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Abstract
Extant research on salespersons’ regulatory foci has mainly focused on behaviors that are congruent with salespersons’ regu-
latory orientations (dominant pathway) to the neglect of alternate, yet essential salesperson behaviors that may render less 
“fit” (supplemental pathway). Moreover, the literature is also silent on managerial actions that can motivate salespeople to 
perform even when the environment is not conducive to perceived fit. Using a triadic dataset from salespeople, their managers, 
and archival performance records, the authors find that a competitive psychological climate can strengthen the regulatory fit 
of promotion focus and adaptive selling, which can be further reinforced (inadvertently disrupted) if managers deploy out-
come (behavioral) control. By contrast, prevention focus shows an opposite pattern, in which behavioral control strengthens, 
whereas outcome control weakens, the perceived fit of prevention focus and service behaviors in a highly competitive climate. 
Importantly, our findings elucidate the complementary (as opposed to contradictory) nature of the dual process model of 
dominant and supplemental pathways, by illustrating their positive synergistic effect on salesperson performance. Together, 
these findings clarify the underlying dual mechanisms of regulatory foci and their respective boundary conditions, thereby 
shedding light on ambiguities in extant literature and providing actionable managerial guidance.
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Introduction

Regulatory focus theory examines the relationship between 
an individual’s motivational orientation and how they go 
about accomplishing desired goals (Higgins, 1997). There 
are two distinct self-regulatory orientations that influence 
an individual’s approach to her/his goals: promotion focus 
and prevention focus. A promotion-focused person is mainly 
concerned with higher levels of gains such as professional 
advancement and accomplishment. By contrast, a preven-
tion-focused individual emphasizes safety and meeting 
responsibilities, also known as non-losses, typically by fol-
lowing established rules and guidelines.

In sales research, regulatory focus theory has been 
applied extensively to explain salespersons’ goal pursuit pro-
cesses. Empirical evidence suggests that perceived fit with 
regulatory foci has positive effects on salespeople’s motiva-
tion to perform and job-related outcomes (DeCarlo & Lam, 
2016; Hartmann et al., 2020; Katsikeas et al., 2018; Mullins 
et al., 2019). Despite increasing attention on regulatory foci 
in the sales setting, however, a careful review of empirical 
research reveals two important research gaps.
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 *	 Fred Miao 
	 fred.miao@uta.edu

	 Yi Zheng 
	 yi.zheng@mavs.uta.edu

	 Zhimei Zang 
	 yukimi2009@126.com

	 Douglas B. Grisaffe 
	 grisaffe@exchange.uta.edu

	 Kenneth Evans 
	 krevans@okcu.edu

1	 College of Business, University of Texas at Arlington, 701 
West Street, Arlington, TX 76019, USA

2	 Business School, Central South University, 
Changsha 410083, China

3	 Oklahoma City University, 2501 N Blackwelder, 
Oklahoma City, OK 73106, USA

/ Published online: 12 November 2021

Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science (2022) 50:563–585

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4487-1540
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11747-021-00821-y&domain=pdf


1 3

First, researchers suggest that perceived fit between regu-
latory focus and a corresponding goal pursuit behavior can 
interact with contextual factors that either reinforce or dis-
rupt the perceived fit therein (Gorman et al., 2012; Johnson 
et al., 2015; Lanaj et al., 2012). The influence of contextual 
factors on regulatory fit has received extensive empirical 
support (e.g., Byron et al., 2018; DeCarlo & Lam, 2016; 
Katsikeas et al., 2018; Mullins et al., 2019). For example, 
Byron et al. (2018) find that challenge (hindrance) stress 
enhances the positive effect of promotion (prevention) 
focus on job performance. In another study, Mullins et al. 
(2019) report that the salesperson’s perceived empowering 
of customer behaviors weakens (reinforces) the regulatory 
fit between promotion (prevention) focus and value-based 
selling. While insights from these studies are certainly valu-
able, they tested contextual factors in a piecemeal fashion 
without considering simultaneous managerial actions (i.e., a 
concurrent contextual factor) that can (1) motivate salespeo-
ple to perform even when the environment is not conducive 
to perceived fit, (2) further reinforce, or (3) inadvertently 
disrupt perceived fit in an otherwise fit-facilitating environ-
ment. Because all contextual factors will not likely enable 
regulatory fit, it is particularly important, from a managerial 
standpoint, to investigate courses of action that can moti-
vate salespeople to perform especially when the environment 
fails to facilitate regulatory fit. From a theoretical perspec-
tive, identification of appropriate intervening managerial 

actions can also enrich insights offered through regulatory 
focus theory applied in the sales setting.

Second, although prior research generally has confirmed 
positive effects of regulatory foci on performance through 
behaviors that are congruent with an individual’s regulatory 
orientation (i.e., dominant pathway), the literature is mostly 
silent on the role of alternate, yet essential work-related 
behaviors that may render less fit with a salesperson’s regu-
latory orientation (i.e., supplemental pathway). Because 
effective selling calls for a combination of alternate selling 
strategies and behaviors that may or may not be compatible 
with a salesperson’s regulatory focus, the following questions 
arise: What is the role of an essential salesperson behavior 
that renders less “fit” with her/his regulatory focus? Does it 
detract from or complement effects of a job-related behav-
ior that is compatible with a salesperson’s regulatory focus? 
Figure 1 summarizes the two research gaps identified above.

Contemporary buyer-seller exchange is relational in nature 
and requires salespeople to not only meet sales targets but 
to build high-quality and sustainable customer relationships 
(Ahearne et al., 2007; Palmatier et al., 2006). Against this 
backdrop, we identify two alternate salesperson relational 
behaviors–adaptive selling and service behaviors–that may 
serve as dominant and supplemental pathways for promotion 
vs. prevention focus. Adaptive selling is defined as “the altering 
of sales behaviors during a customer interaction or across 
customer interactions based on perceived information about 

Fig. 1   Literature review of individual-level regulatory foci. Note: Additional exemplary variables can be found in Web Appendix A. The upper 
panel reviews themes in prior research. The lower panel identifies research gaps that will be addressed in this research
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the nature of the selling situation” (Weitz et al., 1986, p. 175), 
whereas service behaviors refer to behaviors that salespeople 
engage in that are aimed at nurturing customer relationships 
(Ahearne et al., 2007; Liao & Chuang, 2004). According to 
self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989), individuals are 
motivated to reduce discrepancies between actual self and two 
types of “self-guides”, namely ideal vs. ought self-guides, as 
a more desired end state. These self-guides are motivationally 
distinct in that ideal self-guides approach goals with aspirations 
for maximal achievements while embracing higher levels of 
risks, whereas ought self-guides focus on avoidance of errors 
and negative outcomes by cautiously fulfilling necessary 
duties and obligations. Noteworthy is that most people are 
motivated to attain both ideal and ought self-guides to certain 
degrees, but one type of self-guides typically predominates, 
thereby making ideal (ought) self-guides the dominant 
motivational driver for promotion (prevention)-focused 
individuals (Higgins, 1998). In the context of this study, 
adaptive selling is a proxy for ideal self-guides because of its 
strategic inclination to maximize “hits” and minimize “errors 
of omission” despite higher uncertainties in performance 
outcomes (Cron et al., 2021; Higgins, 1998; McFarland et al., 
2006). By contrast, salesperson service behaviors reflect a type 
of ought self-guides in that they enable the salesperson to more 
effectively (from a risk aversion perspective) meet customers’ 
expressed needs, which helps attain their “non-losses” goals 
(e.g., lowering customer defection rates) through higher 
customer satisfaction and trust (Ahearne et al., 2007; Amyx 
& Bhuian, 2009; Challagalla, Venkatesh, and Kohli 2009). To 
the extent that adaptive selling and service behaviors are both 
fundamental building blocks for a variety of relational selling 
strategies critical to sales successes (Ahearne et al., 2005; 
Franke & Park, 2006; Liao & Chuang, 2004), we investigate 
differential mediation effects of these two alternate salesperson 
behaviors in our research framework.

Using a triadic dataset from 391 salespeople, 50 sales 
managers, and their firms’ archival performance records, we 
find empirical evidence in support of our research frame-
work. Specifically, it was found that competitive psycho-
logical climate can strengthen the perceived fit of promo-
tion focus and adaptive selling (i.e., dominant pathway), 
which can be further reinforced if managers deploy outcome 
control; whereas behavioral control is likely to disrupt the 
existing fit therein. By contrast, prevention focus shows an 
opposite pattern. Although a highly competitive climate does 
not directly facilitate perceived fit of prevention focus and 
service behaviors (i.e., dominant pathway), managers can 
still motivate salespeople to perform services through the 
use of behavioral control, whereas outcome control exacer-
bates lack of fit in a highly competitive climate. Our findings 
provide guidance for what managers should do to (1) moti-
vate their salespeople to perform even when the environment 
is not conducive to perceived fit, (2) strengthen an existing 

fit, and (3) what they should not do to avoid disrupting what 
otherwise would be perceived fit. Moreover, our findings 
highlight the neglected role of the “supplemental pathway” 
through less “fitting” alternate salesperson behaviors, which 
can actually produce a positive synergistic effect with the 
“dominant pathway” on salesperson performance. This study 
contributes to the literature by elucidating the complemen-
tary underlying dual process mechanisms of regulatory foci 
as well as their respective boundary conditions, thereby 
shedding light on ambiguities in the extant literature and 
providing actionable managerial guidance.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. After 
reviewing the background literature and theoretical founda-
tions, we formulate a conceptual model that addresses the dif-
ferential effects of regulatory foci under select contextual con-
ditions. We then describe our research methods that include 
the details about our sample and data collection, measurement 
of variables, analytical approaches, and results of hypotheses 
testing. The method section is followed by discussions of the-
oretical and managerial implications. Finally, we conclude our 
study with limitations and future research directions.

Background literature, theoretical 
foundations and conceptual framework

Regulatory focus theory

According to regulatory focus theory, individuals approach 
their goals through two different self-regulatory orientations: 
promotion focus and prevention focus (Higgins, 1997, 1998). 
These two regulatory orientations reflect individuals’ distinct 
values and beliefs about goal pursuit, which result in differences 
in attitudes, motivations, emotions, and behaviors when 
performing tasks. Promotion-focused people are mainly driven 
by positive results, are motivated by higher levels of gains 
such as professional growth and accomplishments, and are 
more willing to take risks as long as they can learn and apply 
new knowledge and skills (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Higgins 
et al., 1997; Idson et al., 2000; Liberman et al., 1999). That is, 
promotion-focused people are more likely to generate creative 
ideas and find new solutions because they “actively pursue 
goals by trying out numerous behaviors to see what works” 
(Johnson et al., 2015, p.1503). In the sales context, promotion-
focused salespeople tend to engage in exploratory learning 
during customer interactions, which entails opportunity-seeking 
and experimentation with new selling techniques (DeCarlo 
& Lam, 2016; Katsikeas et al., 2018). Therefore, promotion-
focused people experience reinforced positive feelings when 
they can score higher levels of accomplishments in a more 
adaptive and creative fashion, even when so doing carries 
higher levels of performance risks (Higgins, 1998).
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By contrast, prevention-focused people are motivated to 
avoid negative outcomes. Unlike their promotion-focused 
counterparts, prevention-focused salespeople tend to place 
high importance on security and safety, categorize results as 
“losses” vs. “non-losses,” have a preference for stability, and 
adhere to tried-and-true ways of doing things by following 
guidelines and rules (Crowe & Higgins, 1997; Idson et al., 
2000; Liberman et al., 1999). In other words, prevention-
focused individuals are mainly concerned with avoiding 
“errors of commission” (Higgins, 1998), with a predomi-
nant motivation to avoid making unnecessary mistakes while 
accomplishing their goals.

Regulatory fit theory

Building on regulatory focus theory, Higgins (2000) 
advanced regulatory fit theory, which posits that individu-
als experience greater motivational strength, positive emo-
tion, and intensified commitment to what they are doing if 
there is perceived fit between their regulatory orientation 
and the means used for goal pursuit (Avnet & Higgins, 2006; 
Motyka et al., 2014). When individuals perceive regulatory 
fit, they experience positive reinforcement of their motives, 
which contributes to job-related satisfaction, work engage-
ment, and performance (Aaker & Lee, 2006; Freitas & Hig-
gins, 2002; Higgins, 2005).

Prior research has focused on identifying various situ-
ational factors that nurture regulatory fit, given an individu-
al’s promotion versus prevention orientation. For example, 
Byron et al. (2018) report that challenge stress enhances the 
positive effect of promotion focus, whereas hindrance stress 
amplifies the positive impact of prevention focus, on job 
performance. Dimotakis et al. (2012) find that promotion-
focused employees in divisional structures, and prevention-
focused employees in functional structures, experience 
stronger regulatory fit, which contributes to more effective 
team performance. Wallace et al. (2016) find that promotion-
focused employees experience reinforced regulatory fit in 
the presence of high employee involvement climates. While 
these studies have certainly enriched our understanding of 
regulatory fit, they have failed to address what managers can 
do to restore a salesperson’s motivation to perform when the 
environment is not conducive to perceived regulatory fit. 
Another equally important issue is the role managers can 
play in reinforcing perceived fit when a given sales environ-
ment is in alignment with a salesperson’s regulatory focus, 
instead of inadvertently disrupting such fit. Answers to 
these questions can offer deeper insights into the regulatory 
fit literature and provide clearer guidelines for managerial 
practice.

Another notable ambiguity in the literature relates to 
effects of alternate work behaviors that render less fit with 
an individual’s regulatory orientation, because empirical 

research has typically focused on mediators that are congru-
ent with regulatory foci. Since regulatory fit theory does not 
explicitly specify the role of those secondary mechanisms, 
the extent to which alternate, yet essential work behaviors 
that are less compatible with an individual’s regulatory ori-
entation may detract from or complement performance out-
comes remains elusive. Toward that end, self-discrepancy 
theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989) provides useful insights.

Self‑discrepancy theory

Self-discrepancy theory identifies three basic domains of 
the self: the actual self, the ideal self, and the ought self 
(Higgins, 1987). The actual self refers to the representation 
of the attributes one believes s/he actually possesses; the 
ideal self is the representation of the attributes that an indi-
vidual ideally would like to possess; the ought self reflects 
someone’s beliefs about the duties and obligations that they 
ought to fulfill. While people can be motivated to simultane-
ously reduce actual-ideal and actual-ought self-discrepan-
cies, one type of self-guides typically predominates, which 
is especially salient to one’s particular regulatory orienta-
tion (Higgins, 1998). That is, the significance of either type 
of self-discrepancy depends on how important they are to 
individuals’ regulatory foci, and, it is the predominant self-
discrepancy that has the stronger influence on goal pursuit 
behaviors (Higgins, 1987, 1998). Given that promotion focus 
is concerned with maximal accomplishments and aspira-
tions, it predominantly motivates individuals through ideal 
self-guides characterized by “gains/no gains” as a frame 
of reference. In contrast, prevention focus elevates ought 
self-guides as a more desirable end state because this type 
of self-guides emphasizes responsibilities, obligations, and 
absence of negative outcomes (Brendl et al., 1995). In short, 
self-discrepancy theory suggests that regulatory foci have a 
dominant as well as a supplemental pathway through ideal 
self- and ought self-guides, which is a function of promo-
tion vs. prevention focus. In the sales setting, however, it is 
still not clear what salesperson behaviors may serve as ideal 
vs. ought self-guides, nor do we know whether their effects 
are simply additive or can be complementary to each other.

Conceptual model and hypotheses 
development

The dual process mechanisms of regulatory foci

Integrating insights derived from regulatory focus, regula-
tory fit, and self-discrepancy theories, we investigate dif-
ferential effects of regulatory foci as depicted in Fig. 2. To 
the extent that relational selling calls for varying degrees 
of adaptive selling and service behaviors (Ahearne et al., 
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2007; McFarland et al., 2006), we position adaptive selling 
and service behaviors as either the dominant or the sup-
plemental pathway depending on the specific orientation 
of a salesperson’s regulatory foci.

We argue that promotion-focused salespeople are espe-
cially motivated to practice adaptive selling for the fol-
lowing reasons. First, promotion focus is characterized 
by a strong learning orientation to obtain new knowledge 
and skills necessary to develop abilities and competence 
(Gorman et al., 2012; Higgins, 1998), which motivates 
salespeople to engage in exploratory learning by search-
ing for and experimenting with new selling techniques, 
an essential prerequisite for salespersons’ adaptive selling 
(Katsikeas et al., 2018). Second, adaptive selling likely 
serves as ideal self-guides for promotion-focused sales-
people because it is a defining attribute of effective selling 
(Spiro & Weitz, 1990), which affords salespeople exten-
sive opportunities for knowledge acquisition, professional 
growth, and goal accomplishments. Because adaptive sell-
ing entails experimenting with a wide variety of selling 
approaches in order to effectively vary sales styles from 
situation to situation, adaptive selling is expected to be 
strongly aligned with promotion focus. Although adap-
tive selling is demanding on the part of salespeople and is 
inherently characterized by higher levels of uncertainties 
and risks in terms of sales performance (Cron et al., 2021; 
McFarland et al., 2006), promotion-focused salespeople 
tend to be risk-biased and are more likely to refrain from 
committing errors of omission due to the “gains/no gains” 
as opposed to the “losses/non-losses” mindset (Higgins, 
1998). Therefore, for promotion-focused salespeople, 
adaptive selling enables them to meet and uphold their 
ideal self-perception.

Conversely, promotion-focused salespeople may find it 
less appealing to pursue superior sales performance through 
service behaviors. Because service behaviors are preventa-
tive in nature and intended to avert risks related to customer 
issues (Challagalla, Venkatesh, and Kohli 2009), they repre-
sent responsibilities and obligations that salespeople ought 
to perform for creating customer satisfaction and preventing 
customer attrition (Rust et al., 1995). Therefore, given their 
preventative nature and a conservative bias (Challagalla, 
Venkatesh, and Kohli 2009), service behaviors would qual-
ify as ought self-guides. Although self-discrepancy theory 
explicitly suggests that an individual can be motivated by 
both ideal- and ought-self guides, the theory posits that one 
particular type of self-guides is usually much more salient 
as a function of the individual’s regulatory orientation being 
promotion- or prevention-focused (Higgins, 1998). As such, 
while it is conceivable that a promotion-focused salesperson 
can also strive to meet the minimum level of ought self-
guides (i.e., service behaviors), the ideal self-guides (i.e., 
adaptive selling) should bear much stronger motivational 
significance given its stronger alignment with the salesper-
son’s regulatory orientation (Higgins, 1987, 1998). As such, 
we expect the effects of promotion focus on salesperson per-
formance to demonstrate a dominant pathway via adaptive 
selling with service behaviors in a supplemental role.

Compared with their promotion-focused counterparts, 
prevention-focused salespeople have stronger motivations 
to meet their ought self-guides. Because prevention-focused 
salespeople prioritize the absence of negative outcomes 
(e.g., non-losses) over the presence of positive outcomes 
(e.g., maximal gains), they have a strategic orientation to 
avoid unnecessary risks by mainly meeting responsibilities 
that are either clearly necessary or more safely attainable 

Fig. 2   Conceptual model
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(Higgins, 1998). In particular, service behaviors provide 
a proactive means of detecting and preventing imminent 
customer-related problems (Challagalla, Venkatesh, and 
Kohli 2009), thereby effectively facilitating prevention-
focused salespeople to meet variance-reduction goals during 
customer engagement.1 Given the pivotal role of service 
provision in the domain of CRM technology (Agnihotri et al., 
2017) and post-sales relationship nurturance (Ahearne et al., 
2007), proactive service activities give prevention-focused 
salespeople a sense of security and stability by effectively 
mitigating occurrences of negative outcomes (e.g., customer 
defection). Moreover, prevention-focused salespeople are 
more prone to engaging in impression management than their 
promotion-focused counterparts during customer interactions 
(Lalwani, Shrum, and Chiu 2009), and are more likely to 
display socially desirable behaviors (e.g., exchanging light 
banter) toward customers for social approval (King & Booze, 
1986). Therefore, prevention focus is expected to affect 
salesperson performance mainly through service behaviors 
as the dominant pathway. By contrast, adaptive selling entails 
higher degrees of uncertainties and risks because it prioritizes 
constant change over stability, which can easily subject the 
salesperson to errors of commission such as inaccurate 
intuitions (Cron et  al., 2021) or inappropriate influence 
tactics (McFarland et al., 2006). As such, adaptive selling is 
not likely a very compatible approach to goal accomplishment 
for prevention-focused salespeople. Despite that, all sales 
jobs will nonetheless require some degree of adaptiveness 
to be successful (Franke & Park, 2006). To fulfill their job 
responsibilities and obligations, therefore, prevention-
focused salespeople still need to maintain a certain degree of 
adaptiveness, thereby safeguarding their job security (Higgins, 
1998). However, because of concerns with payoffs of adaptive 
selling given the uncertainties and risks therein (Cron et al., 
2021; Spiro & Weitz, 1990), adaptive selling will be practiced 
to a much lesser degree by prevention-focused salespeople, 
thereby serving as a supplemental pathway. We expect that:

H1� Regulatory foci have dual mediation pathways, such that 
promotion (prevention) focus affects sales performance 
via the dominant pathway of adaptive selling (service 
behaviors) and the supplemental pathway of service 
behaviors (adaptive selling).

Moderation effects of competitive psychological 
climate

Competitive psychological climate is a hallmark of the sales 
occupation, which refers to “the degree to which employ-
ees perceive organizational rewards to be contingent on 

comparisons of their performance against that of their peers” 
(Brown et al., 1998; p. 89). We argue that the meaning of 
competitive psychological climate is construed in an oppo-
site fashion by promotion-focused vs. prevention-focused 
salespeople.2 According to the job demands–resources 
model, job demands can be divided into challenge demands 
and hindrance demands that have opposite effects on 
employee job engagement and commitment to goals (Demer-
outi & Bakker, 2011; Friedman & Förster, 2001). Challenge 
demands are perceived by salespeople as opportunities for 
promoting professional competence and personal growth, 
thereby triggering positive emotion and intensified job 
engagement; by contrast, hindrance demands are perceived 
as threats that reduce salespersons’ abilities to accomplish 
their desired goals, which can subsequently induce job stress 
and disengagement. For promotion-focused salespeople who 
are mainly motivated by positive outcomes, competitive psy-
chological climate is more likely perceived as a challenge 
demand, which strengthens their desire for upholding the 
ideal self-guides by outperforming their peers (i.e., gains). 
Therefore, a competitive climate should strengthen the regu-
latory fit of promotion focus and adaptive selling.

By contrast, prevention-focused salespeople concerned 
with avoiding negative outcomes may feel increased pressure 
and anxiety when they are postured in comparison to their 
peers (Higgins, 1997, 1998). As such, a highly competitive 
climate may be perceived as a hindrance demand because it 
would make poor performance much more salient, thereby 
threatening “non-losses” goal attainment as well as job 
security. Consequently, a competitive climate may amplify 
perceived size of losses, which can demotivate prevention-
focused salespeople from performing service behaviors due 
to increased negative feelings, fears and disengagement.

H2a� Competitive psychological climate strengthens the posi-
tive relationship between promotion focus and adaptive 
selling.

H2b� Competitive psychological climate weakens the posi-
tive relationship between prevention focus and service 
behaviors.

1  We thank an anonymous reviewer for providing this insight.

2  This study focuses on the moderation effects of competitive psy-
chological climate on promotion focus–adaptive selling and preven-
tion focus–service behaviors relationships because they are the domi-
nant pathways of these distinct regulatory orientations. However, 
empirical tests of the moderation effects of competitive psychological 
climate on promotion focus–service behaviors and prevention focus–
adaptive selling relationships (i.e., supplemental pathways) were also 
conducted; none were found to be significant, nor did they change the 
statistical significance of hypothesized relationships. In the interest of 
brevity, these tests were not included in the hypotheses.
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Moderation effects of sales controls

As previously discussed, competitive psychological climate 
can either disrupt or reinforce perceived fit depending on 
a salesperson’s regulatory orientation. A logical follow-up 
question is “What should managers do to maintain the sales-
person’s motivation to perform in the event that the environ-
ment is not conducive to perceived fit?” Another equally 
important question is “When the environment does facilitate 
perceived fit, what should managers do to reinforce an exist-
ing fit as opposed to inadvertently disrupting it?”

One of the most common and important managerial tools 
used for directing salespeople to achieve desired organizational 
objectives is the sales control system, which refers to “an 
organization’s set of procedures for monitoring, directing, 
evaluating, and compensating its employees” (Anderson & 
Oliver, 1987, p. 76). The literature suggests that sales controls 
play an important role in affecting both salespersons’ selling 
and service behaviors (Anderson & Oliver, 1987; Hartline & 
Ferrell, 1996; Oliver & Anderson, 1994). Sales control systems 
are broadly characterized as either behavioral control3 or 
outcome control (Anderson & Oliver, 1987; Ahearne et al., 
2013). A main advantage of behavioral control is that it 
affords sales managers the ability to actively monitor, direct, 
support, and reward salespeople based on their performance of 
required activities during customer interactions. For example, 
under behavioral control, sales managers can provide feedback 
and support based on their evaluations of salespeople’s 
performance in terms of effort, ability, and strategies. By 
contrast, in outcome control, sales managers provide little 
behavioral guidance in the selling process and instead rely 
on sales outcomes (e.g., quota attainment) to evaluate and 
reward salespeople. Moreover, whereas behavioral goals can 
be subjective (e.g., salesperson’s presentation skills, customer-
oriented selling) or objective in nature (e.g., customer 
satisfaction index, number of sales calls made),4 outcome goals 
are primarily measured by some indicator of sales performance 
(e.g., sales volume, quota achievement). Noteworthy is that 
under behavioral control the perceived risk for salespeople is 
typically lower, because they are evaluated and rewarded on 

the basis of how they perform required activities by following 
managerial instructions. Conversely, although outcome 
control grants autonomy and freedom in the selling process, 
salespeople face higher levels of performance risks because 
their sales output as well as associated rewards may be affected 
by factors beyond their control (Oliver & Anderson, 1994).

We are especially interested in the moderating roles of 
outcome control vs. behavioral control when there is a high 
level of competitive psychological climate. We suggest 
that a control system can redress a lack of fit, or reinforce a 
perceived fit, to the extent that it facilitates salespersons’ 
ability to cope with environmental demands (e.g., increasing 
competition). If the control system impedes salespeople’s 
perceived ability to cope with increasing job demands, such 
managerial practices could undermine an otherwise existing 
regulatory fit or exacerbate a perceived lack of fit. Specifically, 
we anticipate that outcome control will reinforce promotion-
focused salespersons’ perceived regulatory fit with adaptive 
selling under a highly competitive psychological climate for 
the following reasons. First, the use of outcome control is 
logically compatible with a highly competitive climate that 
motivates promotion-focused salespeople to seek maximum 
accomplishments/financial gains by demonstrating superior 
sales performance relative to peers (Cravens et al., 1993), which 
serves to meet their ideal self-guides as a desired end state 
(Higgins, 1998). Second, outcome control affords promotion-
focused salespeople a great deal of flexibility to acquire and 
apply new knowledge and skills necessary for adaptive selling 
across customer interactions (Komissarouk & Nadler, 2014), 
thereby enabling them to provide appropriate solutions across 
customers. Third, outcome control satisfies promotion-focused 
salespersons’ innate needs for autonomy, which enhances their 
well-being and nurtures their motivation to perform (Hui et al., 
2013). By contrast, prevention-focused salespeople likely feel 
threatened by a greater level of competitive climate and will be 
more in need of sales managers’ support and reassurance that 
their status quo will not be jeopardized in competition with 
their peers. Because outcome control affords little guidance 
in either improving salesperson skills or providing behavioral 
direction during the selling process (Oliver & Anderson, 1994), 
it can make a competitive climate seem even more threatening 
to prevention-focused salespeople. As such, for prevention-
focused salespeople, outcome control can exacerbate their 
perceived risks of failing to meet expectations in a highly 
competitive climate, thereby weakening their motivation to 
engage in service behaviors.

H3a� There is a three-way interactive effect of outcome con-
trol, competitive psychological climate, and promo-
tion focus, such that competitive psychological climate 
enhances the effect of promotion focus on adaptive sell-
ing only when outcome control is high.

3  Behavioral control can be further partitioned into activity control 
and capability control, with the former focusing on salesperson activ-
ities (e.g., following established procedures and steps) and the latter 
on skills and capability development (e.g., customer needs discov-
ery questioning techniques). The global behavioral control was used 
in this study for two reasons: 1) both activity control and capability 
control can be construed as either supportive or intrusive depending 
on the salesperson’s regulatory orientation and 2) the three-way inter-
actions of regulatory foci and competitive psychological climate with 
both activity control versus capability control would make empirical 
estimations too complex resulting in increased chances of committing 
Type II errors.
4  We thank an anonymous reviewer for this insight.
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H3b� There is a three-way interactive effect of outcome con-
trol, competitive psychological climate, and preven-
tion focus, such that competitive psychological climate 
weakens the positive effect of prevention focus on ser-
vice behaviors only when outcome control is high.

We expect an opposite pattern of moderating effects for 
behavioral control. When intra-unit competition is fierce, 
prevention-focused salespersons’ need for security through 
managerial guidance will be stronger. Therefore, behavioral control 
is especially useful for prevention-focused salespeople who are 
anxious and are in greater need of managerial interventions to 
reduce uncertainties and risks. For prevention-focused salespeople, 
behavioral control can somewhat restore their confidence in 
coping with threats induced by a heightened competitive climate, 
thereby mitigating a perceived lack of fit brought forth by the 
competitive environment. In stark contrast, behavioral control may 
be construed as too intrusive by promotion-focused salespeople as 
it can significantly restrict their autonomy and freedom in taking 
discretionary courses of action to beat fierce competition for 
maximal gains. As a result, behavioral control may be perceived 
as counterproductive by promotion-focused salespeople, especially 
in a competitive environment, which would undermine their 
motivation and ability to practice adaptive selling.

H4a� There is a three-way interactive effect of behavioral 
control, competitive psychological climate, and promo-
tion focus, such that competitive psychological climate 
weakens the effect of promotion focus on adaptive sell-
ing only when behavioral control is high.

H4b� There is a three-way interactive effect of behavioral 
control, competitive psychological climate, and preven-
tion focus, such that competitive psychological climate 
enhances the positive effect of prevention focus on ser-
vice behaviors only when behavioral control is high.

Synergistic effects of adaptive selling and service 
behaviors

Adaptive selling and service behaviors are both important 
predictors of sales outcomes (Ahearne et al., 2007; Franke 
& Park, 2006). Adaptive selling has a positive effect on sales 
performance because it enables salespeople to make real-
time adjustments in their sales approaches to match cus-
tomers’ unique needs and preferences (Sujan et al., 1988). 
Research has also confirmed the positive influence of service 
behaviors on performance, due to enhanced service qual-
ity and stronger customer loyalty (Amyx & Bhuian, 2009; 
Liao & Chuang, 2004, 2007). Because positive effects on 
salesperson performance of both adaptive selling and service 
behaviors have been documented in the extant literature, we 

do not formally hypothesize these relationships. Instead, of 
particular interest is the potential combined synergistic effect 
of both behaviors on salesperson performance.

In the proposed dual mediation framework adaptive selling 
is the dominant (supplemental) pathway for promotion (preven-
tion) focused-salespeople, whereas service behaviors serve as the 
dominant (supplemental) pathway for prevention (promotion) 
focused-salespeople. If effects of the dominant and supplemen-
tal pathways are merely additive, marginalizing the supplemental 
pathway may be less problematic. However, if the supplemental 
pathway can actually amplify positive effects of the dominant 
pathway, it cannot be ignored and should be investigated along-
side the dominant pathway in an integrative fashion.

Adaptive selling and service behaviors are anticipated to 
produce a positive synergistic effect on sales performance for 
the following reasons. First, customers who receive excellent 
service are more willing to share relevant information or cues 
with the salesperson, which decreases the costs of information 
search and helps the salesperson better understand customers’ 
needs, thereby improving the effectiveness of adaptive selling 
(Weitz et al., 1986). Second, service behaviors can induce 
customers’ favorable perceptions of the salesperson’s competence 
and credibility, which enhances customer trust and the perceived 
value of the salesperson’s customized solutions (Agnihotri et al., 
2012; Ahearne et al., 2007; Rapp et al., 2017). Third, although 
adaptive selling is instrumental in new customer acquisition, 
in contemporary B2B markets it is easier and less costly for 
customers to switch between competitors due to improved 
access to information (Jahromi et al., 2014). Therefore, adaptive 
selling alone may not be sufficient to prevent customer defection 
if care is not given to ongoing customer relationships after the 
point of the initial sale. Salespeople who also actively engage 
in service behaviors are better able to retain existing customers 
by preventing customer problems and nurturing higher levels 
of customer satisfaction (Ahearne et al., 2007; Challagalla, 
Venkatesh, and Kohli 2009), thereby protecting performance 
outcomes accomplished by adaptive selling. Therefore, it is 
expected that a positive interactive effect of adaptive selling 
and service behaviors will be evident based upon the rationale 
that salespeople who excel in both adaptive selling and service 
provision are more likely to achieve superior overall performance.

H5� Adaptive selling and service behaviors have a positive 
interactive effect on sales performance.

Research method

Sample and data collection

The manufacturing sector (SIC codes 35) was selected for 
the empirical testing of our hypotheses because previous 
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studies indicate that sales control systems vary widely in this 
context (e.g., Challagalla & Shervani, 1996; Miao & Evans, 
2013). Following translation–back translation procedures, 
two independent translators converted an English version 
of the questionnaire into a Chinese-language version. The 
translated questionnaire was then presented to salespeople 
who had more than three years’ experience. Several items 
were revised according to the salespersons’ feedback, and 
it was this finalized questionnaire that was used for data 
collection.

Eighty firms producing pumps for business customers 
were randomly selected from the Enterprises Yellow Pages 
in Jiangsu Province in China. To improve the response 
rate, confidentiality of respondents’ personal information 
was assured and each of the participating firms was offered 
the opportunity to access our research findings. Finally, 53 
firms5 agreed to participate in this research. In the subse-
quent data collection process, two research assistants first 
gave a brief explanation of the data collection procedure to 
sales managers before asking them to distribute the ques-
tionnaires to their subordinate salespeople. A week later, 
the research assistants collected the questionnaires from the 
sales managers and their salespeople separately. One month 
later, each salesperson’s objective annual performance data 
was provided by their manager. In total, 402 salesperson 
and 50 sales manager questionnaires were received. The 
response rate for salespeople was 67%, and the final response 
rate for sales managers was 94.3%. Eleven questionnaires 
were excluded from salespeople who either reported inad-
equate knowledge to answer the survey questions or pro-
vided answers with excessive missing data. The average age 
of salespeople was 35.8 years with a mean sales experience 
of 8.5 years.

To check for nonresponse bias, the procedures suggested 
by Armstrong and Overton (1977) were conducted. First, 
respondents were divided into early and late respondents 
based on when they returned the questionnaires. Accord-
ing to Armstrong and Overton (1977), late respondents are 
more similar to non-respondents. No significant differences 
between early and late respondents were found in the values 
of key variables, indicating that nonresponse bias was not 
likely an issue. In addition, the average employee size of par-
ticipating firms was compared with that of nonparticipating 
firms. No significant differences were found between these 
two groups, again suggesting that nonresponse bias was not 
likely a threat in this study.

Measurement

Seven-point Likert scales were used for measurement of 
constructs. In the salesperson questionnaire, four items each 
were adopted from Neubert et al. (2008) to measure pro-
motion focus and prevention focus, respectively. Items for 
promotion focus assess salespersons’ self-regulatory orien-
tation for personal gain and aspirations, whereas items for 
prevention focus measure salespeople’s concern about losses 
and need for security. These items were asked in relation to 
salesperson work contexts which were specific to the focus 
of this research (see Table 1.) Four items from Fang et al. 
(2004) were used to measure adaptive selling, which capture 
adjustment of salesperson behaviors to differences in cus-
tomer characteristics and preferences. Three items adopted 
from Brown et al. (1998) were used to capture the degree to 
which salespeople perceived the climate to be competitive. 
Three items were adopted to measure service behaviors from 
Liao and Chuang (2004). In the sales manager’s question-
naire, behavioral control and outcome control (4 items each) 
were measured using items from Miao and Evans (2013).

To measure salesperson performance, archival data were 
collected for two consecutive years and the sales growth 
rate was calculated (measured by the ratio of increased sales 
in the second year over the annual sales in the first year). 
Wieseke et al. (2012) explain two benefits of using this 
performance measure: first, potential confounding factors, 
such as seasonality and differences in sales territories, can 
be accounted for. For example, the firms in this study that 
sell heat pumps have varying sales in different seasons. In 
addition, some salespeople may face fiercer competition in 
their sales districts, or manage a greater number of, or larger 
sales territories, than do other less experienced salespeople. 
Given such differences, sales growth rate is a more effective 
measure for salespeople’s performance than other metrics. 
Second, growth rate has been used commonly as a depend-
ent variable in previous sales studies (e.g., Fu et al., 2010; 
Gonzalez et al., 2014; Hughes & Ahearne, 2010) and is con-
sidered a valid performance measure (Bolander et al., 2021). 
Finally, six control variables were included: salespersons’ 
tenure, gender, educational level, salespersons’ job satis-
faction and salespersons’ chronic regulatory foci (pervasive 
traits not specific to the work context)6 given their potential 
impact on selling behaviors and performance (Churchill Jr 
et al., 1985; DeCarlo & Lam, 2016; Hackman & Oldham, 
1975). Three items and two items adapted from Higgins 
et al. (2001) were used to measure chronic promotion focus 
and prevention focus, respectively.

5  Three firms withdrew from our study during the data collection 
process.

6  We thank an anonymous reviewer for recommending chronic regu-
latory orientation be used as a control variable in our analyses.
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Table 1   Measurements

χ2/df = 1218.79/ 398; RMSEA = 0.07; CFI = 0.90

Items Loading

Prevention regulatory focus from Neubert et al. (2008)
(Cronbach’s α = 0.82; CR = 0.83; AVE = 0.56) (salespersons’ data)
1. At work I focus my attention on completing my assigned responsibilities. 0.76
2. Fulfilling my work duties is very important to me. 0.80
3. At work, I strive to live up to the responsibilities and duties given to me by others. 0.79
4. Job security is an important factor for me in any job search. 0.62
Promotion regulatory focus from Neubert et al. (2008)
(Cronbach’s α = 0.83; CR = 0.83; AVE = 0.55) (salespersons’ data)
1. I focus on accomplishing job tasks that will further my advancement. 0.75
2. My work priorities are impacted by a clear picture of what I aspire to be. 0.67
3. I take a priority to a job which gives me the chance to grow. 0.81
4. At work, I am motivated by my hopes and aspirations. 0.74
Adaptive selling behavior from Fang et al. (2004)
(Cronbach’s α = 0.84; CR = 0.84; AVE = 0.58) (salespersons’ data)
1. When I feel that my selling approach is not working in a sales situation, I tend to change to another approach. 0.79
2. I experiment with different sales approaches. 0.78
3. I tend to use a wide variety of selling approaches. 0.77
4. I vary my sales style from situation to situation. 0.69
Service behaviors from Liao and Chuang (2004)
(Cronbach’s α = 0.89; CR = 0.89; AVE = 0.72) (salespersons’ data)
I am …
1. Being friendly and helpful to customers. 0.85
2. Approaching customers quickly. 0.86
3. Asking good questions and listening to find out what a customer wants. 0.84
Competitive psychological climate from Brown et al. (1998) (Cronbach’s α = 0.93; CR = 0.93; AVE = 0.82) (salespersons’ data)
1. My manager frequently compares my results with those of other salespeople. 0.95
2. The amount of recognition you get in this company depends on how your sales rank compared to other salespeople. 0.92
3. Everybody is concerned with finishing at the top of the sales rankings. 0.85
Outcome control from Miao and Evans (2013)
(Cronbach’s α = 0.87; CR = 0.88; AVE = 0.65) (managers’ data)
1. I tell salespersons about the expected level of achievement on sales volume or market share targets. 0.77
2. I monitor salespersons’ performance on achieving sales volume or market share targets. 0.81
3. I ensure that salespersons are aware of the extent to which they attain sales volume or market share targets. 0.86
4. I would recognize salespersons if they perform well on sales volume or market share targets. 0.77
Behavioral control from Miao and Evans (2013)
(Cronbach’s α = 0.88; CR = 0.88; AVE = 0.65) (managers’ data)
1. I inform salespersons about the sales activities they are expected to perform. 0.69
2. I monitor how salespersons perform required sales activities. 0.73
3. I readjust salespersons’ sales activities when necessary. 0.94
4. I would recognize salespersons if they perform sales activities well. 0.85
Chronic prevention focus from Higgins et al. (2001)
(Cronbach’s α = 0.75; CR = 0.75; AVE = 0.60) (salespersons’ data)
1. I rarely got on my parents’ nerves often when I was growing up. 0.82
2. I obeyed rules and regulations that were established by my parents. 0.73
Chronic promotion focus from Higgins et al. (2001)
(Cronbach’s α = 0.84; CR = 0.65; AVE = 0.85) (salespersons’ data)
1. I often do well at different things that I try. 0.76
2. When it comes to achieving things that are important to me, I find that I perform as well as I ideally would like to do. 0.87
3. I feel like I have made progress toward being successful in my life. 0.78
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Next, the validity and reliability of the constructs 
were examined. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
showed that the measurement model fit was acceptable: 2/
df = 1218.79/398; RMSEA = 0.07; CFI = 0.90. In addition, 
results also indicated that the composite reliability of all 
constructs exceeded the cutoff value of 0.7 (see Table 1), 
and all average variance extracted values (AVE) exceeded 
the 0.5 benchmark, demonstrating satisfactory reliability 
and convergent validity of our measures (Fornell & Larcker, 
1981). To assess discriminant validity, chi-square tests were 
conducted for all possible pairs of constructs and then con-
strained into single-factor models. The results of chi-square 
tests between these two groups of models indicated that con-
strained one-factor models were inferior in fit to their two-
factor counterparts. Moreover, the AVE for each construct 
was found to be greater than its squared correlations with all 
other constructs (see Table 2).

To alleviate concerns about common method variance 
(CMV), multi-source data were collected from salespeople, 
their managers, and archival performance data (Podsakoff 
et al., 2003). Moreover, the Comprehensive CFA Marker 
Technique was used as recommended by Williams et al. 
(2010). The marker variable was the firm’s expected contri-
butions from employees (Cronbach’s α = 0.76, details can 
be found in Web Appendix B). Results suggest that CMV 
is not likely a serious threat in this study. Harmon’s one-
factor test was also conducted and the single common factor 
only explained 29.7% of total variance. Finally, presence of 
significant interactive terms further alleviated CMV-related 
issues because interactions are typically not artifacts of 
CMV (Siemsen et al., 2010).

Analytical approach

Data were analyzed with conditional mixed-process models 
(CMP) for hypothesis testing (e.g., Antia et al., 2017). Since 
salespeople were nested in their respective firms, multi-
level analysis was used within CMP for statistical estimates. 
Between-firm variance was checked by examining the intra-
class correlation (ICC). Adaptive selling, service behaviors, 
and sales performance were used as dependent variables in 
three separate intercept-only models, and the findings indi-
cated that the lowest ICC (1) for these three intercept-only 
models were 0.38, 0.49 and 0.09 respectively, which were all 
higher than the required threshold value of 0.05 (e.g., Bliese, 
2000). Therefore, multilevel analysis was appropriate. We also 
examined ICC (1), ICC (2), and the mean Rwg for competitive 
psychological climate across firms. Results of these indices 
(ICC (1) = 0.46, ICC (2) = 0.88 and mean Rwg = 0.85) sug-
gested that competitive psychological climate be aggregated 
to a Level 2 variable (Klein & Kozlowski, 2000). Finally, all 
predictors at Level 1 were group mean-centered, moderators 
were grand-mean centered at Level 2, while group means of 

Level 1 variables were specified as controls (Hofmann, 1997; 
Hofmann & Gavin, 1998).

In CMP estimations, the recursive system of a series of 
equations using adaptive selling, service behaviors and sales 
performance as outcome variables were specified. The equa-
tion for adaptive selling is as follows:

L e v e l  1
�

L e v e l  2
�

where salesperson i = 1 to 391, firm j = 1 to 50; the subscript 
i refers to the individual salesperson and subscript j refers to 
the salesperson’s firm.

Adaptive sellingij =β0j + β1j ∗ Promotion focus

+ β2j ∗ Prevention focus

+ β3j ∗ Tenure

+ β4j ∗ Gender

+ β5j ∗ Education + β6j ∗ Job satisfaction

+ β7j ∗ Chronic promotion focus

+ β8j ∗ Chronic prevention focus + rij;

β0j =γ00 + γ01 ∗ Behavioral control

+ γ02 ∗ Outcome control

+ γ03 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

+ γ04 ∗ Competitive psychological climate ∗ Behavioral control

+ γ05 ∗ Competitive psychological climate ∗ Outcome control

+ γ06−13GroupMk + u0j

β1j =γ10 + γ11 ∗ Behavioral control

+ γ12 ∗ Outcome control

+ γ13 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

+ γ14 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Behavioral control

+ γ15 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Outcome control

β2j =γ20 + γ21 ∗ Behavioral control

+ γ22 ∗ Outcome control

+ γ23 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

+ γ24 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Behavioral control + γ25

∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Outcome control

β(3−8) j = γ(3−8)0
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The equation for service behaviors is as follows:

L e v e l  1
�

Service behaviorsij =β0j + β1j ∗ Promotion focus

+ β2j ∗ Prevention focus

+ β3j ∗ Tenure

+ β4j ∗ Gender + β5j ∗ Education

+ β6j ∗ Job satisfaction

+ β7j ∗ Chronic promotion focus

+ β8j ∗ Chronic prevention focus + rij;

L e v e l  2
�

β0j =γ00 + γ01 ∗ Behavioral control

+ γ02 ∗ Outcome control

+ γ03 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

+ γ04 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Behavioral control + γ05

∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Outcome control

+ γ06−13GroupMk + u0j

Table 3   Results of CMP

 N = 391; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 (one-tailed)
SC = Salesperson competitive psychological climate

Hypothesis Adaptive selling Service behaviors Sales performance

Intercept
Controls

2.49** −1.59 −1.07***

Tenure (Log) −0.05 0.05 −0.02
Gender −0.08 −0.17** −0.03
Education −0.14* −0.03 −0.01
Job satisfaction −0.00 0.05 0.01
Chronic promotion focus 0.05 0.09* 0.01
Chronic prevention focus 0.07** 0.04 −0.02
Group means of all level 1 variables Included
Main effects
Promotion focus H1 0.35*** 0.12** −0.01
Prevention focus H1 0.26*** 0.40*** −0.05
SC 0.15** −0.03 −0.07***
Outcome control −0.07 −0.28* 0.02
Behavioral control 0.11 0.14 −0.00
Cross-level interactions
Promotion focus * SC H2a 0.10* 0.13
Prevention focus * SC H2b −0.01 0.11
Outcome control * SC 0.07 0.28
Promotion focus * Outcome control 0.03 −0.13
Promotion focus * SC * Outcome control H3a 0.39*** 0.14
Behavioral control * SC −0.12 −0.05
Promotion focus * Behavioral control −0.08 0.04
Promotion focus * SC * Behavioral control H4a −0.23** −0.07
Prevention focus* Outcome control −0.13 0.14
Prevention focus* SC * Outcome control H3b 0.24 −0.56***
Prevention focus* Behavioral control 0.05 −0.08
Prevention focus* SC * Behavioral control H4b −0.15 0.40**
Adaptive selling behaviors H5a 0.06
Service behaviors H5b 0.06
Adaptive selling behaviors * Service behaviors H5c 0.04**
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β1j =γ10 + γ11 ∗ Behavioral control

+ γ12 ∗ Outcome control

+ γ13 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

+ γ14 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Behavioral control + γ15

∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Outcome control

where salesperson i = 1 to 391, firm j = 1 to 50; the sub-
script i refers to the individual salesperson and subscript j 
refers to the salesperson’s firm.

The equation for an individual salesperson’s sales perfor-
mance is as follows:

Level 1�

Level 2�

β2j =γ20 + γ21 ∗ Behavioral control

+ γ22 ∗ Outcome control

+ γ23 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

+ γ24 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Behavioral control

+ γ25 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

∗ Outcome control

β(3−8) j = γ(3−8)0

Sales performanceij =β0j + β1j ∗ Adaptive selling

+ β2j ∗ Service behaviors

+ β3j ∗ Adaptive selling

∗ Service behaviors + β4j ∗ Tenure

+ β5j ∗ Gender + β6j ∗ Education

+ β7j ∗ Job satisfaction

+ β8j ∗ Chronic promotion focus

+ β9j ∗ Chronic prevention focus

+ β10j ∗ Promotion focus

+ β11j ∗ Prevention focus

+ rij
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Fig. 3   Two-way interactive effect of promotion focus and competitive 
psychological climate on adaptive selling behaviors

Fig. 4   Three-way interactive 
effects of promotion focus, 
competitive psychological 
climate, and outcome control on 
adaptive selling behaviors
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where salesperson i = 1 to 391, firm j = 1 to 50; the subscript 
i refers to the individual salesperson and subscript j refers to 
the salesperson’s firm.

Results of hypotheses testing

Table  3 shows the results from CMP. Promotion focus 
was found to positively relate to adaptive selling (β = 0.35, 
p < 0.001) and service behaviors (β = 0.12, p < 0.01). Preven-
tion focus is positively related to adaptive selling (β = 0.26, 

β0j =γ00 + γ01 ∗ Behavioral control

+ γ02 ∗ Outcome control

+ γ03 ∗ Competitive psychological climate

+ γ04−13GroupMk + u0j

β(1−11) j = γ(1−11)0

p < 0.001) and service behaviors (β = 0.40, p < 0.001). In 
subsequent chi-square tests, promotion focus was found to 
have a stronger impact on adaptive selling than on service 
behaviors (χ2(1) = 16.09, p < 0.001), whereas prevention 
focus has a stronger impact on service behaviors than on 
adaptive selling (χ2(1) = 3.92, p < 0.05). Therefore, these 
results confirm the proposed dominant vs. supplemental 
pathways in direct support of H1.

Regarding the moderation effects of competitive psycho-
logical climate, as levels of perceived competitive psycho-
logical climate increase, the positive relationship between a 
salesperson’s promotion focus and adaptive selling becomes 
stronger (β = 0.10, p < 0.05), in support of H2a. Figure 3 
illustrates this moderation effect. However, as the level of 
perceived competitive psychological climate increases, the 
relationship between prevention focus and service behaviors 
is not affected (β = 0.11, p > 0.05). Therefore, H2b is not 
supported.

Fig. 5   Three-way interactive 
effects of prevention focus, 
competitive psychological 
climate, and outcome control on 
service behaviors
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effects of promotion focus, 
competitive psychological cli-
mate, and behavioral control on 
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For the hypothesized three-way interactions involving 
outcome control, a positive significant three-way effect was 
found among outcome control, promotion focus, and com-
petitive psychological climate on adaptive selling (β = 0.39, 
p < 0.001). Therefore, H3a is supported. The plot in Fig. 4A 
shows that under low levels of outcome control, high levels 
of competitive psychological climate do not significantly 
induce promotion-focused salespeople’s adaptive selling. In 
contrast, Fig. 4B shows that competitive psychological cli-
mate strongly motivates salespeople’s adaptive selling when 
outcome control is high. In addition, a negative significant 
three-way interactive effect was found among outcome con-
trol, prevention focus, and competitive psychological climate 

on service behaviors (β = −0.56, p < 0.001), in support of 
H3b. High competitive climate more strongly motivates 
prevention-focused salespeople’s service behaviors under 
low levels of outcome control (Fig. 5A) than high levels of 
outcome control (Fig. 5B). Regarding behavioral control, 
the three-way negative interactive effect of behavioral con-
trol, promotion focus, and competitive psychological climate 
on adaptive selling is significant (β = −0.23, p < 0.01), in 
support of H4a. High levels of competitive psychological 
climate more strongly motivate promotion-focused sales-
people’s adaptive selling when behavioral control is low 
(Fig. 6A) than when behavioral control is high (Fig. 6B). 
The three-way positive interactive effect of behavioral con-
trol, prevention focus, and competitive psychological climate 
on service behaviors is found to be significant (β = 0.40, 
p < 0.01), which supports H4b. When competitive psycho-
logical climate is high, prevention-focused salespeople are 
more strongly motivated to engage in service behaviors 
when behavioral control is high (Fig. 7B) than when it is 
low (Fig. 7A).

Adaptive selling and service behaviors have a positive 
synergistic effect on sales performance, as measured by year-
over-year sales growth rate (β = 0.04, p < 0.01). The plot in 
Fig. 8 shows that the impact of adaptive selling on sales 
performance becomes more positive in the presence of high 
service behaviors, suggesting the positive synergy between 
the dominant and supplemental pathways in our research 
framework. Therefore, H5 is supported.

Finally, the variance inflation factors (VIFs) for the indi-
vidual-level and disaggregated firm-level predictors were 
calculated to check for potential multicollinearity. The maxi-
mum VIF was found to be 6.02, which is below the threshold 
value of 10 (Mason & Perreault Jr, 1991), suggesting that 
multicollinearity was not a serious threat to the validity of 
our results.

Fig. 7   Three-way interactive 
effects of prevention focus, 
competitive psychological 
climate, and behavioral control 
on service behaviors
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Endogeneity

To rule out the potential endogeneity bias, Lewbel’s (2012) 
method was used to create instrument variables. Accord-
ing to Lewbel (2012), instruments can be generated by an 
empirical model if no available instruments are found in the 
raw data. In this method, identification can be achieved with 
regressors that are uncorrelated with the product of heter-
oskedastic errors. The results from the Durbin–Wu–Haus-
man test (e.g., F (1,373) = 0.37, p > 0.1, n.s.) indicate that 
endogeneity is not likely an issue in our model. More details 
can be found in Web Appendix C.

Discussion

Regulatory foci elucidate salespeople’s distinct underlying 
motivational processes, which have gained traction in 
recent sales research (DeCarlo & Lam, 2016; Katsikeas 
et  al., 2018; Mullins et  al., 2019). Despite increasing 
knowledge accumulated from extensive empirical studies, 
however, some notable limitations remain. First, to the 
extent that the selling environment is not always conducive 
to perceived regulatory fit, there is a dearth of attention 
in the literature as to what managers can do to redress 
a lack of fit. Equally important, when the environment 
does facilitate regulatory fit, what should managers do to 
reinforce an existing fit and not inadvertently disrupt it. 
Second, extant literature has mainly focused on effects 
of regulatory foci via mediation mechanisms that are 
compatible with the salesperson’s regulatory orientation 
(dominant pathway) to the neglect of the role of alternate, 
yet essential salesperson behaviors that may render less 
fit with a salesperson’s regulatory focus (supplemental 
pathway). It is not clear whether the marginalization of 
the supplemental pathway is warranted, because the extent 
to which the supplemental pathway can complement or 
detract from effects of the dominant pathway has remained 
largely unexplored. Moreover, the sales literature has yet 
to identify what salesperson behaviors constitute ideal vs. 
ought self-guides, as posited in self-discrepancy theory, 
that may serve as the dominant vs. supplemental pathways 
of regulatory foci. Identification of these alternate 
behaviors can enrich regulatory focus theory as applied 
in the sales setting and inform managerial practice. This 
study addresses these research gaps, thereby providing 
important insights into theory and practice about 
managing salespeople given their regulatory orientations.

Theoretical implications

Through the lens of regulatory focus and regulatory fit theo-
ries, the sales literature has established the critical modera-
tion role of contextual factors, which can alter salespersons’ 
motivation to perform by either nurturing or undermining 
perceived fit. However, given the detrimental consequences 
of regulatory misfit, it is surprising that the literature stops 
short of uncovering possible remedies to restore salespeo-
ple’s motivation and confidence to perform when the selling 
environment is not conducive to maintaining a given type 
of regulatory fit (e.g., Katsikeas et al., 2018; Wallace, Lit-
tle, and Shull 2008). Similarly, when the environment does 
facilitate regulatory fit, the literature seems to have taken it 
as a given without investigating what managerial actions can 
further reinforce an existing fit or those which may inadvert-
ently disrupt it (e.g., Byron et al., 2018; DeCarlo & Lam, 
2016). Findings of this study suggest that the influences of 
the selling environment on perceived regulatory fit are not 
necessarily static, but rather can be proactively modified and 
strengthened by managerial actions.

A key point of this study’s departure from prior literature 
is its assertion that regulatory fit should not be taken for 
granted even in fit-enabling environments. Indeed, we show 
that inappropriate deployment of sales controls can uninten-
tionally disrupt perceived fit in a highly competitive sales 
climate. While intense competition with peers (i.e., competi-
tive psychological climate) can reinforce promotion-focused 
salespeople’s motivation to demonstrate their competence 
and selling prowess through adaptive selling strategies that 
best resonate with market conditions, managers should cau-
tiously deploy sales controls in this otherwise fit-inducing 
environment. Behavioral control should generally be avoided 
with promotion-focused salespeople, because it can restrict 
their options in choosing the most effective course of action 
when dealing with intense peer competition, thereby dis-
rupting promotion-focused salespersons’ inclination toward 
adapting their selling strategies (i.e., regulatory fit). Indeed, 
our results indicate that promotion-focused salespeople are 
especially motivated to practice adaptive selling in a highly 
competitive environment only when behavioral control is 
deemphasized; when behavioral control is high, a competi-
tive psychological climate does not seem to strengthen their 
motivation to practice adaptive selling. By contrast, outcome 
control can further nurture promotion-focused salespeople’s 
motivation to perform, especially in competitive sales set-
tings, by granting a great deal of autonomy and flexibil-
ity conducive to adaptive selling. In fact, when managers 
employ a very low level of outcome control, promotion-
focused salespeople in a highly competitive climate appear 
to practice even less adaptive selling than their counterparts 
in a non-competitive environment. A plausible explanation 
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is that the lack of an objective performance-based (e.g., sales 
volume) reward scheme fails to motivate promotion-focused 
salespeople to strive for maximal gains characteristic of 
ideal self-guides (Higgins, 1998).

Although the two-way interactive effect on service behav-
iors of competitive psychological climate and prevention 
focus was not found to be significant, a positive result of 
the three-way interaction when sales controls are included 
suggests that the two-way interaction should not be inter-
preted in isolation (Aaker & Lee, 2006; Lam et al., 2019). 
That is, sales controls are capable of altering the perceived 
nature and salience of competitive psychological climate by 
prevention-focused salespeople. To the extent that preven-
tion-focused salespeople primarily rely on proactive service 
provision to reduce the likelihood of unfavorable customer 
outcomes (Challagalla, Venkatesh, and Kohli 2009), intense 
competition among peers necessarily introduces perceived 
uncertainty to the efficacy of this service-based strategy. 
When a high level of behavioral control is provided, compet-
itive psychological climate may not appear that intimidating 
because behavioral control provides much-needed manage-
rial guidance and support during the customer service pro-
cess, which can address prevention-focused salespeople’s 
need for security and boost their confidence in maintain-
ing satisfactory performance despite intense competition, 
thereby motivating them to remain focused on service provi-
sion. Indeed, our results suggest that a low level of behavio-
ral control will discourage prevention-focused salespeople 
from performing service behaviors in a highly competitive 
environment. By contrast, outcome control can turn intense 
competition among peers into an even more serious threat 
for prevention-focused salespeople. This perceived threat is 
the result of individuals making direct comparisons with 
peers without the benefit of additional managerial support 
and guidance in the process, thereby weakening confidence 
in their ability to prevent losses (to peers) and leading to 
lower motivation to perform service behaviors. Interestingly, 
when outcome control is minimal, a highly competitive psy-
chological climate can actually prompt prevention-focused 
salespeople to embrace service behaviors as a viable coping 
strategy. As such, sales controls, when employed appropri-
ately with promotion- vs. prevention-focused salespeople, 
may not only reinforce an existing fit but even reverse a lack 
of fit in a highly competitive sales environment.

While regulatory fit theory posits that regulatory foci have 
positive consequences when the means used to approach 
the desired goal is compatible with an individual’s regula-
tory orientation, extant literature seems to have generally 
assumed that goal-pursuit behaviors characterized by lack 
of fit are mutually exclusive with those rendering perfect 
fit (e.g., Chamberlin et al., 2017), which are often coun-
terproductive (e.g., van Beek et al., 2014). Consequently, 
empirical research has mostly focused on work behaviors 

that are well-aligned with a salesperson’s regulatory orienta-
tion to the neglect of alternate, yet essential work behaviors 
characterized by less “fit”. We argue that this “exclusivity” 
approach to regulatory foci is unnecessarily narrow and 
restrictive. Drawing on self-discrepancy theory, this study 
brings clarity to regulatory fit theory by demonstrating 
the value of the supplemental pathway through less-than-
fitting, yet essential, salesperson behaviors which have been 
mostly marginalized in extant literature. Our results indi-
cate that the role of the supplemental pathway should not 
be neglected because it can amplify the positive effects of 
the dominant pathway on salesperson performance. In par-
ticular, we identify two essential, yet qualitatively distinct, 
salesperson behaviors–adaptive selling and service behav-
iors–as ideal and ought self-guides, respectively, thereby 
providing new insights into the complementary nature of 
the dual mediation mechanisms of regulatory foci. Consist-
ent with regulatory fit theory, we first illustrate that there 
is a distinct “dominant” pathway through which salespeo-
ple approach their goals as a function of their regulatory 
orientations. Specifically, promotion focus has a positive 
effect on salesperson performance mainly through adaptive 
selling (i.e., ideal self-guides), whereas the positive effect 
of prevention focus on performance is primarily mediated 
by service behaviors (i.e., ought self-guides). However, a 
point of departure from extant literature lies in our finding 
that the alternate work behavior that is not in perfect align-
ment with the salesperson’s regulatory focus can render a 
contributing, as opposed to a detracting, synergistic effect 
on sales performance. While recent studies on sales-service 
ambidexterity point to the challenge in delivering synergy 
of these seemingly opposite orientations (e.g., sales vs. ser-
vice orientation, Gabler et al., 2017), we find growing sup-
portive evidence for the importance of promotion/prevention 
focus in motivating complementary salesperson behaviors 
(e.g., DeCarlo & Lam, 2016).7 Therefore, both the dominant 
and the supplemental pathways, albeit opposite for promo-
tion- vs. prevention-focused salespeople, must be taken into 
account in a holistic fashion.

For promotion-focused salespeople, adaptive selling (i.e., 
the dominant pathway) and service behaviors (i.e., the sup-
plemental pathway) differ only in degree of salience and 
are not mutually exclusive. Therefore, promotion-focused 
salespeople will still perform service behaviors, albeit to a 
lesser degree than adaptive selling, corroborating the tenets 
of self-discrepancy theory. Conversely, prevention-focused 
salespeople tend to mainly rely on service behaviors as the 
dominant pathway because they have an overriding need 
for security by avoiding making unnecessary mistakes and 
following customers’ explicit needs (Challagalla, Venkatesh, 

7  We thank an anonymous reviewer for offering this insight.
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and Kohli 2009). However, to secure consistent perfor-
mance, prevention-focused salespeople still must learn and 
practice elements of adaptive selling (Franke & Park, 2006), 
although adaptive selling appears to be a much less appeal-
ing means to goal accomplishment than service behaviors 
(Higgins, 1998). Finally, the significance of the dual media-
tion mechanisms of adaptive selling and service behaviors 
lies in their positive synergistic effect on salesperson per-
formance. It is plausible that service engagement not only 
better informs adaptive selling strategies (e.g., influence 
tactics), but it also helps retain customers after customer 
acquisition (e.g., lower customer attrition), thereby amplify-
ing the overall effectiveness of adaptive selling. Therefore, 
in our empirical context, we show that the supplemental 
pathway need not detract from the dominant pathway. On 
the contrary, they can work in a synergistic fashion, both of 
which should be actively managed for increased salesperson 
performance.

Together, our findings contribute to the salesperson regu-
latory fit literature by clarifying the complementary nature 
of the underlying dual mediation mechanisms of regulatory 
foci above and beyond that which has been studied in extant 
literature. This study adds to regulatory fit theory by show-
ing that not only the dominant pathway characterized by per-
ceived regulatory fit matters, but the supplemental pathway 
via the less-than-perfect-fit mechanism may also be relevant 
and can effectively complement effects of the dominant path-
way. Moreover, by demonstrating the complex moderating 
roles of sales controls in a highly competitive psychological 
climate, this study reveals how theoretically important and 
managerially relevant boundary conditions can inform both 
academics and practitioners on how to more effectively man-
age promotion-focused vs. prevention-focused salespeople.

Managerial implications

The findings of this study also inform perspectives about 
sales practice regarding both hiring new salespeople and 
managing the current salesforce. In particular, the results 
suggest that managers may screen job candidates for appro-
priate sales positions considering their degrees of promotion 
vs. prevention focus. For sales jobs that emphasize fast and 
dynamic change (e.g., high tech industry), adaptive selling 
is especially critical (Chai et al., 2012). Therefore, hiring 
salespeople with a high promotion focus has higher potential 
payoffs. By contrast, when the sales job requires a higher 
level of effort directed toward service activities (e.g., call 
center), or deeper attention to service as a core component 
of relationship building strategies (e.g., B2B sales), a pre-
vention-focused salesperson is a better choice.

From a salesforce management perspective, managers 
can take a proactive role in shaping salespeople’s moti-
vation to perform adaptive selling or service behaviors. 
Self-discrepancy theory suggests that an individual’s pref-
erences for a given type of self-guided motivation can be 
primed as a function of managerial emphasis (Higgins, 
1998). That is, it is possible to induce desired salesperson 
behaviors by enhancing the salience of a certain type of 
self-guides. For example, a form of leadership known as 
“error management” explicitly encourages salespeople to 
make mistakes in return for active learning and improve-
ment of skills (Boichuk et al., 2014). By deemphasizing 
short-term performance in favor of long-term gains, this 
type of managerial practice can enhance the salience of 
ideal self-guides, thereby motivating salespeople to try 
more adaptive selling by experimenting with a wide vari-
ety of selling strategies across situations.

The conventional wisdom in sales management would 
suggest that competitive psychological climate will moti-
vate salespeople to perform (Brown et al., 1998). However, 
our results indicate that it also depends on the nature of 
the sales control system being employed. Managers should 
use caution when deploying sales controls, especially in a 
highly competitive sales unit. To nurture the perceived fit 
of promotion-focused salespeople, managers should grant 
them maximal degrees of freedom and autonomy in the 
selling process through the use of outcome control. Moreo-
ver, because outcome control typically rewards salespeople 
based on objective sales outcomes (e.g., dollar amounts), a 
highly competitive climate will likely motivate promotion-
focused salespeople to pursue maximal gains under out-
come control. Lacking outcome control, a highly competi-
tive climate cannot effectively motivate promotion-focused 
salespeople to practice adaptive selling, as the results of this 
study suggest. By contrast, employing behavioral control in 
a highly competitive climate is counterproductive because 
it has the potential to curb promotion-focused salespeople’s 
motivation to practice adaptive selling. Only when behavio-
ral control is minimal will a competitive climate effectively 
motivate promotion-focused salespeople to engage in adap-
tive selling.

For prevention-focused salespeople, managers need to 
understand that an overriding need for security in the face of 
intense competition calls for behavioral control, which can 
provide prevention-focused salespeople with much needed 
support and feedback during customer encounters, thereby 
mitigating perceived risks. Behavioral directives reassure 
prevention-focused salespeople of what and how responsi-
bilities and obligations are supposed to be fulfilled during 
customer interactions, thereby enhancing their perceived 
safety and motivating them to meet competitive pressures 
by resorting to service behaviors (i.e., the ought self-guides). 
By contrast, outcome control imposed on prevention-focused 
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salespeople is rather threatening because unsatisfactory per-
formance relative to peers becomes especially salient, which 
further exacerbates their fears of negative outcomes, poten-
tially resulting in lower levels of motivation to engage in 
service behaviors.

In sum, sales controls can significantly affect perceived 
regulatory fit in a highly competitive climate, which subse-
quently alters salespeople’s motivation to perform adaptive 
selling or service behaviors given their particular regula-
tory orientations. Sales organizations must carefully con-
sider their managerial practices in light of salespeople’s 
regulatory foci to ensure, uphold, and protect perceived fit 
for sustained motivation to perform.

Limitations and future research

Like any empirical research, this study is subject to some 
limitations. First, although a triadic dataset was collected 
from three different sources, responses to the independ-
ent variables and mediators were from the same source 
– salespeople. While significant two-way and three-way 
interactions alleviate concerns of common method bias 
(Siemsen et al., 2010), future research might collect data 
from different sources to strengthen the internal validity of 
the findings. Second, the empirical context is China, which 
is culturally different from western societies. Therefore, 
the generalizability of these findings cannot be assumed 
without empirical testing in other cultural contexts.

This study’s findings also point to promising future 
research directions. The research focused on the conse-
quences of regulatory foci, but to what extent can regula-
tory foci be influenced and changed, at least contextually, 
through managerial actions or organizational culture? 
Although every salesperson has a baseline level of pro-
motion vs. prevention focus when they are hired, it would 
be interesting to see whether their regulatory foci undergo 
adaptation or may be altered to better fit a particular sales 
environment. In the same vein, because there is a synergis-
tic effect of adaptive selling and service behaviors, sales 
organizations can benefit by uncovering ways to motivate 
promotion-focused salespeople to allocate more effort 
towards service provisions, thereby fully capitalizing on 
the sales-service synergy therein. Moreover, regulatory 
fit theory assumes a positive feedback loop such that suc-
cessful goal achievements resulting from the dominant 
pathway will reinforce perceived fit overtime. What might 
happen to perceived fit in scenarios of sales failure? How 
might salespeople transition from one type of regulatory 
focus to the other given repeated failure and/or success 
experiences in the past? What managers may do to help 
their salespeople navigate through this dynamic process 

for positive job-related outcomes remains an intriguing 
area for future research.
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