater number of countries, particu-

larly in the most recent review period, and when compared

to the two cross-culture studies reported by McClaren

(2000).

Sampling Design

The studies were examined for a description of the sampling

design, essentially a choice between convenience or random

sampling. Overall, 38 % of 109 studies used convenience

sampling methods to select potential respondents. A com-

parison of the research designs used between 1991–2000

and 2001–2010 suggests that while the total number of

studies increased by approximately 20 % from 45 to 53

studies, the proportion of studies adopting convenience

sampling methods nearly doubled from 12 to 22 studies.

Approximately a quarter of studies used a convenience

sample design in 1991–2000 but this proportion increased to

approximately 42 % in 2001–2010. During the same period,

the percentage of studies using random sampling decreased

from 67 to 51 %, as shown in Table 8. The number of

studies using convenience and random sampling designs are

more equal in the most recent review period.

Randall and Gibson (1990) found that business ethics

researchers relied primarily on random or convenience

sampling to select individuals, reporting that 42 % of

studies used convenience sampling and 33 % random

sampling techniques. They also noted that random samples

have been preferred over convenience samples as they offer

the best assurance against sampling bias, because conve-

nience samples offer no assurance of representativeness and

do not permit generalization to a larger population,

excepting the use of convenience sampling for expert

Table 7 Population country
Country surveyed 1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 Total

C R T C R T C R T C R T

Country not stated or assumed USA 3 3 6 8 8 16 12 13 25 23 24 47

Australia 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 3

Canada 1 1 1 1

China 1 1 1 1

Finland 1 1 1 1

France 2 2 2 2

Japan 1 1 1 1

Korea 1 1 1 1

Mexico 1 1 1 1

Netherlands 1 1 1 1 1 1 2

Singapore 1 1 1 1

South Africa 1 1 1 1

Taiwan 2 2 2 2 4 4

Turkey 1 1 2 1 3 2 2 4

USA 4 3 7 4 21 24 10 10 20 18 34 52

Total 7 6 13 17 32 48 34 26 60 58 64 122

Table 8 Sample selecting technique

Research design 1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 Total

No Column % No Column % No Column % No Column %

Convenience 7 63.6 12 26.7 22 42 41 37.6

Random 3 27.3 30 66.7 27 51 60 55.0

Other 1 9.1 3 6.6 0 0 4 3.7

Not clear 0 0 0 0 4 7 4 3.7

Total 11 100 45 100 53 100 109 100
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opinion surveys. Randall and Gibson (1990) reported the

frequent generalization from convenience samples to larger

populations in business ethics research and recommended

that researchers should decrease their reliance on conve-

nience samples in favour of random samples. The reliance

on convenience sampling is evident in the sales ethics

research, at least in the two most recent periods where

convenience sampling increased from 27 to 42 % of studies.

Although random sampling comprised slightly more than

50 % of studies in the most recent review period, Randall

and Gibson’s (1990) call for business ethics researchers to

decrease their reliance on convenience samples appears not

to have been heeded by sales ethics researchers.

Randall and Gibson (1990) also noted an association

between studies of student populations and the use of

convenience sampling. Student samples accounted for

26 % of the studies they reviewed, but is less prevalent in

the personal selling and sales management ethics research,

comprising only 7 % of the 109 studies, shown previously

in Table 6. As Randall and Gibson (1990) point out, the

use of convenience methods to select samples is not

inherently problematic so long as the selection of the

sample is appropriate for the purpose of the research. Bush

and others (Bush et al. 2007, 2010) adopted a convenience

technique to solicit expert opinions about sales force

technology. Other instances of appropriate selection of

samples include Honeycutt et al. (2004) who investigated

sales force training with a judgment sample of Singaporean

retail organizations as the unit of analysis. Lee et al. (2009)

sourced potential respondents from personal contacts to

overcome difficulties of sampling from population lists in

China. Sayre et al. (1991) collected secondary data from a

census of licensed real estate violation cases. Other studies,

such as Verbeke et al. (1996), drew a sample from a

journal’s subscription list and requested sales managers

distribute questionnaires to salespeople meeting certain

criteria. As with Verbeke et al.’s (1996) acknowledgment

of the potential bias of managers distributing question-

naires to salespeople who may share their own ethical

standpoint, researchers should clearly and fully enunciate

the limitations of the sampling method, and provide an

evaluation of the extent to which results may or may not be

generalized to other populations. Other studies, Chonko

and Burnett (1983) as an example, selected one organiza-

tion as the sample frame, enabling researchers some control

over external factors.

The data were also examined for the use of sampling

frames. Random samples were drawn from professional

associations, commercial list providers, and occupational

registration lists. Although the early period is characterized

by the use of professional associations as sampling frames

for both convenience and randomly drawn samples, their

use declined from 54 % of studies during 1980–1990 to

16 % of studies from 2001 to 2010, as shown in Table 9.

The proportion of studies using commercial lists remained

comparatively stable at around 31 % of studies during the

middle and most recent review periods. It is surprising that

the use of registration lists, which might provide a census

of practitioner groups such as real estate agents or financial

service sellers, are used infrequently, constituting about

3 % of studies.

Convenience samples accounted for 35 % and random

sampling the remaining 65 % of the studies during

1991–2000. This period was notable for the introduction of

commercial list providers, which accounted for approxi-

mately a third of the studies. Other sampling frames used in

the periods were registration lists, for example, of insur-

ance sales agents registered with government agencies.

Compared to the preceding period, the use of convenience

samples increased during 2001–2010 to account for 57 %

of the 60 studies, and the use of random sampling

decreased to comprise 43 %.

Sample Size and Response Rate

A large sample size can help minimize sampling error.

Using 100 subjects as the minimum sample size, Randall

and Gibson (1990) noted that the business ethics research

clearly surpasses the minimum, with a mean sample size of

Table 9 Survey by type of sample frame 1980–2010

Sample frame 1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 1980–2010

C R Total C R Total C R Total C R Total

Not stated 4 4 17 1 18 32 32 53 1 54

Associations 3 4 7 10 10 7 7 3 21 24

Commercial lists 16 16 18 18 34 34

Registration lists 4 4 4 4

Lists of Businesses 2 2 1 1 3 3

Other (meetings) 2 1 3 2 1 3

Total 7 6 13 17 32 49 34 26 60 58 64 122
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434, a median of 196, and a range from four to 2,856

subjects. Randall and Gibson (1990) highlighted other

important aspects about the adequacy of sample size

including issues such as how respondents were selected

(random or convenience), the distribution of the population

parameter (the variable of interest), the purpose of the

research project (exploratory or applied), and the intended

data analysis procedures (to ensure adequate cell sizes for

statistical analysis). Despite the importance of such factors,

Randall and Gibson (1990) found the business ethics

research infrequently took these factors into consideration

when determining sample size, and, as with most social

science research, the sample size was fixed by the amount

of money available or the sample size used in similar

previous research. Randall and Gibson (1990) identified the

need for business ethics researchers to consider the issue of

sample size more carefully and in light of the purpose of

the research, the data analysis techniques, and pre-testing.

The average number of responses in the present review

period was 277. Similar to the size of the populations, there

was a substantial increase in the overall number of

responses included in the period 1991–2000. Although the

response rate was not stated in 34 of the 122 studies

examined, over the last 20 years there has been a dramatic

increase in reporting such that more than 75 % of studies

included this statistic. Nevertheless, a concerning aspect

was the lack of clarity and the inconsistency in reporting

response rates. Although researchers are reporting response

rates, they are calculated in a variety of ways. Some studies

reported rates as a percentage of the total number of sur-

veys sent, some as a percentage of the number sent

adjusted for those not deliverable, and some as the per-

centage of usable responses. Researchers need to provide

clear statements of all the information relevant to the cal-

culation of response rates.

Twenty-four of the remaining 88 studies reported

response rates less than 19 %. Approximately 40 % of the

studies reported response rates between 10 and 39 %. A

decline in response rates is a facet of random sampling

about which numerous researchers have commented

recently. The data were examined for response rates only in

those studies using random sampling for the middle and

recent review periods. Between 1991–2000 and 2001–2010

the number of studies adopting random sampling declined

by approximately 20 %, from 32 to 26 studies. Overall,

random sampling appears to be associated with lower

response rates and convenience samples the reverse. A

potential cause for the low response rate associated with

random sampling is that this method uses physical mail or

electronic surveying and consequently the response rates

are lower.

A shift in random sampling response rates is most evi-

dent in the levels of response rates below 50 %, as

illustrated in Fig. 2. The proportion of studies reporting

response rates below 50 % accounted for approximately

85 % of the number of random samples in both the

1991–2000 and 2001–2010 review periods. A decline in

the proportion of studies achieving ‘‘20–29 %’’ and

‘‘30–39 %’’ levels of response is apparent between the two

review periods. These levels accounted for approximately

44 % of studies in 1991–2000 and approximately 12 % in

2001–2010. The higher levels of response (i.e., 20 to 39 %)

appear to have been replaced with a ‘‘bracket slip’’ to the

lowest two levels of response. The combined response

levels of ‘‘less than 10 %’’ and ‘‘10–19 %’’ accounted for

approximately 25 % of the studies during 1991–2000 and

approximately 58 % of studies during 2001–2010, more

than double the preceding review period. The levels of

response above 39 % appear not to be as affected by this

bracket slip, possibly because of the additional efforts

made by researchers to secure responses.

Randall and Gibson (1990) report the mean response

rate in business ethics research was 43 %, the median 40,

and the range of response rates between 10 and 96 %.

Randall and Gibson (1990) found an insignificant rela-

tionship between publication date and the response rate,

contradicting the contention that response rates are

declining in social sciences due to saturation. Randall and

Gibson (1990) suggested the cause of low response rates is

the sensitive nature of the topic and respondents being

unwilling to have their ‘‘ethics’’ measured, and that their

unwillingness to divulge incriminating information means

that participants may have very different attitudes from

non-participants. Given the importance of achieving ade-

quate response rates, Randall and Gibson (1990) made

recommendations in three main areas. First, use techniques

to encourage higher response rates, such as, targeting and

intensively surveying a sub-population, persuading the

respondents of the importance of the research topic, and

providing incentives. Second, use techniques to determine

non-respondent bias. Randall and Gibson (1990) note that,

of the business ethics studies reporting a response rate of

less than 60 %, only one study compared demographics of

respondents and non-respondents to assess response bias.

Third, researchers should warn readers not to generalize

beyond the sample, although the utility of the study and its

contribution to the literature might be questioned if

understanding the differences between respondents and

non-respondents is an issue.

Although the use of the preceding techniques to ensure

responses was evident in much of the sales ethics research,

it appeared that higher response rates resulted from putting

extra resources into generating responses, usually in

requesting participation prior to the survey or from follow-

up requests throughout the survey process. Some, but not

all, researchers provided comparisons of early and late
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respondents using t tests and Armstrong and Overton’s

(1977) procedure. Most researchers included statements to

the effect that their findings could not be generalized

beyond the population surveyed.

Research Design

Analysis of the research design utilized in the present

review was based on the categories used by Reid and Plank

(2000). Surveys or interviews were the most frequently

used research design occurring in approximately 83 % of

studies, as shown in Table 10. This compares to the 81 %

reported by Randall and Gibson (1990) for business ethics

research and 80 % reported by Reid and Plank (2000) in

the business-to-business research. The use of experiments

was fairly constant, fluctuating around 11 % in the present

study, higher than both the 6 % reported by Randall and

Gibson (1990) and the 4 % reported by Reid and Plank

(2000). The frequency of content analysis and multiple

designs was similar in the present review compared to the

business-to-business research, each at approximately 2 %

of research designs. Reid and Plank (2000) found that the

business-to-business research included greater use of case

study design (9 %) and secondary data (4 %).

Tsalikis and Fritzsche (1989) refer to numerous methods

used in ethics research, including laboratory experiments,

business game simulations, observational research, and

research in which actual ethical decision situations are

reconstructed. They noted that the majority of instruments
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sampling studies and level of

response 1991–2000 and
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Table 10 Research design utilized

Research designa 1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 Total

Survey or interview 12 (80.0 %) 37 (88.1 %) 62 (80.5) 111 (82.8 %)

Experiment 2 (13.3 %) 5 (11.9 %) 8 (10.4 %) 15 (11.2 %)

Case study 1 (6.7 %) 0 0 1 (0.7 %)

Content analysis 0 0 3 (3.9 %) 3 (2.2 %)

Secondary data 0 0 2 (2.6 %) 2 (1.5 %)

Multiple design 0 0 2 (2.6 %) 2 (1.5 %)

Total 15 (100 %) 42 (100 %) 77 (100 %) 134 (100 %)

a Multiple designs in a study means that number of designs is greater than the number of studies
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used in collecting ethical data utilize some form of sce-

narios to which the subjects have to react. Self-report

questionnaires, hypothetical ethical dilemmas or vignettes,

interview, and records of actual illegal behavior are the

four major data-gathering techniques in business ethics

research (Robertson 1993). Bush and Grant (1994) noted

an abundance of survey-driven research suggesting

researchers could adopt experimental research designs, be

open to different data analysis methods (as discussed in the

following sections), and consider generating alternative

perspectives through qualitative research methods. Simi-

larly, Vitell and Ho (1997) note that because of the diffi-

culty of measuring actual ethical behavior, all studies were

self-reported measures of ethical behavior rather than

actual behavior, and that experimental settings or simula-

tions might overcome the problem of measuring actual

behavior. Vitell and Ho (1997) suggested comparisons of

the various self-report scales within a single study would

improve the overall quality of research. Although experi-

ments and quasi-experiments were a consistent feature of

the sales ethics research at around 12 % of studies in each

period, their limited use compared to survey research

suggests that recommendations by Tsalikis and Fritzsche

(1989), Robertson (1993), Bush and Grant (1994), and

Vitell and Ho (1997) have largely been ignored.

Randall and Gibson (1990) found the commonly used

research designs were survey research (81 %), laboratory

experiments and simulations (6 %), in-person interviews

(4 %), and a combination of in-person interviews and

surveys (3 %). Survey research employed either a direct

question format or scenarios. Randall and Gibson (1990)

suggested that scenarios and questions were vague and

clearly needed to be developed with a greater concern for

realism. Randall and Gibson (1990) also viewed the heavy

use of close-ended questions as a secondary problem in

survey research methodology because problems do not

typically present themselves in multiple-choice form. In

addition, solutions sometimes need to be invented and

close-ended questions are most appropriate when

researchers have a well-defined issue and know precisely

what dimension of thought they want the respondent to use

when providing an answer, and feasible behavioral choices

remain loosely defined. Although a free-response format to

questions and scenarios may be superior to the close-ended

format typically used, Randall and Gibson (1990) found

that a free-response format was used in only 5 % of studies.

Again, the prevalence of surveys and interviews suggests

that, on the whole, researchers in sales ethics research are

not addressing the problems of close-ended questions and

realism.

Randall and Gibson (1990) found that self-report data,

accounting for almost 90 % of the research articles

(including research designs involving surveys or

interviews) and were almost invariably used as an obser-

vation technique as few alternative techniques exist.

Because of the problem of the difference between what

people say they would do and what they actually do, and

the potential social desirability bias in self-reported data,

Randall and Gibson (1990) recommend techniques to

detect it. The present review revealed few studies utilizing

data about actual illegal behavior.

Research designs that were mostly absent in the sales

ethics research included replication studies, content anal-

ysis, laboratory studies such as those used in neuro-mar-

keting, in-basket exercises, and simulation techniques.

Robertson’s (1993) call for meta-analysis has not been met

in the sales ethics research although this research design

could shed light on specific issues. Loe et al.’s (2000) call

for longitudinal studies, specifically into ethical climate

and how ethics constructs influence performance over time,

has gone unheeded. There were few, if any, longitudinal

studies in the sales ethics research. Studies adopting sec-

ondary data were also sparse in the literature despite the

increased world-wide electronic availability of

information.

Statistical Technique

The studies were examined for the main statistical tech-

nique used. Randall and Gibson (1990) categorized the

studies into those adopting univariate, bivariate, or multi-

variate techniques. They found that 35 % of studies used

only univariate statistics, 46 % used bivariate statistics

(mostly t tests), and 19 % used multivariate analysis

(analysis of covariance, multiple regression, or log linear

logit analysis). The present study found similar use of

univariate statistics in the 1980–1990 period, as shown in

Table 11. Reid and Plank (2000) found 55 % of studies

used descriptive statistics, although the figure includes any

use of that technique, rather than sole or primary data

analysis as was the criteria in the present review. After

descriptive statistics, Reid and Plank (2000) found that

correlation, parametric regression, analysis of variance, and

exploratory factor analysis ranked as the three most fre-

quently adopted statistical techniques. They also found that

structural equation modelling (SEM) was adopted in 8 %

of studies, mostly after 1990 and mostly used for confir-

matory factor analysis.

The present review confirms Randall and Gibson’s

(1990) prediction of an increase in the use of multivariate

statistics and, overall, found that the methodology in sales

ethics research had undergone substantial improvement,

particularly with regard to more comprehensive reporting

of the methodologies being adopted. Although the timing is

debatable, most reviewers identify a revolution to

The Methodology in Empirical Sales Ethics Research: 1980–2010 139

123



multivariate techniques occurring between 1986 and 1996

(Randall and Gibson 1990; Ford and Richardson 1994; Loe

et al. 2000; McClaren 2000; O’Fallon and Butterfield

2005). O’Fallon and Butterfield (2005) found 24 % of

studies used univariate and bivariate statistics and 76 %

used multivariate statistics. O’Fallon and Butterfield (2005)

also found 36 % used ANOVA, 31 % used regression, and

9 % used path analysis, LISREL or SEM.

Several interesting similarities between the sales ethics

research and the business ethics research are apparent. The

ranking of the frequency of use of statistical techniques in

the present review is similar to the ranking in the business-

to-business research. Although the selection of statistical

techniques should suit the overall research methodology,

with no technique inherently superior to another, there are

differences in the frequency of adoption of some tech-

niques. This is probably due to a greater spread of topics

and authors in the business-to-business literature and

because the number of articles reviewed by Reid and Plank

(2000) was more than ten times the number of the present

review. Techniques that are more frequently used in the

business-to-business ethics research become evident when

comparing the sales ethics research between 1991 and 2000

to Reid and Plank’s (2000) findings. A summary of their

data is also included in Table 11 for comparison with the

1991–2000 review period. In percentage terms, correlation,

regression, structural modelling, exploratory factor analy-

sis, and discriminant analysis techniques were used more

frequently, and ANOVA, F and Z tests, and MANOVA less

frequently in business-to-business research than in the sales

ethics research.

There are at least two aspects to consider in terms of the

timing of the adoption of various techniques. Twelve of the

19 techniques that Reid and Plank (2000) reported had also

been adopted in the sales ethics research. Perceptual

mapping and general non-parametric testing were two

techniques not used in sales ethics research between 1991

and 2000 but which were adopted in the most recent review

period, albeit in a very low number of instances. Although

multidimensional scaling, canonical correlation, conjoint

analysis, logistic regression and log linear analysis, and

cluster analysis have been used in the business-to-business

ethics research, they have not been utilized in the sales

ethics research.

The results are not clear on whether or not sales ethics

researchers are lagging in the introduction of statistical

techniques. The results suggest that ten techniques are the

most appropriate statistical tools for a wide variety of

business and ethics research. The fact that a similar number

of techniques are used infrequently in business ethics

research and not used in sales ethics research, tends to

suggest that they are specialized techniques not appropriate

Table 11 Main statistical technique used in analysis

Main data analysis methoda 1980–1990 1991–2000 2001–2010 Total Reid and Plank (2000)

Descriptive statistics 11 (44 %) 8 (8.8 %) 20 (12.7 %) 39 (14.2 %) 703 (54.6 %)

T test 6 (24 %) 13 (14.3 %) 20 (12.7 %) 39 (14.2 %) –

Correlation 2 (8 %) 11 (12.1 %) 21 (13.3 %) 34 (12.4 %) 201 (15.6 %)

ANOVA 2 (8 %) 13 (14.3 %) 14 (8.9 %) 29 (10.6 %) 129 (10.0 %)

Regression – 11 (12.1 %) 19 (12.0 %) 30 (10.9 %) 194 (15.1 %)

F and Z tests 1 (4.0 %) 11 (12.1 %) 16 (10.1 %) 28 (10.2 %) 66 (5.1 %)

CFA and LISREL (Structural Modelling) 0 (0.0 %) 4 (4.4 %) 23 (14.6 %) 27 (9.9 %) 97 (7.5 %)

MANOVA 1 (4 %) 12 (13.2 %) 6 (3.8 %) 19 (6.9 %) 55 (4.3 %)

Exploratory FA or principle components 2 (8 %) 4 (4.4 %) 11 (7.0 %) 17 (6.2 %) 126 (9.8 %)

ANCOVA – 2 (2.2 %) 4 (2.5 %) 6 (2.2 %) 4 (0.3 %)

Perceptual mapping – – 1 (0.6 %) 1 (0.4 %) 2 (0.2 %)

Multidimensional scaling – – – – 8 (0.6 %)

MANCOVA – 1 (1.1 %) 1 (0.6 %) 2 (0.7 %) 6 (0.5 %)

General non-parametric testing – – 1 (0.6 %) 1 (0.4 %) 94 (7.3 %)

Discriminant analysis – 1 (1.1 %) – 1 (0.4 %) 54 (4.2 %)

Canonical correlation – – – – 10 (0.8 %)

Conjoint analysis – – – – 16 (1.2 %)

Logistic regression and log linear analysis – – – – 25 (1.9 %)

Cluster analysis – – – – 37 (2.9 %)

All others not otherwise classified – – 1 (0.6 %) 1 (0.4 %) 143 (11.0 %)

Total 25 91 158 274 1,288

a Count as percentage of column total are in parentheses
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to the type of survey research that is commonly conducted

in sales ethics.

Theoretical and Empirical Conclusions for Sales Ethics

Researchers

The present review is limited to the analysis of peer-

reviewed journal publications. The search is also limited to

articles cited in previous reviews and to those journals

accessed through EBSCOhost and, although more than

9,000 journals were included, this may not reflect all

studies. The search included only articles published in

English. The present review reflects opinions, evaluations,

and categorizations made by the author. These may not be

the same as those made by other commentators. The review

also interprets and draws conclusions from statistical and

other information, many of which will naturally be

subjective.

Given the proportion of positive compared to normative

contributions to the sales ethics literature, researchers

should consider the way in which their empirical research

contributes to theory development and how normative

theory might inform managerial application. Overall, the

review highlights that although there has been an increase

in the number of sales ethics studies, quality research

premised on strong theoretical foundations is found most

consistently in a small number of publications and pro-

duced by a comparatively small cohort of key authors. This

is an advantage and a threat to the sales ethics discipline.

On one hand, it is advantageous to have a programmatic

stream of high-quality research identifiable in key outlets.

On the other hand, there is a risk that with a comparatively

smaller number of high caliber researchers, replenishing

the pool may prove difficult.

The introduction of theory new to the discipline, the

extension of existing theory, and the systematic testing of

predictive theory is needed to drive sales ethics research

forward. This mostly likely will require the reformulation

of some frameworks in a manner more suitable for pro-

grammatic research and will be best achieved with the

consistent selection of relevant samples, survey methods,

and instruments. Particularly, the review highlighted that

despite the increasing use of strong theoretical foundations,

there is a continuing need to introduce further moral

frameworks and foundations from exchange theory.

Broadening theoretical moral foundations to include those

mentioned previously, and extending management and

decision-making models in the way described previously

will also advance the sales ethics research.

The review identified a small number of studies classi-

fying and categorizing phenomena. The review distin-

guished between research classifying our understanding of

topics and other types of studies. Although taxonomic

underpinnings are required to establish the nature of the

selling activity being investigated and the impact situa-

tional factors may have on decision-making these are rarely

included in studies. Categorizations that reflect current

personal selling practices, rather than broad demographic

descriptors, are required so that researchers can fully tap

the dimensions of ethical conflict. For instance, an

exploratory study (McClaren and Tansey 2000) identifying

that ethical perspective is associated with some of the

dimensions underlying Darmon’s (1998) selling position

taxonomy might be expanded.

Clearly, hypothesis testing is now an established aspect

of sales ethics research methodology. The two most

important journals in the discipline, the Journal of Business

Ethics and the Journal of Personal Selling & Sales Man-

agement, publish articles with strong theoretical founda-

tions and hypothesis testing. There may be occasions where

greater consideration during the research process can

strengthen a study. For example, emerging researchers are

advised to consider the target journal early in the formu-

lation of the research design so that the content and the

research methodology provide a sound fit with the antici-

pated outlet. Early career researchers are also advised to

consider extending the data analysis method, if possible.

Sales ethics researchers show concern for their instru-

ments with a high proportion of studies using the alpha

coefficient and more than half using factor analysis to

ascertain some aspects about the reliability and validity of

measures. The sales ethics research is now sufficiently

abundant to warrant a cumulative database that defines

constructs, identifies the measures that have been adopted,

and summarizes the reliability and validity of instruments.

Such a repository would guide sales ethics research through

the plethora of instruments available to them and contribute

to the development of programmatic research mentioned

previously.

Reasonably, sales ethics researchers are more likely to

draw from instruments developed in other areas, particu-

larly those measuring individual characteristics. Their use

frequently provides psychometrically tested measures of

constructs and the ability to compare findings across pop-

ulations. Although the boundary-spanning function and

role requirements of selling and sales management makes

sales practitioners homogeneous, it seems that many

researchers do not appreciate the heterogeneity of job

requirements across selling and sales management con-

texts. Differences in selling and sales management activity

are mostly limited to the reporting of demographic infor-

mation, the type of product sold, the respondents’ organi-

zation details, and the industry. The development of

instruments measuring organizational control, professional

ethical standards, deontological norms, industry-specific
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moral reasoning, clarity of company ethics, and salesper-

son corporate ethical values reflects the need measure

aspects of the sales organization. Given the widespread

research into sales ethics, it appears that empirical research

should increasingly account for differences in selling roles

and managerial activities. For example, new measures

might establish the effect of customer-salesperson ethical

perceptions on sales relationship velocity. Obviously, sales

ethics researchers will also need to develop or modify

existing and new instruments for surveying non-English

speakers.

Although there was an increase in the number of sales

people and sales managers surveyed, there were compar-

atively fewer studies combining different types of sales

practitioners. Mention has been made previously of the

need to survey specific occupations, for instance, retail

sales managers. With the dramatic increase and change not

only in electronic retailing, but in selling more widely, all

researchers should be cognizant that the contexts and

findings of previous studies may no longer be appropriate

to the present sales environment and be aware of the need

to revisit sales areas. Researchers might also consider the

need to include studies of sales practitioners and their

customers to better understand ethics in sales relationships.

As discussed previously, this is likely to incorporate

exchange theory as a theoretical driver of the research.

The increase in convenience sampling and a decline in

response rates may be problematic for sales ethics

researchers. Researchers might attempt to adopt sample

frames drawn from registration lists, especially those lists

that license or certify sales practitioners for practice.

Depending on the legislative framework, such lists include

real estate salespeople, insurance sellers, and other sales

occupations. Sales ethics researchers need to be clearer in

the reporting of response rates and be aware that the

decline in the level of response rate is widespread.

Although overcoming non-response appears to have been

dealt with by using extra resources, the ability to generate

higher levels of response may become increasingly difficult

if the resources required also increases. Although

researchers have adopted electronic surveying as a low-

cost alternative to physical mail and personal contact,

potential respondents may become saturated with requests

and researchers may need to find other means of main-

taining higher response rates. Also problematic is an

apparent increase in confidentiality agreements as a reason

for not responding. Ethics is a sensitive issue and may be

more relevant to certain organizations, products, and

industries. Not including response from sales practitioners

working in ethically sensitive circumstances may distort

our understanding of ethical sales attitude and practices.

Similar to marketing and business-to-business ethics

research, sales ethics researchers most frequently adopted

surveys and interviews as their research design. To over-

come the issue of differences between self-reported and

actual behavior researchers might consider the use of

alternative data collection methods. As an example, Sayre

et al. (1991) analyzed violations by Californian real estate

sales agents and brokers of their Code of Ethics and Pro-

fessional Conduct Industry. Many professional associations

collect information about code violations as part of their

self-regulatory and advisory role. Researchers might con-

sider working closely with these associations to combine

information about the frequency of infringements in an

industry or profession with surveys of practitioners.

The use of meta-analysis is one way to understand and

develop theoretical frameworks. Martin and Cullen (2006)

confirmed the basic theoretical foundations of ethical cli-

mate theory (Victor and Cullen 1987, 1988) noting that the

theory could be extended by integrating multi-level theory

and refined through the use of hierarchical linear model-

ling. Forsyth et al. (2008) examined studies using ethics

position theory (Forsyth 1980) to establish its cross-country

predictive ability and its consistency with previous studies

of cultural differences. Meta-analysis depends on the full

reporting of statistical information in studies, such as cor-

relation matrices, means, standard deviations, reliabilities,

and the consistent inclusion of data about all measurement

items. Authors and journal editors should be cognizant of

the needs of future researchers. A prerequisite to meta-

analysis is the identification of a sufficient number of

studies utilizing a theoretical framework and accessing

relevant information about the measures employed. The

electronic availability of publications and the ease of

communication with authors have made meta-analysis a

more viable research option. As mentioned previously, a

cumulative database of measures used in sales ethics

research would contribute not only to theory development,

but to the process of research more widely. Meta-analysis

may prove fruitful in understanding and developing sales

ethics theory in the areas of organizational commitment,

satisfaction, role conflict, and ethical climate.

Overall, sales ethics researchers and business-to-busi-

ness ethics researchers use a common set of statistical

analysis techniques appropriate to their research objectives

and methodology. Of particular interest to researchers is

the use of SEM. The place of SEM in marketing studies is

highlighted by ‘‘Practically every issue of the major mar-

keting academic journals today contains research employ-

ing SEM’’ (Babin et al. 2008, p. 279). The use of SEM may

not be an appropriate tool to use in many ethics studies, but

adoption rates suggest its use is associated with publication

in leading marketing journals. Compared to approximately

10 % of sales ethics studies using structural modelling

(CFA and LISREL) over the preceding 30 years and

approximately 15 % in the most recent decade, Steenkamp
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and Baumgartner (2000) found that about a quarter of

articles published in the top marketing journals included

SEM. Babin et al. (2008) found that approximately half of

the papers submitted to one premier marketing journal used

SEM, and that this proportion was increasing.

As emphasis is made on the point that no statistical tool is

inherently superior than another, researchers should also be

aware of the contribution of SEM to theory. Babin et al.

(2008) found that although studies using SEM have a

modest competitive advantage in terms of acceptance over

studies using other analytical tools, this advantage seems

due to higher ratings on other characteristics of the study.

These include higher ratings for the research methods, data

analysis, conceptualization and theoretical development,

and the quality of writing, but not higher on the relevance of

the topic to the journal or the potential contribution of the

study. Babin et al. (2008) suggest that the contribution of

SEM to a study’s chance of publication is also in: (i) guid-

ing researchers to better organize thoughts, (ii) placing

greater emphasis on measurement theory, particularly the-

oretically grounded measures, (iii) demanding evidence of

the quality of the measurements and their construct validity,

(iv) testing theoretical relationships, (v) and forcing

researchers to consider problems in a manner that is dif-

ferent to other analytical tools. Obviously, SEM is not the

only way to advance theory development and theory testing,

but researchers are advised to consider these areas and the

ways in which SEM offers benefit.

Conclusion

Sales ethics research is at a stage in its development where

most of its foundations have been borrowed from other

disciplines. There is a need over the next decade to con-

tinue to draw from other areas, but also to develop and test

theory specifically for the unique contexts of personal

selling and sales management. This will include program-

matic research integrating positive and normative ethics

theory to account not only for what the standards and

behavior are in the field, but what should these standards

and behaviors should be. To come to grips with this, sys-

tematic investigations of sales practitioners, their custom-

ers, and other stakeholders will be required. Although the

data collection methods and analytical tools used by sales

ethics researchers have served their purpose well, rapid

technological change and a new global selling landscape

will probably require they revisit alternative ways of col-

lecting and analyzing information.
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