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KAYLENE C. WILLIAMS and ROSANN L. SPIRO* 

The authors report a study designed to evaluate the use of communication style 
by salAspeople and their customers. Using a paradigm suggested by Sheth in which 
the communication styles of customers and salpspeople are categorized as task ori- 
ented, interaction oriented, or self oriented, they assess whether communication 

styles are related to sales. They first develop scales to measure these styles and 
then test whether the styles affect the sales outcome. The results suggest that com- 

munication styles are a determinant of the success of the sales interaction. 

Communication Style in the Salesperson- 
Customer Dyad 

In retail selling, exchange typically is initiated, main- 
tained, and terminated on a person-to-person basis. The 
retail salesperson's most basic activity during this ex- 
change is communication. Successful selling therefore 
depends on successful interpersonal communication. In 
spite of the importance of communication, it has re- 
ceived limited attention in personal selling research. As 
Capon, Holbrook, and Hulbert (1977) point out in their 
review of the customer-salesperson interaction literature, 
only a few studies have used a communication perspec- 
tive to examine customer-salesperson interactions. 

We will examine the customer-salesperson interaction 
from a communication perspective. Drawing on a par- 
adigm suggested by Sheth (1976) whereby customers and 
salespeople can be categorized according to their com- 
munication styles as task oriented, interaction oriented, 
or self oriented, we assess whether the customer's and 
salesperson's communication styles are related to the re- 
sults of the sales interaction. We first develop measures 
of these communication styles and then test whether they 
are related to sales results. Our study is a first step to- 
ward developing empirical measures of the communi- 
cation style variable in personal selling. As such, the 
study's purpose is exploratory, providing an assessment 

*Kaylene C. Williams is Assistant Professor of Marketing, Cali- 
fornia State University, Stanislaus. Rosann L. Spiro is Associate Pro- 
fessor of Marketing, Indiana University. 

The authors acknowledge the helpful comments and suggestions of- 
fered by the Editor, three anonymous JMR reviewers, and Scott 
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of the communication style variable for use in future re- 
search on the customer-salesperson dyad. 

BACKGROUND 
Most conceptualizations of the buyer-seller interaction 

process (Bearden 1969; Levy and Zaltman 1975; Willett 
and Pennington 1966) treat the actual communication 
between the buyer and seller in a general manner, la- 
beling it with such terms as "interaction," "transaction," 
or "negotiation." Though these conceptualizations usu-- 
ally depict content as an inherent part of the buyer-seller 
communication, no recognition is given to the other gen- 
erally accepted elements of communication-code, rules, 
and style (Anderson 1972). 

Content consists of the ideas contained in the message 
(Anderson 1972). Code is the verbal and nonverbal form 
in which the content is relayed (Eisenberg and Smith 1971; 
Mortensen 1972). Communication rules are the disci- 
pline that binds the code with the content (e.g., gram- 
mar, social and/or cultural conventions, physical laws). 
The fourth element, communication style, encompasses 
the other three. Style is the synthesis of content, code, 
and communication rules into unique and infinite com- 
binations. As such, communication style refers to an in- 
dividual's particular pattern of communication (Barber 
1978). For example, some individuals express them- 
selves very flamboyantly whereas others are quiet and 
serious. 

Sheth (1976) proposed a conceptuali7ation of the buyer- 
seller interaction process which explicitly recognizes two 
of these elements, communication content and style. His 
definition of style as "representing the format, ritual or 
mannerism which the buyer and the seller adopt in their 
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interaction" implicitly encompasses the elements of 
communication code and rules. The basic postulate un- 
derlying Sheth's conceptual framework is that the out- 
come of the buyer-seller interaction is a function of both 
communication content and style. 

Most of the early empirical research related to per- 
sonal selling focused on, the personal characteristics of 
the salesperson. Later studies recognized that the char- 
acteristics of both the salesperson and customer are im- 
portant determinants of communication. Several studies 
have considered the content of communication and a very 
limited number have examined code, rules, or style. Each 
of the areas is reviewed hereafter. 

Salesperson/Customer Characteristics 

Early studies found age (Kirchner, McElwain, and 
Dunnette 1960; Weaver 1969), education (Weaver 1969), 
intelligence (Ghiselli 1973; Miner 1962), and empathy 
(Greenberg and Mayer 1964) to be related significantly 
to salesperson performance. Evans (1963) hypothesized 
that similarity between the characteristics of the buyer 
and seller would lead to greater sales. Though his results 
were inconclusive, his work popularized the dyadic ap- 
proach. Others (Busch and Wilson 1976; Churchill, Col- 
lins, and Strang 1975; Mathews, Wilson, and Monoky 
1972) have since investigated the importance of simi- 
larity with mixed results. Several studies in social and 
educational psychology have demonstrated that social and 
psychological similarities between two people improve 
their ability to communicate with one another (Padgett 
and Wolosin 1980; Runkel 1956; Treandis 1960), but the 
relationship between similarity of buyer/seller charac- 
teristics and sales effectiveness has not been resolved. 

Communication Content 

Several studies have compared the persuasiveness of 
one type of sales message (or strategy) with that of an- 
other: a product versus a personal presentation (Farley 
and Swinth 1967), an expertise versus a "product-ex- 
perience" similarity presentation (Brock 1965), a "prod- 
uct-experience" similarity versus nonsimilarity presen- 
tation, and an expertise versus non-expertise presentation 
(Woodside and Davenport 1974). 

Content analysis also has been used to study customer- 
salesperson interactions. Willett and Pennington (1966) 
used Bales' (1950) interaction categories to analyze in- 
teractions between customers and salespeople in an ap- 
pliance store. Three fourths of their communications were 
devoted to defining issues and problems. Pennington 
(1968) further analyzed the content and isolated types of 
"bargaining behavior" that appeared to affect the like- 
lihood of purchase: frequency of direct offers, frequency 
of attempts to change concession limits, and frequency 
of commitment to concession limits. Using these same 
categories, Taylor and Woodside (1978) analyzed the in- 
teractions between insurance salespeople and their cus- 
tomers and also found that the use of these bargaining 
techniques increased the probability of a sale. "Content" 

is the most explicit element of persuasive communica- 
tion; as a result, several customer-salesperson studies have 
focused on this element. However, the relationship of 
"content" to the other elements has not been examined. 

Communication Code 

Though most language (code) research has been con- 
ducted in contexts other than personal selling settings, 
many of the issues are relevant to the personal sales pre- 
sentation. For example, the questions of primacy/re- 
cency and two-sided versus one-sided arguments (Hov- 
land 1957; Lund 1925) often are presented in personal 
selling texts as a consideration in sales presentation plan- 
ning (Russell, Beach, and Buskirk 1982). Other relevant 
issues that have been examined are the use of mentioning 
versus refuting counterarguments (Ludlum 1958; Mor- 
tensen 1972) and the use of evidence in persuasive com- 
munication (McCroskey 1969, Mortensen 1972). 

Nonverbal communication, including body move- 
ments (e.g., gestures, eye movements), voice qualities 
(e.g., pitch, rate, volume), and physical distance be- 
tween communicators, is an important aspect of any kind 
of interpersonal communication. Mehrabian (1969) found 
that only 7% of a message effect is carried by words, 
the remainder being nonverbal. Hulbert and Capon (1972) 
also recognized the importance of nonverbal communi- 
cation. They presented a 12-cell matrix of interpersonal 
communications in marketing, in which only one of the 
cells represents verbal behavior. These verbal and non- 
verbal aspects of communication are recognized as af- 
fecting the persuasiveness of the message but have not 
been studied in the personal selling context. 

Communication Rules 

"Except for occasional fleeting exchanges, all com- 
munication exchanges are governed by at least two kinds 
of interrelated rules: rules pertaining to communication 
structure and rules pertaining to communication content" 
(Steinberg and Miller 1975, p. 127). Simply stated, there 
are rules that guide what (content) we should say in a 
particular situation as well as when and how (structure) 
we should say it. Many of these rules have been deter- 
mined by custom and tradition or by authority and power. 
However, many of the rules evolve from the interaction 
and are determined by the communicators themselves. 

In an early study, Chapple and Donald (1947) used 
the Interaction Chronograph to measure the amount and 
frequency of verbal activity of salespeople and their cus- 
tomers. The "activity" and "interactive-dominance" 
measures correlated highly with sales success. Some df 
the results from the Willett and Pennington (1966) study 
of customer-salesperson interactions are also indicative 
of structural rules and relationships. Customers asked four 
times as many questions as salespeople and were more 
likely to give positive reactions, whereas salespeople were 
usually responsible for any disagreement and tension. 
Olshavsky's (1973) reanalysis of the same data deter- 
mined that it is the salesperson who controls the extent 
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of the search and the evaluation of the alternatives. Ap- 
parently there are communication "rules" that charac- 
terize the sales interaction. These structural patterns need 
to be further identified and clarified. 

Communication Style 
In marketing, a limited number of studies have indi- 

rectly considered communication style. Pace (1962), in 
a study of door-to-door salespeople, rated them on their 
use of voice, language, eye contact, body movement, 
and quality of listening, as well as on their overall com- 
munication skills. Only the use of language and the over- 
all index were related significantly to performance. The 
overall index reflects communication style. Stafford and 
Greer (1965) investigated preferences for salespeople and 
found that the person characterized as an "independent 
shopper" prefers a salesperson with an aggressive style, 
whereas the "dependent shopper" prefers a salesperson 
with a less aggressive style. "Style" frequently has been 
studied in the context of leadership. Studies have dem- 
onstrated that differences in leadership style are related 
to leadership effectiveness (Hare 1976; Lippett and White 
1952). 

Though no empirical sales studies have focused di- 
rectly on "style," Sheth (1976) depicted "communica- 
tion style" as one of the elements in his conceptual 
framework of the buyer-seller interaction. His depiction 
of "style" does not give explicit recognition to com- 
munication codes or rules, but his conceptualization does 
provide a framework for an empirical investigation of 
communication style. This framework is detailed in the 
next section. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Style Dimensions 

We examine the relationship between customer-sales- 
person communication styles and sales. Drawing on 
Sheth's (1976) model of the buyer-seller interaction, we 
presume communication style to be three-dimensional, 
consisting of a task orientation, a self orientation, and 
an interaction orientation. The task-oriented style is highly 
goal oriented and purposeful. The salesperson (cus- 
tomer) using this style is concerned with efficiency and 
minimizing time, cost, and effort. The interaction-ori- 
ented salesperson (customer) is more personal and social 
even to the extent of ignoring the task at hand. The self- 
oriented salesperson (customer) is preoccupied with 
himself in an interaction, and thus more concerned about 
his own welfare and less empathetic toward the other 
person. It should be noted that our research does not ex- 
amine communication content as a separate variable. 
Though the match between product-related utilities that 
the customer desires and the seller offers (Sheth 1976) 
is an important determinant of the sales outcome, the 
intent of our study is to focus on the style variable and 
its impact on sales. 

Sheth's conceptualization of customer-salesperson 

communication style is based on a framework of lead- 
ership style suggested by Bass (1960, 1967). According 
to this framework, leaders can be categorized according 
to the extent to which they are self, task, or interaction 
oriented. Bass (1960) describes the task-oriented leader 
as one who is goal oriented, who overcomes barriers 
preventing the successful completion of the group's tasks, 
and who persists at assignments. The interaction-ori- 
ented leader is one who is concerned with the group as 
a means for forming friendships, sharing things with oth- 
ers, providing the security of "belonging," and helping 
foster strong interpersonal relationships. The self-ori- 
ented leader is one who is more concerned about his own 
needs than those of others, more interested in extrinsic 
reward than intrinsic satisfaction of work, and will air 
his personal difficulties, gains in status, or esteem. Bass 
(1977; Bass et al. 1963) developed an inventory to mea- 
sure an individual's task, self, and interaction orientation 
for use in leadership research. The inventory consists of 
27 groups of statements (three in each group) reflecting 
different needs and values that characterize each orien- 
tation. Each respondent chooses the most preferred and 
the least preferred alternative in each group of three 
statements. 

Whereas Bass focused on leadership styles, Sheth 
(1976) proposed that buyers and sellers also can be cat- 
egorized according to their task, self, and interaction ori- 
entations. Drawing on a framework of leadership styles 
is conceptually consistent in that both leadership and 
personal selling are influence processes. Additionally, 
some theoretical support for these style dimensions is 
provided by the Blake and Mouton (1980) sales and cus- 
tomer grids. Both grids depict two orientations, concern 
for the sale and concern for the other person (customer 
or salesperson). Blake and Mouton represent each sales- 
person and customer on the respective grids according 
to the extent to which they are sale oriented and cus- 
tomer or salesperson oriented. They describe the sales- 
person who is only sale oriented as one who takes charge 
of the customer, puts on the hard sell, and applies what- 
ever pressure it takes to get the sale. The salesperson 
with predominant concern for the customer is described 
as wanting to understand the customer and to respond to 
his or her feelings and interests so that the customer will 
like him. These dimensions parallel Bass' task and in- 
teraction orientations. Additionally, a salesperson who 
has low concern for the sale and low concern for the 
customer may be a person who is, in Bass' framework, 
self oriented. 

Some empirical support for these dimensions is pro- 
vided in a study of influence strategies used by sales- 
people (Spiro and Perreault 1979). The study found that 
some salespeople use primarily expertise and legitimate 
strategies, others rely on referent and ingratiation strat- 
egies, and some do not use any of these strategies. A 
task-oriented communication style would relate to ex- 
pertise and legitimate influence attempts, whereas an in- 
teraction style would support referent and ingratiation in- 
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fluence attempts. The self orientation may be that of a 
salesperson who makes few influence attempts. 

Style Interaction 
The effectiveness of the sales interaction is not deter- 

mined by the actions of the salesperson alone, but rather 
by the actions of both the salesperson and the customer. 
As recognized by Sheth (1976) and others (Blake and 
Mouton 1980), it is the combination of salesperson and 
customer behavior that brings about a sale. The basic 
idea is that sales effectiveness is dependent on behavior 
associated with the salesperson, the customer, and the 
dyad. 

HYPOTHESES 
Our research empiridally tests whether or not different 

communication styles are related to sales effectiveness, 
and whether certain customer-salesperson interactions of 
style lead to greater sales effectiveness. Thus, the null 
hypotheses to be examined are: 

H1: There are no significant differences in the amount of 
sales among salespeople perceived to exhibit differ- 
ent communication styles. 

H2: There are no significant differences in the amount of 
purchases among customers perceived to exhibit dif- 
ferent communication styles. 

H3: There are no combinations (in terms of different 
communication styles) of salespeople and customers 
that are significantly more effective in terms of sales 
than others. 

The expectation is that salespeople (H1) with greater 
task and interaction orientations will have greater sales 
and that customers (H2) with greater task orientations will 
have more purchases. Consistent with the Blake and 
Mouton (1980) sales grid, combinations (H3) of inter- 
action-oriented customers and interaction- or task-ori- 
ented salespeople are expected to lead to greater sales 
than other combinations. In fact, other combinations are 
expected to be ineffective and/or to detract from sales. 

METHODS 

Sample and Data Collection 
Data for the study were collected from the sales trans- 

actions of all (13) of the sporting goods stores in a major 
city in the Southeast. The data were collected during the 
month of April on different days of the week and during 
different store hours. All of the salespeople for each store 
participated. The customer could approach any available 
salesperson and vice versa. An attempt was made to ask 
every customer who spoke with a salesperson to partic- 
ipate, and was successful except during a few very busy 
hours when it was necessary to omit a few customers 
randomly. The customer was approached just outside the 
store. Ninety percent of the customers who were asked 
agreed to participate. If the customer did not participate, 
the salesperson was not given the questionnaire for that 
particular transaction. If the customer agreed, the sales- 

person completed a questionnaire before helping another 
customer. When the salesperson and the customer had 
completed their questionnaires, a different salesperson 
and corresponding customer became the next subjects. 
The sample consisted of a total of 251 customer-sales- 
person interactions, based on reports from 64 salespeo- 
ple and 251 customers. Each salesperson typically com- 
pleted questionnaires for a maximum of four different 
customer transactions. This limit was used to minimize 
the salesperson's learning effect as well as to ensure a 
variety of salespeople. 

The salesperson's questionnaire consisted of Likert scale 
items on a 5-point scale from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree, measuring his opinion of the customer's com- 
munication style and the dollar amount of the sale; the 
customer's questionnaire had similar scale items evalu- 
ating the salesperson's style. The items for the different 
styles were intermingled randomly on the questionnaire 
and some items were worded negatively to reduce ac- 
quiescence bias. 

Scale Development and Reliability 
The scale items developed to measure the three com- 

munication styles (see Appendix) directly reflect the di- 
mensions of each orientation described by Bass (1960, 
1967, 1977). These items were developed to be more 
specific to the sales interaction context than those from 
the more general Bass orientation inventory. Impor- 
tantly, these items measure each person's perception of 
the other's style, whereas the orientation inventory is a 
self-perception measure. Most studies of salesperson and/ 
or customer behavior have used self-report measures. 
However, it is the salesperson's and customer's percep- 
tions of one another that shape their interaction; there- 
fore, these perceptions of one another were measured. 

The items for each scale (1) were significantly and 
positively intercorrelated, (2) were correlated signifi- 
cantly with the appropiiate overall scale but not with other 
scales, and (3) increased the reliability (Cronbach's al- 
pha, 1951) of that scale. Several items that did not meet 
these criteria were eliminated. The final scale reliabili- 
ties, means, and standard deviations are reported in Ta- 
ble 1. Factor analysis was used to confirm the intended 

Table 1 
SUMMARY INFORMATION FOR COMMUNICATION 

STYLE MEASURES 

Style No. Scale Scale Cronbach's 
scale of items mean S.D. alpha 

Salesperson 
Task 4 3.80 .76 .76 
Self 5 1.90 .53 .66 
Interaction 7 4.12 .56 .85 

Customer 
Task 5 3.53 .83 .86 
Self 4 2.16 .51 .63 
Interaction 7 3.29 .72 .89 
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Table 2 
CORRELATION MATRIX FOR COMMUNICATION STYLE MEASURES 

Salesperson Customer 
Scale Task Self Interaction Task Self Interaction 

Salesperson 
Task 1.00 
Self -.13 1.00 
Interaction .51 -.36 1.00 

Customer 
Task .18 -.12 .09 1.00 
Self .03 .11 -.07 -.08 1.00 
Interaction .13 -.16 .37 .09 -.37 1.00 

scale structure. The factor loadings and item-scale cor- 
relations are reported in the Appendix. The composite 
scores were computed as the average of the responses to 
the statements associated with the scale. 

Though the interactive nature of communication sug- 
gests that the salesperson's style should depend to some 
extent on the customer's style and vice versa, the com- 
munication style scales are designed to measure inde- 
pendent constructs. The correlations between the sales- 
person's and customer's style scale scores (Table 2) were 
examined to validate that the scales' measures are in- 
dependent. As seen in Table 2, .18 is the highest cor- 
relation between a customer scale and salesperson scale. 
The correlations between the task, self, and interaction 
scales for both the salesperson and customer indicate that 
these are independent measures. Also, the average vari- 
ability within the customers' perceptions of the same 
salesperson is less than the variability of the customers' 
perceptions across all salespeople. This finding suggests 
the scales are measuring individual differences in com- 
munication style. Finally, to examine post-interaction bias, 
the scale means for buying and nonbuying customers were 
examined. There are no significant differences in the 
buying and nonbuying customers' ratings of the sales- 
people and no significant differences in the salespeople's 
ratings of buying and nonbuying customers. This finding 
indicates that the measurement procedure is not biased 
by a satisfactory or less than satisfactory purchase, 
strengthening the validity of the scales for measuring 
communication style. 

Statistical Procedures 

The following regression model is estimated to ex- 
plain the variance in sales that can be attributed to the 
salesperson's communication style, the customer's style, 
and the interaction of the two. 

Sales amount = Bo + B1 x SOS, + B2 X TOSs 

+ B3 + IOSs+ B4 x SOSc + B5 

x TOSc + B6 + IOSc + B7 x SOSs 

x SOSc + B8 x SOSs x TOSc + Bg 

x SOSs x IOSc + Blo x TOSs x SOSc 

+ Bll X TOSs x TOSC + B12 X TOSs 

x IOSc + B13 X IOSs X SOSc + B14 

x IOSs x TOSc + B15 x IOSs X IOSc 

where the subscript s = salesperson and c = customer 
score. SOS is the measure on the self-oriented scale, TOS 
is the measure on the task-oriented scale, and IOS is the 
measure on the interaction orientation. The first two hy- 
potheses are tested by estimating two reduced models of 
(1) salesperson scores and (2) customer scores, and test- 
ing whether the regression coefficients in each model are 
significantly different from zero. The test for HI is B1 = 
B2 = B3 = 0; the test for H2 is B4 = B5 = B6 = 0. H3 
is tested by comparing a reduced model of salesperson 
and customer scores with the full model to determine 
whether the interactive terms add significantly to the ex- 
plained variance. Additionally, to determine which model 
explains the greater sales variance, the other reduced 
models also are compared with the full model by testing 
the difference in variance explained. 

RESULTS 
The full and reduced regression models are presented 

in Table 3 and the tests for the difference in the ex- 
plained variance between the full and reduced models 
are shown in Table 4. The equations for the reduced 
salesperson and customer models are significant and 
therefore the first two null hypotheses are rejected. There 
are significant differences in the amount of sales among 
salespeople and customers exhibiting different commu- 
nication styles. However, as reflected in Table 4, the full 
model does not explain a significantly greater amount of 
the variance than the reduced salesperson and customer 
model. Therefore the third null hypothesis is accepted; 
the interactive terms, as a group, do not add to the ex- 
plained sales variance. Additionally, neither the full model 
nor the reduced customer and salesperson model ex- 
plains significantly more variance than the reduced model 
consisting of only customer orientation scores. The full 
model does explain significantly more variance than the 
reduced model based only on salesperson orientation 
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Table 3 
REGRESSION OF COMMUNICATION STYLE SCORES ON SALES 

Reduced models 

Equation Full Salesperson 
parameters model Salesperson Customer & customer 

Constant 6.14 2.06 -.36 .20 

Coefficients 
SOS, -1.69 -.30' -.23 
TOS, .79 .08 .02 
lOS, -1.50 .10 -.03 
SOS," -.48 .04 -.05 
TOSc .35 .40c .39' 
losC -1.16 .32b .30b 
SOS, x SOSc .30 
SOS, x TOS, .19 
SOS, x IOSc .05 
TOS, x SOSc -.01 
TOS, x TOSc -.01 
TOS, x IOSc -.21 
IOS, x SOSc .00 
IOS, x TOSC -.07 
IOS, x IOSc .52' 

R2 .170 .033 .127 .137 
df 15,235 3,247 3,247 6,244 
F 3.200 2.810 11.960 6.45 
Significance .001 .100 .001 .001 

'p < .10. 
bp < .01. 
Cp < .001. 

dSOS, is salesperson's score on the self-oriented scale; SOS, is customer's score on the self-oriented scale. 

scores. This finding is expected given the low R2 of the 
reduced salesperson model. The conclusion is that the 
reduced model of only customer orientation scores is a 
better predictor of sales variations than either the sales- 

Table 4 
FULL AND REDUCED REGRESSION MODELS' 

SIGNIFICANT IMPROVEMENT IN EXPLAINED VARIANCEa 

Significance 
Models F level 

Customer & salesperson model vs. full 1.06 NS 
model 

Customer model vs. full model 1.02 NS 
Salesperson model vs. full model 3.23 .001 
Customer model vs. customer & sales- .95 NS 

person model 

'The F-test is to test whether the full model (with a greater number 
of variables) explains significantly more of the variance than the re- 
duced model. 

sums of square error (R) - sums of square error (F) F= 
d.f. (R) - d.f. (F) 

sums of square error (F) 
d.f. (F) 

(Neter and Wasserman 1974.) 

person orientation model, the customer and salesperson 
model, or the full model. It should be noted that when 
each interactive term is examined separately (by com- 
paring the full model and the full model without the one 
interactive term), the IOI, x IOIc term does contribute 
marginally (. 10) to explained variance of the full model. 
However, when this term is added to any of the reduced 
models, it does not contribute to explained variance. 

Further insights can be gained by examining the coef- 
ficients of the variables that contribute to the explained 
variance in each of the models. In the reduced model of 
customer orientation scores, the task communication style 
leads to a purchase as expected, but so does the inter- 
active style. Though the reduced model of salesperson 
orientation scores explains the least sales variance, it is 
interesting to note that the self-oriented style of com- 
munication hinders the sale. The task and interaction 
coefficients in this model, though positive, are not sig- 
nificant. As expected in the full model, the combination 
of a salesperson and customer who are both interaction 
oriented leads to a sale. 

The remaining coefficients of the full model are not 
significant, but their direction is notable. Inconsistent with 
expectations, a task-oriented salesperson combined with 
an interaction-oriented customer does not lead to a sale. 
In fact the_task-oriented salesperson does not do well 
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with any of the customer types. The combination of a 
task-oriented customer and an interaction-oriented sales- 
person also does not lead to a sale, but this finding is 
expected. In contrast, contrary to predictions, sales are 
increased if the customer is task or self oriented and the 
salesperson is self oriented. 

DISCUSSION 

Communication style is an individual's tendency to 
communicate via unique patterns or combinations of code, 
content, and communication rules. The purpose of our 
research is to further conceptualize and operationalize 
the concept of communication style and its role in per- 
sonal selling. Several of the major findings warrant re- 
view. First, communication styles as measured by task, 
self, and interaction orientation scores are significant in 
terms of explaining sales variance. Though the amount 
of explained variance is low, this should be expected in 
that many other variable factors influence a sale. Thus 
communication style should be considered as one of the 
behavioral dimensions affecting sales outcomes in future 
research. 

Second, our study highlights the overriding impor- 
tance of the customer's orientation. Perhaps the suc- 
cessful salesperson is one who recognizes different cus- 
tomer styles and adapts his or her communication style 
appropriately to interact with the customer. As suggested 
by Weitz (1978) in his discussion of impression for- 
mation, ". . . the salesperson's perception of the cus- 
tomer will be related to ability to influence the custom- 

er's decision" (p. 503). These conclusions suggest that 
sales managers and trainers need to teach their salespeo- 
ple to recognize different communication styles and to 
be flexible in dealing with their customers. 

We must note several reservations about the infer- 
ences that may be drawn from our study. Because the 
measurements were taken after the interaction, the re- 
sults of the transaction may bias the respondents' an- 
swers. Also, there may have been other dimensions of 
communication style that were not tapped by the scales. 
Additionally, the sample frame used may not be repre- 
sentative of all retail salespersons, and thus the gener- 
alizability of the results may be limited to similar groups 
of salespeople. 

Our study can provide direction for future research. 
The many personal and environmental variables that can 
affect communication style should be considered. For 
example, a person's age, education, experience, and 
training can affect his or her communication style and 
ability to adapt that style. Additionally, tracing style pat- 
terns across different retail settings and integrating style 
into the work on influence strategies could provide new 
insights. For example, is the use of an expert or legiti- 
mate influence strategy (Spiro and Perreault 1979) more 
effective when executed with a task- or an interaction- 
oriented communication style? Also future studies should 
examine the importance of content, code, and rules in 
relation to style. The customer-salesperson interaction is 
fundamental to all businesses and, as such, should con- 
tinue to be of relevant and primary concern for managers 
as well as researchers. 

APPENDIX 
STYLE DIMENSIONS AND SCALE ITEMS: ITEM-SCALE CORRELATIONS AND FACTOR LOADINGS 

Dimensions 
(Bass 1960, p. 67, 77) 

Salesperson interaction 
Seeks and enjoys interaction 

Concerned with executing and maintaining per- 
sonal relationships 

Salesperson task 
Persistent and hardworking 
Interested in task completion 

Concerned with effective and outstanding per- 
formance 

Salesperson self 
Concerned with self 

Group participation as a vehicle to satisfy own 
needs 

Aggressive and dominating 
Direct personal reward, recognition, and respect 

Item 

This SP genuinely enjoyed helping me 
This SP was easy to talk with 
This SP likes to help customers 
This SP was a cooperative person 
This SP tried to establish a personal relationship 
This SP seemed interested in me not only as a cus- 

tomer, but also as a person 
This SP was friendly 

This SP worked hard to complete the sale 
This SP wanted to complete the sale 
This SP's primary concern was to help me make a pur- 

chase 
This SP wanted to do the job well 

This SP seemed more interested in himself than in me 
This SP was more interested in what he had to say than 

in what I had to say 
This SP talked about his own personal difficulties 

This SP tried to dominate the conversation 
This SP really wants to be admired by others 

Item-scale 
correlations' 

Scale 1 
.76 
.73 
.74 
.68 
.61 
.78 

.66 

Scale 2 
.80 
.79 
.72 

.75 

Scale 3 
.67 
.73 

.60 

.69 

.55 

Factor 
loadingsb 

Factor 1 
.67 
.62 
.61 
.53 
.47 
.70 

.52 

Factor 2 
.69 
.71 
.45 

.61 

Factor 3 
.50 
.61 

.65 

.58 

.36 
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APPENDIX (continued) 

Dimensions Item-scale Factor 
(Bass 1960, p. 67, 77) Item correlations' loadingsb 

Customer interaction Scale 1 Factor 1 
Seeks and enjoys interaction This C was easy to talk with .78 .73 

This C genuinely enjoyed my helping him .76 .71 
This C likes to talk to people .82 .79 
This C was interested in socializing .73 .69 

Concerned with executing and maintaining per- This C was friendly .74 .70 
sonal relationships This C tried to establish a personal relationship .78 .74 

This C seemed interested in me not only as an SP, but .83 .79 
also as a person 

Customer task Scale 2 Factor 2 
Persistent and hardworking This C tried hard to complete the shopping task .82 .71 
Interested in task completion This C wanted to finish the shopping task .84 .81 

This C's primary concern was to make the purchase .74 .65 
This C's main concern was to finish his shopping .81 .77 

Concerned with effective and outstanding per- This C wanted to complete his shopping as effectively .82 .80 
formance as possible 

Customer self Scale 3 Factor 3 
Concerned with self This C seemed more interested in himself than in the .78 .53 

product or what I had to say 
This C was primarily interested in what he had to say .71 .37 

and not in what I had to say 
Aggressive and dominating This C tried to dominate the conversation .56 .46 
Direct personal reward and recognition This C tried to impress me with himself .68 .68 

'All of the item-scale correlations are higher for the scale indicated than with the other scales. 
bPrincipal components analysis 
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