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Abstract Providing end consumers with the ability to return
products is an important part of a retailer’s service offering.
While research in reverse logistics has explored the movement
of returned merchandise upstream, little research examines the
relational implications of returnedmerchandise in the business-
to-business (B2B) context. This research explores the relational
implications, as well as the impact on the supplier salesperson’s
behaviors, of retailer returns. Using a comprehensive dataset
which includes longitudinal archival returns data, as well as
two waves of retailer surveys reporting on salesperson
behaviors, our research investigates how retail returns impact
salesperson responses in the following time period, retailer
perceptions of the relationship in the following time period,
and returns in the following time period. Consistent with a
reciprocal exchange perspective, results suggest that when
salespeople respond to returns by engaging in relationship

building behaviors, these behaviors are noted by the retailer,
which in turn results in fewer returns in a future time period.

Keywords B2B relationships . Sales . Retail . Returns .

Relationshipmarketing . Social exchange . Learning and
performance orientations

In business-to-business (B2B) settings the relationship be-
tween the parties involved is one of the most critical elements
contributing to success. In this context a relationship can be
considered to be an ongoing exchange of resources between
two or more parties where there is some expectation that these
exchanges will continue in the future. Salespeople engage in
relationship-building activities for a number of reasons includ-
ing fostering long-term engagement, enhancing communica-
tion between the parties, and aiding in the development of
mutually beneficial goals (Palmatier et al. 2007). While the
role of relationship building andmaintenance has been studied
in a number of important contexts, there have been very few
studies that investigate the impact of retail returns on supplier
salesperson relationship-building behaviors. The goal of the
research presented here is to provide one of the first investi-
gations of how returned merchandise affects B2B supplier
salesperson–retailer relationships. Specifically, we investigate
how the supplier salesperson’s response to retailer returns im-
pacts the retailer’s perceptions of the relationship and, in turn,
future returns.

The decision by the retailer to return goods often negatively
impacts a supplier salesperson. For example, retailer returns
may decrease sales revenue attributable to the salesperson,
along with the corresponding commission received by the
salesperson. Salespeople who are not commission-based
may still be frustrated by retailer returns as this may negatively
effect their overall sales achievements, thus impacting their
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ability to grow their business, and may put their job at risk for
not meeting their sales goals. This becomes especially prob-
lematic when the reasons for the returns are beyond the sup-
plier salesperson’s control. Any of these outcomes of returns
can potentially have negative impacts on the relationship be-
tween the supplier salesperson and the retailer, particularly if
the salesperson responds with frustration and reduces efforts
to service that retailer, causing them to possibly enter a nega-
tive relationship spiral.

Although the effects of retailer returns on the salesperson–
retailer relationship would appear to be important, most research
in this context has focused on the impacts of return policies on
consumers, such as consumer’s feelings of regret (Bower and
Maxham 2012) and the impact of consumer returns on firm
profits (Petersen and Kumar 2009). Research has also investigat-
ed the extent to which too lenient return policies allow fraudulent
behaviors by consumers (King et al. 2008) or encourage con-
sumers to push the boundaries of acceptable return behaviors
(Anthony and Cowley 2012; Wang et al. 2012). However, we
are unaware of any research that explores the impact of retailer
returns on the exchange relationship between the supplier’s sales-
person and the retailer. Specifically, to our knowledge, there is no
research showcasing what happens in a B2B relationship after a
return occurs. This gap is surprising considering the important
role that supplier salespeople play in supplier–retailer relationship
development and the sale of goods to retailers. Table 1 highlights
a number of research studies regarding returns from in both B2C
and B2B contexts (not including research on reverse logistics).

In this study, we seek to investigate the impact of retail returns
on the relationship between the supplier salesperson and the re-
tailers they serve (i.e., the supplier’s customer). Using a multilev-
el, hybrid lagged/longitudinal dataset that includes supplier sales-
person and retailer data, as well as objective returns data, we
investigate four primary questions. First, we examine the behav-
ioral reactions of supplier salespeople to retail returns. Drawing
on social exchange theory (SET), we suggest that salespeople
should adopt a reciprocal exchange perspective and react to
returns by continuing to engage in relationship-building behav-
iors. Second, we argue that the supplier salesperson’s learning
and performance orientations positively moderate the relation-
ship between retailer returns and the supplier salesperson’s re-
sponse behaviors. Third, we investigate how behaviors adopted
by the supplier salesperson affect the retailer’s perceptions of the
relationship. Here, we specifically consider the retailer’s percep-
tions of the salesperson’s customer service response and assess-
ments of trust in the relationship as well as the retailer’s percep-
tions of the salesperson’s influence. Fourth, we test the impact of
the retailer’s perceptions of the relationship on retailer’s returns in
a subsequent time period.

In the following section we will provide a brief discussion
of retailer returns and then provide the theoretical background
for our study before developing the hypotheses and providing
a test and discussion of those hypotheses.

Retailer returns

Retailer returns are a common element of supplier–retailer
relationships. Typically, at the end of a selling season, the
supplier agrees to take back the retailer’s unsold merchandise
for a refund or a credit toward future orders, something that is
typically negotiated a priori. A returns policy shifts the burden
of demand uncertainty from the retailer to the supplier and acts
as an incentive for retailers to increase stock (Yue and
Raghunathan 2007). However, this increases the risk for sup-
pliers since, as noted above, suppliers will generally take back
unsold merchandise at the end of the selling period. These
retailer returns might occur for a variety of reasons. A domi-
nant cause of retailer returns is due to overstocks, which large-
ly occur due to their being a finite selling period or uncertain
demand (Tsay 2001). Surpluses might also occur when a
brand, or a competing brand, introduces a new version of a
product thus rendering the initial product obsolete. Overstocks
are damaging to the retailer as the only way to reduce them is
through markdowns (or sales) to increase the sell thru or by
returning the merchandise to the vendor. Retailer returns
might also occur when a supplier salesperson encourages a
retailer to purchase certain quantities, and the sales team at
the retailer is not committed to helping sell that product. For
example, a sales associate at Best Buy might have an affinity
for Samsung products and therefore sells fewer LG products,
thus creating a surplus.

There are other reasons that returns might occur from the
retailer to the supplier. For example, the supplier might pro-
duce a defective or damaged product that would be a liability
to the retailer or is unsellable. Changes in consumer prefer-
ences and tastes might be another reason that retailers might
return a product. There are also economic and environmental
factors that might contribute to a retailer needing to return
merchandise upstream. For the purposes of this research, we
will focus mostly on returns necessitated out of overstock
issues, either from deficiencies in forecasting or increased
encouragement from the supplier. The longitudinal nature of
this research allows us to review the scope of returns over
time. During this time, neither the retailers included in this
study, nor the supplier, reported any damaged product or prod-
uct deficiencies.

The activities associated with the actual movement up-
stream of retailer returns are generally referred to as reverse
logistics. Reverse logistics reflect all activities associated with
a product or service after the point of sale, such as repair,
refurbishment, recycling, e-waste, after-market call center
support, reverse fulfillment, and field service. Studies that
investigate reverse logistics (e.g., Daugherty et al. 2001;
Horvath et al. 2005; Richey et al. 2005) signal their compet-
itive necessity, especially as product returns continue to in-
crease due to more liberal return policies (by retailers), uses
of consignment inventory, shorter product lifecycles, and
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Table 1 Summary of retail returns literature

Citation Context Data Summary and Findings

Pasternack (1985) Manufacturer-Retailer Newsvendor Model • The allowance of manufacturer returns plays an important role in
channel coordination.

• The author suggests optimal strategies for offering partial returns
vs. full returns in maximizing profit.

Kandel (1996) Manufacturer-Retailer Newsvendor Model • The author suggests that optimal price inventory, advantage of
disposing of unsold inventory, risk allocation, promotion
incentives, and costs are associated with a manufacturer’s
decision in offering a consignment contract or no-returns contract
to buyers.

Padmanabhan and Png (1997) Manufacturer-Retailer Secondary Sales Data • The authors find that the return policies of manufacturers increase
retail competition, which benefits the manufacturer.

• This research also suggests that manufacturers should only accept
retailer returns if production costs are low and demand uncertainty
is not too high.

Tsay (2001) Manufacturer-Retailer Newsvendor Model • This article develops a conceptual framework to suggest that the
return policies of manufacturers must consider the costs of
product handling and may also be inefficient if it includes
liquidation in anyway.

• The author also suggests that markdown money can coordinate a
channel in different ways from returns.

Tsay (2002) Manufacturer-Retailer Newsvendor Model • The author found ambiguity in the dynamics of power and returns in
manufacturer-retailer relationships.

• Primarily, the author finds that more powerful channel members
do not always prefer to offload risk to their channel partners.

• A secondary finding suggests that retailers do not always prefer
unlimited return opportunities with manufacturers.

Iyer and Miguel Villas-Boas
(2003)

Manufacturer-Retailer Linear Pricing Model/
Student Experiment

• The authors explore the role of power and coordination in channel
relationships.

• The authors examine the impact of bargaining power on the option
of a return contract or a no-return contract.

• Returns contracts are more attractive when the retailer’s bargaining
power is low.

Arya and Mittendorf (2004) Manufacturer-Retailer Utility Theory/ Propositional
Framework

• The authors propose that retailers will often misreport their market
conditions to achieve better terms with their manufacturer partners.

• Manufacturers should respond by tailoring high return allowances
rather than low prices in conditions of unfavorable market reports
as an incentive for retailers to accurately showcase their market
conditions.

Krishnan et al. (2004) Manufacturer-Retailer Newsvendor Model • Channel coordination can be achieved through promotional
cost-sharing along with a returns policy.

Wang (2004) Manufacturer-Retailer Newsvendor Model • This research is a response to Padmanabhan and Png’s research.
• Wang suggests that return policies do not actually intensify retail

competition as previously suggested.
• Specifically, in cases of deterministic demand, return policies have

minimum impact on competition.
Bechwati and Siegal (2005) Consumer Experiments • The authors find that when inoculated consumers are presented

with disconfirming information regarding a new brand, they are
less likely to return the brand.

• Conversely, consumers who are presented positive information
about a brand at the pre-purchase stage are more likely to
return merchandise.

Wang et al. (2007) Manufacturer-Retailer Newsvendor Model • Retailer behavior is deemed rational when retailers order the
optimal quantities to maximize profit and meet demand.

• When retailers behave rationally, both the retailer and supplier will
benefit from the returns policy.

• Furthermore, the variance in demand is highly influential on the
ultimate buyback price.

King et al. (2008) Consumer Interviews and Surveys • The authors examine the role of fraudulent returns and determine
that customers who engage in frequent Bde-shopping^ behaviors
continue to do so because they have never been punished by the
retailers.

• The authors suggest that retailers enforce stricter returns policies
to minimize fraudulent returns or Bde-shopping^ behaviors.

Harris (2008) Consumer Consumer Survey • The authors develop a conceptual model of the factors associated
with fraudulent returns.
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Table 1 (continued)

Citation Context Data Summary and Findings

• The authors also develop a six-item scale for assessing consumers’
fraudulent returning proclivity.

Petersen and Kumar (2009) Consumer Consumer Scanner Panel
Data

• Product returns are not just a Bnecessary evil^ of doing business.
• Rather, increases in return behavior increase future customer

purchases.
• Furthermore, the authors find that examining product returns

can also predict a customer’s buying behavior and help firms
determine the best way to allocate scarce marketing resources.

Wang (2009) Consumer Experiment • Using the endowment effect as a theoretical framework, the authors
suggest that the signaling effect of a lenient return policy increases
purchase likelihood.

O’Brien et al. (2009) Retail Sales Associate Survey Retail Sales
Associates

• Retail sales associates experience role conflict during a cognitively
illegitimate return attempt.

• Conversely, during a normatively illegitimate request, sales
associates experience reduced role conflict.

• Sales associates experience no role conflict when a customer makes
a request that violates the company’s return policies.

Gurnani et al. (2010) Manufacturer-Retailer Secondary Sales Data •Using an additive demand model, the authors find that manufacturers
can maximize profits if it offers partial returns to the retailer.

• While partial returns do not yield a higher order quantity, it does
offer the manufacturer a higher profit margin and better control
over the quantity of returned merchandise.

Wang et al. (2012) Consumer Qualitative Interviews
and Surveys of Retail
Employees

• The authors explore employees’ response to vague or Bfuzzy^
customer returns requests.

• The results show that employees with higher customer orientation
and higher conflict avoidance manage the vague return process
better, especially when customers respond in a similar manner.

Kim and Wansink (2012) Consumer Student Survey • The authors employed a two-part study to determine that restricted
return policies may have more positive effects on post-purchase
consumer behavior than lenient return policies when retailers offer
no recommendations.

• However, the authors also find that consumer post-purchase
evaluations are more favorable under lenient return policies
when retailers provide recommendations pre-purchase.

Bower and Maxham (2012) Consumer Longitudinal Field Studies • While economic research suggests that retailers toughen their return
policies, this study suggests that they should consider the long-term
strategic implications their return policies.

• Whether a return policy was fee or free was a big determinant
of future customer spending.

• Customers paying for their returns decreased future repurchases vs.
those customers who enjoyed free returns.

Powers and Jack (2013) Consumer Survey • Using consumer surveys, the authors find that both emotional
dissonance and product dissonance are positively related to
product returns.

• The authors also found that gender and store brand moderated
the relationship.

Bernon et al. (2013) Supply Chain Case Study • The authors find that higher levels of supply chain integration
(SCI) are needed to improve the retail product returns process.

• For better management of returns as they move upstream,
processes and systems must be integrated to support the
returns network.

Alptekinoğlu and Grasas (2014)) Consumer/ Operations Secondary Data • The authors consider the role of returns in assortment planning.
• Specifically, the research suggests that the more eccentric the

products, the higher the probability of customer return.
Bernon et al. (2016) Consumer/ Logistics Exploratory • With omni-channel retailing becoming the norm, retailers must

figure out the best way to manage returns across multiple contexts.
• This research suggests that omni-channel returns management is

currently not optimized to accommodate changing consumer
shopping needs.

Ahsan and Rahman (2016) Consumer/Logistics Qualitative/ Typology • The author developed a typology of returns service categories and
found that the most important aspects of returns were interactive
fairness, outcome fairness, and procedural fairness.

Minnema et al. (2016) Consumer Secondary, Longitudinal
Data

• The authors examine the role that online customer reviews play
in future product returns. They find that overly positive reviews
of products ultimately lead to more purchases as well as returns.
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more demanding customers who often purchase products on-
line and simply return what they do not like (Daugherty et al.
2001). Returns are critical for retailers but also create an in-
herent tension in terms of the retailer’s management of prod-
uct returns. On the one hand, many retailers regard their
consumer-oriented product return policies as integral to their
customer service strategy. When return policies become
stricter, consumer purchase risk increases, which can decrease
willingness to purchase (Bechwati and Siegal 2005). On the
other hand, consumers often act opportunistically with regard
to returns. Piron and Young (2000) coin the term Bretail
borrowing^ to describe consumers who purchase products
with the express intention of returning items after some degree
of use. The National Retail Federation (2015) estimates that of
the $284 billion of returned merchandise in 2014, approxi-
mately $10.8 billion was fraudulent, resulting in more than
620,000 lost jobs annually. Thus, return policies help ensure
customer satisfaction, but firms must balance this benefit
against the financial costs associated with returns, whether
they are legitimate or not.

Theoretical background

For most of the twentieth century, marketing relationships
were characterized as primarily transactional (Palmatier
2008). Dwyer et al. (1987) introduced a dynamic, five-stage
model of the relationship lifecycle, spanning from initial
awareness of a potentially feasible exchange partner to rela-
tionship dissolution that helped shift the focus from transac-
tional B2B exchanges to relationship-oriented B2B ex-
changes. This model, based on social exchange theory
(SET), together with work by Anderson and Narus (1984),
has established a powerful means to understand and explain
exchanges between two business parties.

At its most fundamental level, SET helps provide insights
into how two actors engage in social exchanges, something
Mills and Clark (1982) suggest characterizes any exchange in
which parties give and receive benefits. In other words, they
propose that all exchanges in which benefits are exchanged,
regardless of the nature of those exchanges, are social

exchanges. Although initially developed primarily within so-
ciology (e.g., Blau 1964) and social psychology (Thibaut and
Kelley 1959), SET was appropriated in the 1980s by mar-
keters in part to help explain the inability of transaction cost
analysis to account for relationship-based governance be-
tween firms (Lambe et al. 2001). From that point, SET has
become one of the most oft-used theories in B2B settings to
explain how two parties interact with one another.

While comprehensive reviews of SET can be found else-
where (c.f., Cropanzano and Mitchell 2005; Lambe et al.
2001), we will provide a brief overview, focusing on the ele-
ments of SET most relevant to our research. Emerson (1976,
p. 336) suggests that SET provides an Beconomic analysis of
non-economic exchange.^ Here Emerson is addressing one of
the critical elements of SET, the nature of the resources that
can be exchanged within the context of SET. The perspective
on this taken by most researchers can be summarized by
Molm (2003) who writes, Bsocial exchange resources include
not only tangible goods and service but also capacities to
provide socially valued outcomes^ (p. 2). Molm (2003) sug-
gests the resources involved in social exchange include
Bpossessions or capabilities^ (p. 2). In other words, SET can
account for the exchange of both tangible and non-tangible
resources. For example, Eisenberger et al. (2001) propose that
employees might exchange commitment to the organization
for organizational support. Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005)
offer that over time one can imagine intangible resources such
as trust, support, and commitment being exchanged between
parties. While set within the context of retailer returns, our
paper’s focus is on the exchange relationship (Clark and
Mills 1979) between the supplier salesperson and retail man-
ager. Specifically, when supplier salespeople react to retailer
returns by engaging in relationship building behaviors, the
retailer should recognize these behaviors and ultimately recip-
rocate by reducing future returns.

Blau (1964) suggests that social exchange is motivated by
the expectations that each actor has of the other party and that
Bthe basic and most crucial distinction is that social exchange
entails unspecified obligations^ (p. 93). Mutual, complemen-
tary, interdependent relationships are one of the defining char-
acteristics of social exchanges (Molm et al. 1994), which can

Table 1 (continued)

Citation Context Data Summary and Findings

• The overly positive reviews might create a negative expectation
disconfirmation and increase the probability of a product
being returned.

Janakiraman et al. (2016) Consumer Meta-Analysis • The authors conduct a meta-analysis and find that there are five
dimensions evaluating the leniency of a retailer return policy:
time, money, effort, scope, and exchange.

• The authors find that lenient return policies increase purchase;
the factors most important in driving purchase are money and
effort leniency.
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take two forms: negotiated and reciprocal (Molm et al. 2003).
Negotiated exchanges imply that both parties engage in joint
decision making about what is to be exchanged and the nature
of the exchange. Both parties know before the exchange oc-
curs what the outcomes will be. Reciprocal exchanges, on the
other hand, imply that the parties initiate their exchange with-
out any prior discussion. Neither party knows when, or even
if, the other party will reciprocate. However, the initiating
party typically provides the original benefit in the hope that
the receiving party will respond in kind. This expectation of
reciprocal behavior is an important motivator for the initiating
party. In fact, research suggests that the act of reciprocity is
often valued over and above what is actually exchanged
(Molm 2003). There can be no doubt that returns between
the retailer and the supplier firm would be negotiated, whether
it be quite specific or parameters would be developed to guide
the responsibilities of each party when returns occur.
However, as noted above that is not the primary focus of our
paper. As is generally the case in a relationship between a
salesperson and buyer, we suggest the exchange would be
reciprocal since there would be no a priori negotiation be-
tween the two parties. For example, we propose that it is
unlikely a salesperson would negotiate the extent to which
they would engage in integration or adaptive selling, nor
would the retailer negotiate the extent to which they will re-
spond by perceiving the relationship more positively. Thus,
we submit that what we are studying in our paper represents
reciprocal exchange relationships.

We use the concept of reciprocal exchange to investigate how
salespeople respond when retailers return merchandise and the
potentially negative effects on the salesperson’s relationship
with the retailer. Although little scholarly research examines
the compensation implications of returns, we find abundant an-
ecdotal evidence. For example, when we informally queried 20
salespeople from three industries (sporting goods, fast moving
consumer packaged goods, and technology solutions), they
unanimously agreed that retailer returns had a significant impact
on their commissions, ranging from 8% to 20% in overall de-
ductions.When this occurs, we propose that rather than reducing
relationship-building activities, salespeople should perhaps re-
spond by continuing to engage in relationship-building behav-
iors, because they recognize the possibility of retailer reciprocity
in the future. Wan et al. (2011), in a consumer context, suggest
that when one party Bwrongs^ another, the harmed party (in our
case, the salesperson) may respond positively, depending on his
or her perspective on the relationship (Aggarwal and Zhang
2006). Specifically, a salesperson’s reactionmight differ depend-
ing on whether she or he believes it is the retailer’s responsibility
to be cognizant and responsive to the salesperson’s needs, or
whether the salesperson can recognize and be mindful of issues
facing the retailer.

In the former case, the salesperson probably would respond
negatively to returns and the threat of compensation reduction.

In the latter case, salespeople likely recognize that returns
often are outside a retailer’s control, such as when products
are defective or do not receive appropriate advertising support.
The salesperson also might take some responsibility for
returns, such as when she or he has overpromised about the
performance of a particular line, beyond what the market will
support. This might occur in an attempt to increase sales com-
missions in the short term, despite the longer term threat of
more substantive returns later, after the retailer is unable to sell
all the merchandise it has ordered. Regardless, if salespeople
take the retailer’s perspective into account and respond to
returns by engaging in relationship-enhancing behaviors that
are recognized by the retailers, the retailer should take note
and respond by potentially reducing its future returns. That is,
a positive response by the salesperson might not only enhance
the retailer relationship but also decrease future returns.

Hypothesis development

Figure 1 presents our researchmodel.We collected lagged and
longitudinal data to test how the relationship between the re-
tailer and the supplier evolves over time, following an initial
return from the retailer to the supplier. We begin by examining
how a retailer return incident at Time0 leads to salesperson
behavioral responses in Time1. The behavioral responses we
investigate are salesperson integration and adaptive selling
behaviors. We also suggest that two salesperson characteris-
tics, learning and performance orientations, may moderate
these relationships. These salesperson responses in Time1 then
affect the retailer’s perceptions of the relationship, in terms of
trust, manifest influence, and perceived customer service, as
assessed in Time2. Finally, with actual return data from Time3,
we assess the ultimate impact of retailer returns, as Fig. 1
shows. Each data collection occurs four months after the pre-
vious data collection (Fig. 2).

Initial retailer returns (Time0) invoke salesperson
behavioral responses (Time1)

Salesperson integration Partially integrated channels (PICs),
defined as Ba single vertical channel structure in which both
market governance and hierarchical governance exist^ (Kim
et al. 2011, p. 603), have become more prevalent as suppliers
and retailers work to build collaborative relationships. In this
context, salesperson integration refers to the salesperson’s ef-
forts to successfully integrate himself/herself into the retailer’s
daily sales operations by working the sales floor, assisting with
inventory, or helping with merchandise displays. For example,
a major cosmetics manufacturer might send its own employees
to work the make-up counter at a retail store, or salespeople
could act as Bcoaches^ on the sales floor at a retail store,
interacting with both retail sales associates and consumers.
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This integration distorts the traditional supplier/retailer
boundary by incorporating market and hierarchical gover-
nance in a single channel. Market governance, in the context
of PICs, involves exchanges between arm’s-length channel
partners that provide each partner with relationship flexibility
(Williamson 1975). Hierarchical governance instead refers to
internally integrated exchanges that provide firms with more
opportunities to exert authority and control over the relation-
ship, according to individual roles as they pertain to the entire
relationship. Measures of success in this context pertain to
changes in both output and behavior (Heide 1994).

When employees of one channel work full-time at a chan-
nel partner’s facilities in a PIC, the manufacturer’s governance

decisions generally center on managing the brand’s reputation
within the retail channel. Kim et al. (2011, p. 604) highlight
the role of the brand when they suggest that PICs operate as a
Bnetwork, linking a manufacturer, its retailer, the manufac-
turer’s sales force, and its customers, all tied together by the
manufacturer’s brand.^ Such integration changes the compet-
itive landscape and the way companies (retailers and sup-
pliers) allocate resources.

In traditional distribution channels, retailers allocate re-
sources to attract customers away from rivals; in PICs, they
rely on suppliers to help attract and retain customers. This
partial integration then allows retailers and suppliers to invest
in collaborative initiatives to increase product demand and

Fig. 1 Hypothesized model

Fig. 2 Timeline of data collection
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generate more consumer attraction (Arya and Mittendorf
2013), such that retailers also gain more support for selling
the supplier’s products. Supplier representatives stationed
within the store help move merchandise so retailers can allo-
cate their resources to creating demand for the overall product
category and reduce their risk of purchasing from any single
supplier. This reallocation of resources enhances the retailer’s
opportunity to increase its sell-through percentage.

For the retailer, partial integration might be considered a
proxy for salesperson effort as the retailer can clearly witness
the supplier salesperson’s sales efforts and dedication to the
retailer while the salesperson is physically working in the store.
While little scholarly research exists to determine how frequent-
ly partial integration occurs in the U.S., research in other coun-
tries suggests that it is an extremely common occurrence. In
South Korea, it is estimated that 60,000 to 70,000 supplier sales-
people work frequently in retail stores (Yi et al. 2013). In the
supplier and retailer relationships examined for this research,
100% of the retail respondents agreed that supplier salespeople
(of multiple brands including the focal brand in this study) fre-
quently worked the retail sales floor. In this reciprocal exchange,
the supplier’s physical presence in the store (in the form of the
salesperson) reflects its commitment to the retail store’s success.

Based on the reciprocal nature of social exchange, we believe
that the supplier salesperson might engage in partial integration
behaviors. In the context of this study, partial integration often
took the form of the supplier salesperson essentially working at a
retail store with no compensation from the retailer. This level of
integration is beneficial to the supplier salesperson as it allows
him/her to help the retailer sell through inventory. More impor-
tantly, the support of an additional sales floor member can en-
hance the consumer experience for the retailer. Additionally, the
supplier salesperson essentially acts as Bfree labor^ to the retail-
er. We propose that supplier salespeople will engage in these
partial integration behaviors in the hopes of selling through their
firm’s merchandise at the retail level, thus reducing the propen-
sity for future returns. From a relational perspective, we argue
that supplier salespeople also engage in these partial integration
efforts to signal commitment to the retailer and to the mutual
success of the supplier-retailer relationship. Following our dis-
cussion of reciprocal exchange, we posit that after retailer
returns, a salesperson engages in more integrative efforts to pro-
mote future, positive, reciprocal behaviors. Therefore:

H1: Retailer returns in Time0 relate positively to a
salesperson’s integration efforts at Time1.

Adaptive selling Adaptive selling occurs when a salesperson
tailors the sales approach based on customer feedback or the
sales situation (Weitz et al. 1986). Adaptive selling is contrary
to formula selling, which uses the same sales approach across
multiple situations; it thus is more consistent with a reciprocal

exchange situation, in that the salesperson adapts his or her
approach to put the customer’s needs at the forefront. A
salesperson’s ability to adapt to changing customer needs or
concerns is critical to successful selling (Franke and Park
2006; Rapp et al. 2008;Weitz et al. 1986) and relates positively
to improving their sales performance (Franke and Park 2006).

Salespeople likely adopt adaptive selling practices when,
consistent with a reciprocal exchange perspective, they place
the customer’s concerns above their own (Wan et al. 2011).
Jaramillo et al. (2007) also suggest that intrinsically motivated
salespeople are more likely to adopt adaptive selling practices,
and knowledgeable salespeople with the skills, resources, and
strategies to adapt to changing situations also are effective in
applying adaptive selling practices (Jones et al. 2005; Spiro and
Weitz 1990). If a salesperson engages in adaptive selling, cus-
tomers are likely to view that salesperson favorably, because
they believe the salesperson understands them, wants to collab-
orate with them, and places their concerns ahead of their own.
To be able to develop adaptive selling strategies, salespeople
need as much information as possible about the customer, so
they rely on information gathering and customer relationship
management tools to better understand, anticipate, and react to
customers’ changing needs. In this B2B context, salespeople
who want to engage in adaptive selling with a retailer need to
understand its business goals, strategies, and challenges, so that
they can develop a more effective Bpitch^ and demonstrate
their ability to solve the retailer’s problems.

As we mentioned previously, retailers might return mer-
chandise to the supplier for a variety of reasons, although we
primarily focus on overstocks and forecasting issues. In these
cases, according to reciprocal exchange predictions, success-
ful salespeople absorb the information and use it to develop
better, more appropriate sales strategies to ensure the retailer’s
success and also prevent future returns. Therefore:

H2: Retailer returns in Time0 relate positively to a
salesperson’s adaptive selling efforts at Time1.

Moderating effects of salesperson goal orientation (Time0)

Other factors might contribute to the success of the retailer–
supplier relationship. For a unique perspective, we apply con-
cepts from organizational change literature to an interorganiza-
tional context. Organizational change refers to all alterations of
existing work routines and strategies that affect the entire orga-
nization (Herold et al. 2008), though management scholars
estimate that only one-third of company-instituted organiza-
tional change strategies are executed successfully (Isern and
Pung 2007). A primary reason for this lack of execution is
insufficient employee commitment. Employees are often reluc-
tant to accept organizational change, because it might disrupt
their routines or make it difficult for them to complete their
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daily work tasks (Strebel 1996). Ahearne et al. (2010), exam-
ining how salespeople adapt to organizational change, find that
salespeople with a stronger learning orientation tend to adapt
better than those with a higher performance orientation.

In our study setting, we posit that, similar to organizational
change, returns change the dynamic of the supplier–retailer
relationship. According to SET, if salespeople adopt a recip-
rocal, learning-oriented approach to the exchange, they may
welcome that change more, especially if they perceive the
change will benefit their retailer partner.

Salesperson learning orientation Sales literature notes two
main types of goal orientations: learning and performance
orientations (Dweck 1986). Each person possesses fluctuating
degrees of each orientation, but in general, salespeople with a
performance orientation focus on proving themselves and gar-
nering positive feedback from peers and management. In con-
trast, those with a learning orientation concentrate on master-
ing new skills, focusing on the process of learning, exploring
new tasks, and trying to improve themselves personally and
professionally (Chai et al. 2012; Sujan et al. 1994). They tend
to believe that they can increase their own ability through
effort and experience (Dweck 1986), so they seek to do so
consistently, such that they aim to fully understand and master
a situation before learning a new skill.

With a higher learning orientation, a person is more likely
to cultivate skills over time and engage in thoughtful learning
practices (Kohli et al. 1998), including accepting and consid-
ering feedback and then developing strategies for improve-
ment based on this feedback. Salespeople with learning orien-
tation welcome challenges, which they regard as learning op-
portunities, are not afraid to make mistakes, and are more
focused on solutions (VandeWalle and Cummings 1997).
They also tend to exhibit a stronger customer orientation
(Harris et al. 2005). Thus if an obstacle arises, such as in-
creased retailer returns, learning-oriented salespeople likely
try to find a cause and develop a solution to prevent returns
from happening in the first place. This could also mean that
the high learning orientation salesperson also employs more
adaptive selling techniques to achieve better sales and inven-
tory plans in the future.

H3a: When a salesperson exhibits a learning orientation, the
relationship between returns (Time0) and adaptive sell-
ing (Time1) is stronger.

Our previous argument suggests that as returns increase, an
individual will spend more time in the store to remedy the
situation. While it may seem counterintuitive, we argue that
an individual that is high in learning orientation will actually
spend more time away from that store to better understand the
broader issues and to try to identify a solution to the returns
challenge. Inherently, a salesperson must make time trade-offs

in activities, meaning that more time spent in one store or on
an activity directly influences the amount of time available to
spend on a different store or activity. We argue that the driving
characteristic of a learning-oriented individual is to learn or
recognize how to solve a problem. To do so, said salesperson
must decide on where to spend his/her efforts to rectify the
situation. In this returns scenario, salespeople can spend time
internally with functional areas such as marketing, product
development, sales, or operations to learn what recommenda-
tions to make to the retailer. This knowledge can be used to
train the retailer on things such as future ordering, assortment
planning, merchandising, and how to present more meaning-
ful value propositions to end consumers to increase sales. The
salesperson can also allocate time to external customer–facing
activities, but must choose whether to spend more time at a
store with higher or lower returns. It would seem evident that a
learning-oriented salesperson would focus more time at stores
with lower retailer returns to learn the secret of their success to
therefore apply to retailers with higher levels of returns. The
salesperson might allocate the balance of their time to more
internal endeavors to receive direction and guidance from
company experts. As suggested by Kohli et al. (1998),
learning-oriented individuals must understandwhy theymight
not have been successful in the past before their attention is
drawn to the actual future selling task. Based on this logic, we
argue that:

H3b: When a salesperson exhibits a learning orientation, the
relationship between returns (Time0) and partial inte-
gration (Time1) is weaker.

Salesperson performance orientation Salespeople who have
a higher performance orientation consider ability fixed and
seek to prove themselves, especially in comparison with their
peers. Rather than trying to challenge themselves by improving
their selling abilities, salespeople with a performance orienta-
tion focus on demonstrating the abilities they have (Harris et al.
2005) and how their abilities rank relative to peers, especially in
challenging performance situations. Because of their strong
desire to be viewed positively and favorably, salespeople with
a performance orientation tend to allocate less time to learning
or adjusting to a new situation than do their higher learning
orientation counterparts (Payne et al. 2007). Therefore, a sales-
person with a performance orientation likely feels compelled to
prove her or his worth after a retailer invokes a return, such as
by engaging in face-to-face interactions to avoid future returns.
In some research a performance goal orientation has had a
significant relationship with effort (Sujan et al. 1994).

H4a: When a salesperson exhibits a performance orienta-
tion, the relationship between returns (Time0) and
salesperson integration (Time1) is stronger.
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However, a salesperson with a higher performance orien-
tation might be less likely to explore sales situations and ad-
dress the unique needs of individual customers. Performance-
oriented individuals are likely to avoid conflict or circum-
stances that challenge their abilities or intellect (Chai et al.
2012). These individuals would not want to place themselves
in positions where they might embarrass themselves or be
seen as incompetent. A performance-oriented salesperson is
more likely to engage in traditional selling approaches rather
than adapting their techniques for the benefit of the customer.
This is because performance-oriented individuals do not want
to make negative self-attributions or appear to make mistakes.
Research by Chai et al. (2012) found that there was a negative
relationship between performance orientation and adaptive
selling. Based on the nature of performance-oriented salespeo-
ple, we suggest that:

H4b: When a salesperson exhibits a performance orienta-
tion, the relationship between returns (Time0) and
adaptive selling (Time1) is weaker.

Impact of salesperson behavioral reactions (Time1)
on retailer relationship perceptions (Time2)

After examining how the salesperson responds behaviorally to
returns by the retailer (Time1), we now turn our attention to the
next phase in the process, namely, how this behavioral re-
sponse by the salesperson affects the retailer’s assessment of
the relationship, in terms of the related customer service, man-
ifest influence, and trust in the relationship.

Customer service Customer service refers to a salesperson’s
ability to fulfill customer needs in a timely fashion using the
tools from their product/service portfolio (Jasmand et al.
2012). Providing a high level of customer service is a critical
aspect of successful B2B relationships (Innis and La Londe
1994; Perrault and Russ 1976). The tasks associated with pro-
viding customer service differ across contexts, but the impor-
tance of ensuring that customers are satisfied is a consistent
contributor to B2B performance (Vickery et al. 2003). To
engage in customer service activities, salespeople use the
products and services at their disposal to meet customers’
needs, such as with standard problem-solving procedures or
frequently used knowledge and skills (Jasmand et al. 2012).
But some customer service problems require salespeople to
think outside the box and devise clever, innovative solutions
to service complaints. The ability to adapt to and meet a cus-
tomer’s service needs thus might reflect the salesperson’s am-
bidextrous behaviors (Jasmand et al. 2012). Salespeople who
can provide high levels of customer service while also engag-
ing in sales strategies (e.g., cross-selling, up-selling) are am-
bidextrous, which also requires a truly in-depth understanding

of the retailer’s needs based on efforts to identify opportunities
to satisfy the needs in meaningful ways. Satisfying and even
exceeding customers’ needs, while simultaneously maintain-
ing or increasing sales, thus requires the salesperson to be
flexible.

Salesperson integration and adaptive selling behaviors
should enhance the retailer’s perceptions of customer service.
For example, through integration efforts that allow the sup-
plier’s salespeople to facilitate the retailer’s operations, the
salespeople in turn likely gain greater insights into the nature
of the retailer’s operations and customer needs. The more inte-
grated a salesperson becomes, the more knowledge she or he
should have about the retailer’s specific needs and the more
able she or he will be to meet those needs. Adaptive selling,
such that salespeople alter their behaviors in response to cus-
tomer feedback, should also enhance a salesperson’s ability to
provide high levels of customer service. In their meta-analysis,
Franke and Park (2006) show that adaptive selling relates pos-
itively to customer orientation, which in turn is tied closely to
high levels of customer service. Therefore, we suggest:

H5: Salespeople’s (a) integration and (b) adaptive selling in
Time1 relate positively to the retailer’s perception of
customer service in Time2.

Manifest influence Influence is widely regarded in the sales
literature as an instrument that can be used by salespeople to
encourage customer (i.e., retail buyer) behaviors. Influence
differs from power in that power is the ability to effect change,
whereas influence captures the Bactual changes rather than the
potential to effect changes,^ (Kohli and Zaltman 1988, p.
198). Manifest influence refers to changes in a customer’s
behaviors and choices based on the participation of the sales-
person (Kohli and Zaltman 1988). Manifest influence occurs
when salespeople are effective at developing solutions for
customers and recognizing their differing needs. According
to McFarland et al. (2006), salespeople with greater levels of
manifest influence are better performers. These authors also
found that different influence tactics worked better depending
on the complexities and personal orientations of the buyer.
Therefore, it is important for the salesperson to adapt his/her
influence strategies based on the characteristics of the buyer in
order to influence the buyer. Finally, research on manifest
influence concludes that salespeople with higher levels of
emotional intelligence are able to achieve higher levels of
performance and manifest influence (Kidwell et al. 2011).

Both adaptive selling and partial integration are related to
manifest influence. Adaptive selling requires the salesperson
to change his/her selling strategy based on the needs of the
customer. Previous research (McFarland et al. 2006) shows
that changing influence strategies is positively related to man-
ifest influence. The adoption of new strategies depending on
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the needs of the customer is the foundation of adaptive selling.
Furthermore, partial integration provides the salesperson face-
to-face opportunities to study the customer more and be a
force for change within the relationship. We suggest that par-
tial integration allows for increases in manifest influence be-
cause the salesperson is fully immersing himself/herself in the
relationship. This provides the salesperson with an opportuni-
ty to learn the unique needs of the customer (and in this in-
stance the customer’s customer), and make changes to the
agreements of the relationship to achieve mutual gains.
Therefore, we suggest that:

H6: Salespeople’s (a) integration and (b) adaptive selling in
Time1 relate positively to the retailer’s perception of
manifest influence in Time2.

Trust Trust can stimulate relational bonds and provide oppor-
tunities for collaboration (Kumar et al. 1995). Trust between
organizational partners can encourage firms to preserve rela-
tionships and decrease potential switching costs (Burnham
et al. 2003; Morgan and Hunt 1994). For firms to engage
effectively in mutually collaborative relationships, they must
be able to develop trust with channel partners (Moberg and
Speh 2003). Trust implies a belief in the exchange partner’s
Breliability and integrity, credibility and benevolence, and
word that an obligation will be fulfilled^ (Lambe et al. 2000,
p. 217). It assures the parties that their relationship partners are
competent and can be relied on to meet their obligations
(Morgan and Hunt 1994); it also is a clear indicator of rela-
tionship strength (Geyskens et al. 1999). Because competitive
retail environments encourage retailers to maximize their sup-
ply chain relationships with fewer firms, suppliers need to be
able to cultivate increased trust with their collaborative retail
partners (Kumar and van Dissel 1996).When channel partners
develop trust, their risk perceptions decrease, thereby encour-
aging future transactions and investments (Handfield and
Bechtel 2002).

Social exchange theory suggests that an important outcome
of repeated exchanges between partners is trust (Bercovitz
et al. 2006). We suggest that such trust between a supplier
and a retailer is enhanced by adaptive selling and salesperson
integration because these behaviors improve the relationship
over time. Adaptive selling enhances trust (Chakrabarty et al.
2013; Weitz et al. 2009), because salespeople engaging in
adaptive behaviors modify their actions to align with the cus-
tomer’s needs and to ensure they are providing for those
needs. From a reciprocal exchange perspective, they likely
are perceived to be placing the customer’s needs above their
own, which should enhance the retailer’s perceptions of trust
with the supplier. Similar arguments should pertain to sales
force integration, but because PIC is a relatively recent phe-
nomenon, little research examines its consequences. Instead,

we offer an initial prediction that being highly integrated in a
retailer’s operations causes the retailer to develop enhanced
perceptions of the quality of the relationship with the sales-
person, particularly if the salesperson operates in a manner
consistent with a reciprocal exchange.

H7: Salespeople’s (a) integration efforts and (b) adaptive
selling efforts in Time1 relate positively to the retailer’s
perception of trust in Time2.

Impact of retailer relationship perceptions (Time2)
on future returns (Time3)

With our data, we can examine the level of retailer returns
after the supplier has engaged in positive sales behaviors that
the retailer uses to develop assessments of their relationship.
Because of the reciprocal nature of the supplier–retailer rela-
tionship, when the retailer believes that the supplier is engag-
ing in mutually beneficial, non-opportunistic behaviors,
influencing them in a positive way, which leads to enhanced
customer service and trust perceptions, that retailer should be
more likely to place orders based on properly forecasted de-
mand and less likely to return surpluses at the end of the
selling season. The retailer may make more effort to sell
supplier-branded merchandise, essentially as a reward to the
salesperson for her or his efforts.

Manifest influence, as noted, is the ability of the salesper-
son to affect change. In this case, the salesperson is trying to
increase sales and reduce returns. Themoremanifest influence
the salesperson has, the less likely the retailer is to return
merchandise at a future time. Furthermore, if retailers and
suppliers achieve mutual trust in their relationship, this im-
plies that both parties are deeply interested in joint success.
Dyadic trust can be enhanced if each channel partner makes a
pledge or Baction undertaken by channel members that dem-
onstrate good faith and bind the channel member to the
relationship^ (Anderson andWeitz 1992, p. 20). Retailers that
make pledges to suppliers exhibit greater commitment, and
relationship marketing strategies have more impact when they
can build Binterpersonal relationships between boundary
spanners^ rather than just Bbuilding customer–firm
relationships^ (Palmatier et al. 2006, p. 151). Therefore, as-
suming a certain level of trust, the retailer and supplier work
together to attain optimal inventory and sales goals, which in
turn reduces the need for future returns.

H8: A salesperson’s customer service efforts in Time2 relate
negatively to retailer returns in Time3.

H9: A salesperson’s manifest influence in Time2relates neg-
atively to retailer returns in Time3.

H10: Trust between a salesperson and a retailer in Time2
relates negatively to retailer returns in Time3.
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Methodology

Research setting and data collection

The multilevel survey data used to test our model came from
supplier salespeople and retail store managers. The salespeo-
ple work for a global leader in sporting goods. The retailers in
the study are stores dedicated to only a few specific product
categories; the dominant category is sporting goods. In this
context, primary responsibility of the salespeople is to visit
retail outlets and market the brand producer’s products.
Retailers have direct contact with consumers, the salesperson
responsible for the brand’s products, as well as with brand
competitors. Accordingly, the retailer’s performance is a func-
tion of the supplier brand’s sales and the sales of all other
products in the store. In this relationship, the supplier sales-
person and retailer communicate and interact quite repeatedly.
We believe that this is an appropriate setting for this research
due to the frequent interactions and level of interdependency.

On the retail side, respondents were primarily retail managers
since they were the primary interface with the supplier’s sales-
people. The retail stores included were privately operated even
though some operated under a franchised name. However, the
retail managers had complete autonomy over sales, promotional
activities, and, most germane to our study, decisions regarding
returns. In other words, the decision to return goods and order in
the future was solely at the discretion of retail respondents to our
survey. Store managers engaged in very frequent interactions
with the supplier salespeople, such that a salesperson’s activities
and personal characteristics could directly influence the retail
store manager’s decisions. The supplier salesperson visited the
retail store in person on average over 10.6 h per quarter during
the time frame of this study and had an average of 15 accounts.
In addition, the retail manager had consistent access to the sup-
plier salesperson via phone or email. The salesperson tried to
minimize returns by working carefully with the retail account on
creating a thoughtful inventory management plan for the ac-
count. The supplier salesperson also provided literature and pro-
motional material to the stores to educate sales staff on the ben-
efits of the product. Finally, to reduce returns, the supplier also
tries to offer superior performance product.

We believe this particular channel is a useful context for
studying relationship effects between a supplier salesperson
and retail customer as there is frequent communication, the
number of competing brands is limited, and each party is
mutually dependent on each other’s success. In the product
category of the focal supplier firm, there are primarily seven
national brands competing for market share, with three to five
smaller brands serving niche customers.

Furthermore, there were no significant changes to the sup-
plier’s product during the time frame of this study. For the time
frame of this data collection limited changes were made to the
footwear and apparel products sold through this channel.

As noted above, a small portion of our sample operated
under similar franchise names, so we conducted an analysis
of variance (ANOVA) to ensure there were no differences
between those Bfranchise^ stores and true independent stores.
We found non-significant results for store returns (F = .01,
p < .90), which suggests that franchise stores do not system-
atically engage in more or fewer returns. To obtain the data
from the supplier salespeople and retail managers, we distrib-
uted survey questionnaires to all 28 salespeople in one distri-
bution channel of the company and received responses from
all of them (100% response rate). As the response rate of the
supplier salespeople was 100%, we are unable to fully test for
selection bias as no salespeople opted out of the survey. In
order to try to provide some assurance to the retailers regard-
ing the anonymity of their responses, we partnered with a
professional association in the specific retail category to help
distribute the survey. We utilized a database of 304 retailers
provided by the supplier firm as being customers of the 28
salespeople included in the salesperson sample. We received
143 usable responses from the retailers, for a 47% response
rate. To check for nonresponse bias, we first examined any
differences between respondents and non-respondents across
archival return information as well as store size and sales. We
were able to do this as we had this archival data for all 304
retailers. Finding no differences, we next checked for differ-
ences between early and late respondents across focal con-
structs. Again, we found no differences thus providing confi-
dence our data is somewhat representative of the broader pop-
ulation to which we might generalize our results. Table 2 in-
cludes demographics of the retailer and supplier respondents
included in this study. The same respondents were used
throughout the study. There was no attrition of supplier sales-
people. All the same retailers participated year over year. Any

Table 2 Demographics of respondents

Supplier Salespeople Statistics

Length of Employment with Supplier Firm 5.03 Years

Male 82%

Female 18%

4 year college degree 80%

Average Age 29 years old

Retailers Statistics

All respondents were either a store manager/owner/ or
buyer and engaged frequently with the focal supplier.

Independently Owned 120

Franchises 23

Male 65%

Female 35%

4 year college degree 91%

Between the ages of 35–50 63%

Spend over 50% of their time with retail consumers 41%
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retailers that did not participate in all surveys were dropped
and excluded from usable responses.

Measures

The latent measures in this study came from previously con-
structed multi-item scales, measured on 7-point Likert-type
scales. The means, standard deviations, and latent construct
correlations across levels are in Table 3. All scales items can
be found in Appendix.

Retailer measures Salesperson integration can be defined as
the salesperson’s efforts to successfully integrate himself/
herself into the retailer’s daily sales operations by working
the sales floor, assisting with inventory, or helping with mer-
chandise displays. Salesperson integration was operational-
ized as the average percentage of time the retail respondents
spent with supplier salespeople (Rapp et al. 2013). Retailers
were also asked how often supplier salespeople (of any brand)
worked the retail floor; 100% agreed that this was a common
occurrence, thus making this an appropriate measure for this
retail channel. These data, reflecting the actual amount of time
spent with each account in the year prior to the data collection,
came from the supplier’s customer relationship management
tracking system. Adaptive selling, which can be defined as
occurring when a salesperson tailors the sales approach based
on customer feedback or the sales situation, was assessed
using five items from the adaptive selling scale developed
by Spiro and Weitz (1990) (α = .96). To capture the level of
customer service provided by the supplier salesperson
(α = .93), we used three items from Jasmand et al. (2012)
scale. These authors define customer service as a salesperson’s

ability to fulfill customer needs in a timely fashion using the
tools from their product/service portfolio. Manifest influence
(α = .93), which refers to changes in a customer’s behaviors
and choices based on the participation of the salesperson, was
measured using three items from McFarland et al. (2006).
Finally, we measured trust (α = .95), defined here as a belief
in the exchange partner’s Breliability and integrity, credibility
and benevolence, and word that an obligation will be
fulfilled^ using three items from a scale originally developed
by Morgan and Hunt (1994) (α = .98).

Salesperson measures Learning and performance orientation
were both measured using scales suggested by Sujan et al.
(1994). Learning orientation is defined as the extent to which
a salesperson cultivates skills over time and engages in
thoughtful learning practices, including accepting and consid-
ering feedback and then developing strategies for improve-
ment based on this feedback (Kohli and Zaltman 1988). The
scale consisted of six items (α = .98). Performance orientation
was assessed using five items (α = .83). Salespeople who have
a higher performance orientation consider ability to be fixed
and seek to prove themselves, especially in comparison with
their peers.

Finally, for product returns, we measured total returns (in
dollars), divided by total product sales (in dollars). Both the
returns and the total sales are only for merchandise sold by the
focal supplier. This ratio provides an archival measure of
returns weighted by store size. The returns amount (in dollars)
was for the previous 12-month period to control for seasonal-
ity effects. In order to control for other potential extraneous
factors, we included length of the supplier salesperson–store
relationship and the age of the retail store.

Table 3 Means, standard deviations, and correlations

Mean SD α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1a. Returns (Dollars), T0 3130.5 4324.4 NA --

2. Returns (Dollars), T3 3873.2 5741.6 NA .58** --

3. Salesperson Integration 10.6 6.4 NA .20* .03 --

4. Adaptive Selling 4.4 1.3 .96 .06 .00 −.01 --

5. Customer Service 4.0 0.9 .93 −.03 .01 .35** .07 --

6. Trust 5.0 1.1 .95 −.15 −.02 .24** .20* .23** --

7. Manifest Influence 4.3 1.4 .93 .06 .02 .18* .18* .01 .13 --

8. Store Age 14.4 11.1 NA −.11 .11 −.16* .05 −.02 .03 .26** --

9. Length of Relationship 6.2 4.5 NA −.16 .03 −.05 .02 −.01 −.10 .04 .18* --

Level 2 Constructs A B

A.Performance Orientation 6.1 1.5 .83 --

B. Learning Orientation 5.5 1.0 .98 .10 --

NA Archival data thus no reliability measure can be calculated

*Correlation significant at p < .05

**Correlation significant at p < .01
aNumbers refer to the same construct across the top of the table
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Measurement model

To test for measurement fit, we ran a confirmatory factor
analysis with all returns and latent items reported at the
retail store level. The analysis provided strong fit indices
(χ2(101) = 147.27; confirmatory fit index = .98; normed fit
index = .95; root mean square error of approximation = .06;
standardized root mean residual = .04). All items demonstrat-
ed individual loadings greater than .80 (p < .001), and discrim-
inant validity exists across all constructs.

The data collection features a critical temporal element,
such that we collected returns data at two time periods, one
year apart (T0 and T3). Supplier salesperson learning and per-
formance orientations were collected at T0 as well. We
contacted retail store managers at two separate time periods,
four months apart, to determine the level of adaptive selling
occurring (T1) and the overall level of manifest influence, the
level of trust and level of customer service being provided
(T2). There were four months between T0 and T1, T1 and T2,
and T2 and T3, yielding an overall data collection of 1 year
from T0 to T3. Archival measures of salesperson integration
were gathered from the sponsoring organization at T1. Returns
are usually conducted every six months in this channel as six
months is the typical selling season. However, in order to
control for seasonality, we compared returns year over year
rather than season by season. Because we were trying to cap-
ture the efforts of the salesperson during the selling season,
salesperson behaviors were captured in the middle of the sell-
ing season when sales efforts are at their peak.

Analytical strategy

The multilevel aspects of our conceptual framework necessi-
tate a consideration of the hierarchical nature of our data struc-
ture before undertaking the empirical analyses. The dependent
variable, returns at the retailer level, is nested within specific
salespeople, such that responses from one set of retailers may
be more similar than those from another set of retailers, which
would influence the statistical results if not appropriately
modeled (Bliese and Hanges 2004). Therefore, we used hier-
archical linear modeling (HLM) (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002)
to achieve a simultaneous estimation of the relationships
nested across levels. In our study retailers are nested within
salespeople, and HLM appropriately accounts for the non-
independence across the observations. Several marketing
studies adopt similar HLM approaches (e.g., Hughes and
Ahearne 2010; Lam et al. 2010).

In addition, before estimating the hypothesized paths, we
determined how much variance resides within and between
units, to serve as a foundation for subsequent analyses. We
first estimated a series of baselinemodels (intercepts only) that
included only the dependent variables (i.e., salesperson inte-
gration, adaptive selling, and returns). Using these variables

individually at the retailer level as our dependent measures in
the intercept-only models, we uncovered significant between-
group variation for all three models, such that 17% of the
variance in the level of salesperson integration resided within
retailers (1 – ICC(1) = σ2/(σ2 + τ00)). Furthermore, 10% of the
variance in adaptive selling and 16% of the variance in returns
resided at the store level. According to this preliminary anal-
ysis, the supplier salesperson can directly influence the per-
ceptions held by the retail store manager and return behaviors.

As a robustness check we examined the change variable
between T3 and T0 returns to review the hypothesized relation-
ships on this new criterion metric. We uncovered that when
using integration (b = −.190; p < .05) and adaptive selling
(b = −.225; p < .05) as predictors of the change, both were
significant. We also examined the effects of customer service
(b = −.001; p = n.s.), manifest influence (b = −.260; p < .01), and
trust (b = −.085; p = n.s.) on the change measure. From a ro-
bustness check standpoint, it appears that the only relationship
that does not hold across the two different outcome measures is
trust. Although directionally accurate, it is not significant.

Results

Our results suggest, as hypothesized, that the initial level of store
returns impact salesperson behaviors in a subsequent period.
Specifically, returns by the store at time (T0) influence both
salesperson integration (H1; β = 7.50, p < .05) and the level
of adaptive selling demonstrated (H2; β = 2.14, p < .05). The
level of salesperson integration in turn influences perceived cus-
tomer service (H5a;β = .197, p < .05), manifest influence (H5b;
β = .182, p < .05), and trust (H5c; β = .238, p < .01). Similarly,
adaptive selling directly affects perceived customer service
(H6a; β = .233, p < .01), manifest influence (H6b; β = .180,
p < .05), and trust (H6c; β = .198, p < .01). Regarding the
resulting effects on the level of returns at time (T3), we find that
both manifest influence (H8; β = −.192, p < .05) and trust (H9;
β = −.180, p < .05) reduce the amount of returns by the store,
but customer service (H7; β = −.150, p = n.s.) does not.

Turning to the moderating influences of goal orientation,
we uncover significant effects in the relationships of store
returns at time (T0) with both the level of integration and the
demonstration of adaptive selling. A salesperson’s learning
orientation moderates the relationship between the level of
returns and adaptive selling tendencies (H3a; γ = 3.43,
p < .05) and their level of integration (H3b; γ = −20.88,
p < .05); his or her performance orientation also moderates
the relationship between initial returns at time and integration
shown (H4a; γ = 3.81, p < .05), but not to adaptive selling
(H4b; γ = .87, p = ns). Results can be seen in Fig. 3.

We graph these individual moderating effects in Figs. 4a, b
and 5. As Fig. 4a indicates, the relationship between store
returns and the supplier salesperson’s level of adaptive selling
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increases when the supplier salesperson has a high learning
orientation. A similar pattern emerges in Fig. 5; the relation-
ship between store returns and the supplier salesperson’s level
of integration increases when the supplier salesperson exhibits
a high performance orientation. Interestingly, in Fig. 4b, we
see that as returns increase and a salesperson’s learning orien-
tation increases, they actually demonstrate less integration.
Therefore, the goal orientation of the supplier salesperson in-
fluences the response to a retail store’s returns.

Discussion

Retailer returns often result in significant costs to all members
of a channel that must be balanced against the need to provide
effective customer support. Another party that can be affected
by retailer returns is the salesperson representing the supplier,
who may suffer a loss in compensation after the fact. However,
no prior research has investigated the impact of returns on
salespeople and how their responses might then affect the over-
all relationship with the retailer. Our primary research objective
has been to examine relational changes that occur as a sales-
person responds and adapts to retailer behaviors. Given the
important role salespeople play in the process, and the poten-
tially negative effects of retailer returns on salespeople and the
salesperson–retailer relationship, such research is overdue.

Using longitudinal objective returns data and lagged inputs
from salespeople and retailers, we find that salespeople who
respond to returns positively, by engaging in relationship-
building behaviors (e.g., integration, adaptive selling),

improve the retailer relationship, which ultimately results in
fewer future returns. A learning orientation also enhances the
impact of salespeople’s adaptive selling; a performance orien-
tation positively increases the effects of salesperson integra-
tion. Interestingly, salespeople with a high learning orientation
are less likely to engage in partial integration after higher
levels of retail returns. This indicates that salespeople with a
high learning orientation are working on adaptive strategies to
reduce returns in future time periods.

Both adaptive selling and integration positively influence cus-
tomer service, manifest influence, and trust. Customer service,
interestingly, does not reduce future retailer returns. This might
be due to the fact that customer service is typically considered
after a problem has occurred, and might be more powerful from
a retailer’s perspective when the retailer actually needs to make a
return versus before the return. Manifest influence, in this in-
stance, is the retailer’s perception of the salesperson’s role in
affecting change. In this case, the salesperson is working to
reduce future retailer returns and develop strategies that are ben-
eficial to both the retailer and the supplier salesperson. Finally,
trust has been studied in many contexts as a critical foundation
for B2B relationships. This research extends our knowledge of
trust by confirming that when retailers perceive trust in a rela-
tionship, they are likely to reduce returns in the future. Hopefully
this leads to other mutually beneficial outcomes.

Overall, an investment by the salesperson in the continued
cultivation of a relationship with the retailer, regardless of
previous returns, thus can produce positive effects in the fu-
ture. Salespeople and managers should consider this outcome
a sign of Bhope.^ Even though sales might decrease, through

Fig. 3 Results of hypothesized
model
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returns, at one point in time, an investment in the relationship
can still yield beneficial results over time.

Implications for marketing practice and theory

Managers of supplier firms should work to ensure that sales-
people recognize that when certain types of negative events
occur (e.g., retailers return goods), salespeople should regard
it as an opportunity to strengthen the relationship, rather than a
negative event. Returns might even be similar to what
Harmeling et al.’s (2015) call Btransformational relationship
events^ or Ballinger and Rockmann (2010) Banchoring

events.^ These authors refer to events with the ability to change
the nature or trajectory of a relationship. For example, a trans-
formational event disconfirms relationship expectations
(Harmeling et al. 2015). If a salesperson has invested in a rela-
tionship with a retailer, a return from that retailer might change
the trajectory of their relationship, especially if it reduces the
salesperson’s own compensation. Accordingly, managers must
imbue salespeople with a desire to overcome such negative
events and a good understanding of the importance of continu-
ing to engage in relationship-building behaviors, perhaps by
creating a culture that values reciprocal exchange relationships
over more transactional forms of exchange.

If negative anchoring events are not addressed appropriate-
ly they could lead to greater problems in the future. For ex-
ample, if a salesperson responds negatively to retailer returns,
the negative impact on the relationship could later lead to
more returns and a further deterioration of the relationship.
Firms therefore need to take actions to ensure that
salespeople recognize the importance of positive responses
to negative return events. In our study, both adaptive selling
and integration exert positive effects on retailer perceptions of
the relationship with the salesperson. Specifically, salesperson
integration has a positive impact on both retailer perceptions
of customer service, manifest influence, and retailer trust.
Likewise, adaptive selling positively impacts customer
service perceptions, manifest influence, and trust. Thus, it
would appear managers should encourage such behaviors
and efforts. Romàn and Iacobucci (2010) identify an indirect
effect of the firm’s customer orientation on adaptive selling,
such that this orientation reduces role ambiguity, which has an
inverse relationship with adaptive selling. Noting the

A
da

pt
iv

e 
S

el
lin

g

Returns

Low LO
Average LO
High LO

0 1000 2000 3000 4000 5000
Returns

In
te

gr
at

io
n

Low LO
Average LO
High LO

a

b

Fig. 4 a Cross-level interaction of learning orientation (LO) on the store
returns to adaptive selling. b Cross-level interaction of learning
orientation (LO) on the store returns to salesperson integration

Returns

In
te

gr
at

io
n 

Low PO
Average PO
High PO

Fig. 5 Cross-level interaction of performance orientation (PO) on the
store returns to salesperson integration

J. of the Acad. Mark. Sci.



importance of customer orientation thus may be one way to
ensure more adaptive selling efforts.

Salespeople also need a strong goal orientation, which sales
literature generally treats as either a learning orientation or a
performance orientation (Sujan et al. 1994). Our results suggest
these orientations significantly strengthen the extent to which
returns lead salespeople to engage in relationship building ac-
tivities. When the learning orientation is high the relationship
between retailer returns and retailer perceptions of adaptive
selling increases (Λ = 3.43). This suggests that firms should
work to create an environment that prompts salespeople to
gather information about the environments in which they oper-
ate. For example, competitive intelligence is critical for sales-
people (Rapp et al. 2011), in that those salespeople most effec-
tive in terms of gathering and leveraging intelligence about
customers are better able to engage in adaptive selling, because
they have learned about customer needs (Hughes et al. 2013).
Spiro and Weitz (1990) also suggest that understanding cus-
tomer needs is central to engaging in adaptive selling.

Yet some salespeople have a much stronger performance
orientation, in which case the stronger effect of returns on
salesperson integration ultimately translates into lower returns
in the future (Λ = 3.81). Our results suggest that a strong
performance orientation strengthens the relationship between
returns and salesperson integration. In this case, the selling
firm would benefit from developing systems and procedures
that allow performance-oriented salespeople to spend more
time in stores with their retail customers. For example, they
might actively work to minimize travel time between retail
accounts and generate optimal customer coverage strategies.
A supplier also might give its performance-oriented salespeo-
ple more product lines to carry, for fewer accounts, rather than
representing one line for multiple accounts.

From a theoretical perspective, our research helps extend
understanding of how SET applies in B2B relationships.
Specifically, we suggest conceptualizing exchanges as recipro-
cal rather than negotiated. When salespeople face potentially
negative situations, such as retail returns, the responses that
result from a reciprocal exchange perspective, which encourages
positive behaviors even without promise of reciprocation, can
enhance relationship-building efforts. If retailer returns reduce a
salesperson’s compensation, a negotiated exchange perspective
might suggest reducing efforts toward that retailer or negotiating
new promises of future behaviors. Reciprocal exchange instead
prompts the salesperson to engage in relationship-building be-
haviors that might lead to positive returns.

Limitations and further research

We incorporated objective sales and returns data to minimize
some limitations, but the nature of the study features some in-
herent design limitations. We used both lagged and longitudinal
returns data, yet each data point only captured one point in time.

Relationships are dynamic, so it is hard to capture the nature and
all their implications. These data also were collected in an envi-
ronment in which retailers were empowered to discontinue the
supplier relationship. The threat might have caused the salespeo-
ple to accept more retailer returns than they would prefer or
oversell in their efforts to avoid losing relationship momentum.

Returned merchandise also may have a pronounced effect
on future decision making if salespeople already have mental-
ly budgeted or even actually spent their compensation. Using
Thaler’s (1985) mental accounting theory, future explorations
could address how returns affect actual compensation and
future expectations of compensation from sales to a given
retailer. We also in an exploratory fashion examined the role
of the avoidance dimension of performance orientation. As
expected it had a negative moderating effect on the relation-
ship between returns in Time0 and salesperson integration.
Such an insight highlights the importance of further research
understanding both the positive (or prove) performance orien-
tation and the negative (or avoid) performance orientation.

In this paper, we focused on how the use of reciprocal
exchange, specifically the extent to which relationship vari-
ables (adaptive selling and integration) and prior economic
variables (prior retailer returns) served as inputs and influence
an economic variable (i.e., retailer returns), which also serves
as the output of the exchange. Foa and Foa (1974) highlight
the development of Bcognitive structure of resource classes^
which, suggests that exchange can occur within the categories
of resources and exchanges can also occur with adjacent cat-
egories (e.g., status can be exchange for information or love;
goods can be exchanged for services or money). However, it is
important to note that Foa and Foa also suggest that
Beconomic and psychological exchanges, though not equated,
are considered within the same framework^ (p. 16) and
Beconomic and noneconomic resource intertwine in societal
functioning^ (p. 31). We suggest that this allows for a broader
range of reciprocal exchange that is also echoed by
Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005) who have pointed out that
these six categories have typically been collapsed into two
categories, economic and socioemotional, and that exchange
can occur between them. In this research, we have highlighted
the role of how socioemotional resources (e.g., adaptive sell-
ing and integration) can be exchanged (or can influence) eco-
nomic resources (e.g., returns). It would be beneficial for fu-
ture research to examine how other economic resources (e.g.,
amount of trade promotional spending and/or slotting allow-
ances) can serve as an important influencers to reduce future
returns and how these effect sizes compare to those of socio-
economic resources. Another intriguing area of future research
inquiry is the role of reciprocal relationships on sell-through
activities, in addition to returns. Future research could also
examine the role of reciprocal relationship constructs on
how and when retailers engage in additional selling activities
to enhance their sell-through and reduce returns.
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Finally, indebtedness or the Bstate of obligation to repay
another^ (Greenberg 1980, p. 4), might mitigate critical rela-
tionship and performance outcomes in B2B relationships
(Pelser et al. 2015), through its negative effects on a channel

partner’s commitment to a supplier and the retailer’s sales
efforts. If partners feel indebted to each other, they do not
contribute as much to the relationship, and this influence re-
quires further research consideration.

Appendix

Table 4 Scale Items

Construct Definition Items Source

Partial Integration Salesperson integration refers to the
salesperson’s efforts to successfully integrate
himself/herself into the retailer’s daily sales
operations by working the sales floor,
assisting with inventory, or helping with
merchandise displays.

An objective measure of the supplier salesperson’s time
spent in the store was used. This measure was
reported by the retailer.

Rapp et al. (2013)

Adaptive Selling Adaptive selling occurs when a salesperson
tailors the sales approach based on
customer feedback or the sales situation.

When thinking about this supplier, do they…
• make sales presentations in innovative ways.
• carry out sales tasks in ways that are resourceful.
• come up with new ideas for satisfying customer needs.
• generate and evaluate multiple alternatives for

customer problems.
• develop creative selling ideas.

Adapted from Spiro
and Weitz (1990)

Trust Trust implies a belief in the exchange
partner’s Breliability and integrity,
credibility and benevolence, and word
that an obligation will be fulfilled.^

In our relationship, this supplier…
• is very honest and truthful.
• can be trusted completely.
• can be counted on to do what is right.

Adapted from Morgan
and Hunt (1994)

Manifest Influence Manifest influence refers to changes in a
customer’s behaviors and choices based
on the participation of the salesperson.

• I put a great deal of weight into my BRAND rep’s
opinion before making my decisions.

• My BRAND rep’s involvement has a major
influence on my choices.

• My decisions are a reflection of my BRAND
salesperson.

McFarland et al. (2006)

Customer Service Customer service refers to a salesperson’s
ability to fulfill customer needs in a
timely fashion using the tools from
their product/service portfolio
(Jasmand et al. 2012).

This supplier…
• identifies my exact problem with their products to

solve it in a reliable way.
• listens attentively to me in order to take appropriate

action to handle my concerns regarding their products.
• pays attention to the my questions about their products

to answer them correctly.

Jasmand et al. (2012)

Performance Orientation Salespeople who have a higher performance
orientation instead consider ability fixed
and seek to prove themselves, especially
in comparison with their peers.

• It is very important to me that my sales manager sees
me as a good person.

• I very much want my co-workers to consider me to be
good at selling.

• I feel very good when I know I have outperformed
other salespeople in my company

• I always try to communicate my accomplishments to
my manager..

Adapted from Sujan
et al. (1994)

Learning Orientation With a higher learning orientation, a
person thus is more likely to cultivate
skills over time and engage in thoughtful
learning practices (Kohli et al. 1998),
including accepting and considering
feedback and then developing strategies
for improvement based on this feedback.

• Making a tough sale is very satisfying.
• An important part of being a good salesperson is

continually improving your sales skills.
• Making mistakes when selling is part of the learning

process.
• It is important for me to learn from each selling

experience I have.
• It is worth spending a great deal of time learning new

approaches for dealing with customers.
• Learning how to be a better salesperson is of

fundamental importance to me.

Adapted from Sujan
et al. (1994)
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