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Gender Differences in Dispositional Traits of Sales Representatives
By Jane McKay-Nesbitt and Malcolm C. Smith

Gender differences in sales representatives’ three specific dispositional traits - self-regulatory orientation, achievement 
orientation, and tendencies to experience positive versus negative emotions in a sales context, along with the impact 
of sales experience on these traits, were investigated amongst sales representatives working in the United States. Data 
were collected online from 93 male and 87 female sales representatives. Respondents sold a variety of industrial and 
consumer products in business-to-business and business-to-consumer settings. Females reported significantly lower 
prevention regulatory focus, performance achievement orientation, and fewer negative emotions regarding their sales 
performance. For males, but not for females, as sales experience increased, prevention focus decreased, performance 
orientation decreased, and negative emotions decreased. Implications for sales management practices as well as theory 
are discussed.

Although females make up approximately half of the 

United States’ workforce and 51.5% of managerial 

and professional positions (Mandelbaum 2017; Voria 

2018), they represent only 39% of sales representatives. 

The percentage of females in sales increased by only 

3% from 2004 to 2014 (Mandelbaum 2017). Thus, 

it is likely that research in sales has been carried out 

mostly on males and consequently, we know little 

about individual differences between female and male 

salespeople. We aim to begin to close this gap.

Some research has investigated behavioral differences 

between genders in a sales context. For instance, 

Chakrabarty (2020) found that female insurance sales 

representatives exhibited more effective non-verbal 

communication skills and higher levels of interpersonal 

skills than their male counterparts. Comer and her 

colleagues (1995) identified differences in how sales 

representatives respond to female sales managers. 

Whereas males responded better to leaders who 

displayed individualized consideration and managed 

by exception, females responded better to charismatic 

leaders and intellectually stimulating management 

methods. Piercy and his colleagues (2003) found gender 

differences in control strategies employed by male and 

female sales managers. Female sales managers exhibit 

more behavioral (i.e., monitor, direct, evaluate, and 

reward) versus outcome (i.e., incentive pay) control 

strategies than their male counterparts. Piercy and his 

colleagues (2003) also found, that female sales managers 

used more behavioral control strategies than male sales 

managers and were better at employing them. Others 

have recently identified gender differences in types 

of behavior controls to which sales representatives 

respond best (Gottfried, Ambrose, and Plank 2017). 

Female sales representatives’ intrinsic motivation is 

enhanced by capability controls (i.e., controls that 

allow them to develop essential selling skills), but 

male sales representatives’ intrinsic motivation is 

enhanced by output controls that focus on sales quotas. 

MacIntosh and Krush (2014) examined links between 

gender and salesperson networking behaviors, job 

satisfaction, and organizational commitment. They 

found that professional networking provides objective 

benefits for female sales representatives while customer 

networking provides objective benefits for male sales 

representatives. Identifying the aforementioned 

behavioral differences between genders is important; 

however, identifying what causes these behavioral 

differences will aid our understanding of the reasons 

that female sales representatives may behave differently 

from their male counterparts.

A root cause of behavior is a person’s dispositional 

traits which are tendencies to choose certain actions 

in particular circumstances (e.g., Ripski, LoCasale-

Crouch, and Decker 2011). In fact, research has shown 
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that an individual’s dispositional traits are useful in 

predicting attitudes, behaviors, performance, and 

outcomes in organizational settings (Ones et al. 2007); 

they predispose individuals to interpret events in a 

particular way. This predisposition affects behaviors 

and interactions with others (Kokkinos 2007). 

Recent research has also demonstrated that sales 

representatives’ dispositional traits are important 

predictors of sales effectiveness (e.g., Deeter-Schmelz 

and Sojka 2003; Rozell, Pettijohn, and Parker 2006; 

Silver, Dwyer, and Alford 2006; Sojka and Deeter-

Schmelz 2008). For example, Caza and Posner 

(2019) found that grit, defined as a personality trait, 

influences the frequency with which sales managers 

engage in leadership behaviors. There has also been 

some consideration given to the effects of emotional 

intelligence (EQ), which is also considered to be a 

dispositional trait, on sales effort (Borg and Johnston 

2013). Ogilvie and her colleagues (2017) found that 

for business-to-business sales representatives with 

high EQ, more effort resulted in better relational 

performance (i.e., ability to build relationships with 

customers). For low EQ sales representatives however, 

additional effort reaches a point of diminishing returns 

where additional effort does not yield better relational 

performance. Although the effects of dispositional 

traits such as grit and EQ on sales performance have 

been explored, to our knowledge, gender differences in 

dispositional traits have received limited attention in the 

sales literature. 

Therefore, our goal is to investigate the topic of 

gender differences in dispositional traits among 

sales representatives. A better understanding of these 

differences may aid our knowledge of why gender 

differences in sales behavior may occur, thus aiding 

efforts to recruit, maintain, and manage both female 

and male sales representatives. Additionally, our goal 

is to contribute to theory and provide direction for 

future research.

In this research, we examine gender differences in 

sales representatives’ three specific dispositional traits 

- self-regulatory orientation, achievement orientation, 

and tendencies to experience positive versus negative 

emotions in a sales context. We further consider the 

impact of sales experience on these dispositional traits. 

This paper proceeds as follows. We review the literature 

and develop research questions regarding gender 

differences in the above-mentioned dispositional traits 

and effects of sales experience on these traits. We then 

present the results of an empirical study undertaken 

with sales representatives in the United States to 

address these research questions. The paper concludes 

with managerial implications of our findings and 

suggestions for further research. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Self-regulatory Orientation: Promotion versus 
Prevention Focus

Regulatory Focus Theory (RFT; Higgins 1998) proposes 

that individual differences in self-regulatory orientation 

(i.e., regulatory focus) emerge due to socialization 

during childhood. Individuals develop two distinct self-

regulatory orientations: a promotion orientation (focus) 

and a prevention orientation (focus). Both orientations 

are approach-oriented motivational systems (Molden, 

Lee, and Higgins 2008) but differ in their focus on 

outcomes and strategies for achieving those goals. 

Promotion-focused individuals focus on hopes, 

aspirations, and ideals and are motivated by 

accomplishment, advancement, and growth. These 

individuals strive to achieve goals by ensuring that 

they do not miss opportunities; they employ eager 

strategies to pursue their goals (Brockner and Higgins 

2001). Promotion-focused individuals are concerned 

more about achieving success than avoiding failure. 

Promotion-focused individuals have a strong desire 

to seize opportunities and are willing to adopt risky 

strategies (Crowe and Higgins 1997; Pham and Avnet 

2004). Promotion focus has also been shown to be 

associated with positive emotions (Bhatnagar and 

McKay-Nesbitt 2016; Gorman et al. 2012).

Prevention-focused people focus on duties and 

obligations and are motivated by safety, security, and 

prevention of losses. Prevention-focused individuals 

strive to avoid mistakes and employ careful strategies 

to pursue their goals. They are more concerned about 

avoiding failure than achieving success. A prevention-

focused person adopts conservative, non-risky strategies 
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to avoid mistakes. Prevention-focus is associated with 

negative emotions (Bhatnagar and McKay-Nesbitt 

2016; Gorman et al. 2012). 

RFT has not received much attention in the sales 

literature. There is evidence however, that a sales 

person’s regulatory focus is associated with sales role. 

DeCarlo and Lam (2015) found that a promotion focus 

is more strongly related than a prevention focus to a 

hunter sales role, whereas a prevention focus is more 

strongly associated than a promotion focus with a 

farmer sales role. Others have found that employees’ 

regulatory focus may influence self-regulation and 

behavior at work (Brockner and Higgins 2001; Johnson 

et al. 2015; Lanaj, Chang, and Johnson 2012; Wallace, 

Johnson, and Frazier 2009). Because a promotion focus 

results in focusing on accomplishing goals, promotion-

focused employees engage in work strategies that 

maximize gains and productivity. Conversely, 

prevention-focused employees are more cautious and 

engage in behavior that increases safety performance 

and are less concerned with maximizing productivity. 

Sales representatives are typically most concerned 

with achieving success and they are willing to take 

risks to do so (Morris, Avila, and Teeple 1990). Sales 

representatives have been described as having a 

“powerful, unrelenting, internal drive to excel” (Lill and 

Lill 2012, p.19). They want to maximize sales. Effective 

sales representatives are enthusiastic, optimistic, and 

eagerly pursue their goals (Dubinsky and Ingram 1984; 

Martin 2011). Lounsbury, Gibson, and Hamrick (2004) 

found that both salespersons and sales managers were 

ambitious and exhibited higher levels of work drive than 

other occupations. Since sales representatives eagerly 

pursue goals and are not risk averse, it is possible that 

they are more promotion- than prevention-focused.

Although little attention has been paid to gender 

differences in self-regulatory orientation, there is some 

evidence that these differences exist (McKay-Nesbitt, 

Bhatnagar, and Smith 2013). Females (males) have been 

shown to be more prevention- (promotion-) focused 

than males (females). These findings are consistent 

with literature that finds females to be more risk-averse 

than males (Hersch 1996). Our research questions, 

therefore, are as follows: 

RQ1: Will sales representatives tend to be more 

promotion- versus prevention-focused? 

RQ2: Are there gender differences in sales 

representatives’ tendencies to exhibit a promotion 

versus a prevention regulatory focus?

Achievement Orientation: Learning versus 
Performance Orientation

Achievement Theory seeks to explain how individuals 

regulate behavior to become competent in tasks to 

achieve goals (Ames 1992; Ames and Archer 1988; 

Dweck and Leggett 1988). As with regulatory focus, 

individuals have two distinct orientations toward 

developing and demonstrating competence: a learning 

achievement orientation and a performance achievement 

orientation (Ames 1992). 

Individuals with a learning achievement orientation 

typically believe that ability can be developed. These 

individuals view achievement situations as opportunities 

to develop competence through hard work and effort 

(Dweck and Leggett 1988). They are motivated to 

achieve intrinsic rewards that come from mastering a 

task and they are risk tolerant. Sales representatives 

with a learning orientation who face difficult situations 

or failures are persistent and renew efforts to succeed 

(Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar 1994). There is evidence that 

females are more likely than males to exhibit a learning 

orientation (Akin 2010).

Individuals with a performance achievement 

orientation believe that success is a result of ability 

which is difficult to develop (Dweck and Leggett 

1988). These individuals think that innate ability is 

needed to demonstrate competence, and that effort 

will only pay off for the very skilled. Performance-

oriented individuals want to be viewed as competent 

and successful and are motivated to achieve results by 

extrinsic rewards (Ames and Archer 1988). They are 

however, risk averse and reluctant to try new approaches 

as they are concerned about failure and being judged 

as incompetent. Adopting a performance achievement 

orientation may cause sales representatives to avoid 

challenging situations to reduce possibilities of failure 

(Sujan et al. 1994). Males are more likely than females 

to exhibit a performance orientation (Akin 2010). 
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Therefore, our research questions are: 

RQ3: Do sales representatives tend to have stronger 

learning- versus performance-achievement 

orientations? 

RQ4: Are there gender differences in sales 

representatives’ tendencies to exhibit learning- 

versus performance-achievement orientations? 

Emotions: Positive versus Negative 

In general, emotions motivate and drive behavior (see 

Frijda 1986; Passyn and Sujan 2006) and are integral to 

all aspects of organizational life (Brotheridge and Lee 

2008). Barsade and Gibson (2007) found overwhelming 

evidence that “experiencing and expressing positive 

emotions and moods enhances performance at 

individual, group and organizational levels” (p. 

51). Similarly, Hazelton (2014) found that in the 

workplace, positive emotions help to build individual 

and organizational success. Ozcelik, Langton, and 

Aldrich (2008) showed that a positive emotional 

climate within business organizations has positive 

effects on organizational outcomes including increased 

revenue and increases in sales. Barsade and Gibson’s 

(2007) review also revealed that negative emotions 

within individuals in organizations can do significant 

harm by negatively influencing perceptions of leaders, 

even leading to aggression and violence. Additionally, 

negative workplace emotions have been shown to be 

associated with increased sick time and intentions to 

quit (Fugate, Kinicki, and Prussia 2008). 

Differences in tendencies of females and males to 

express positive (females) versus negative (males) 

emotions have also been identified. Women express 

discrete positive emotions (e.g., happy) more frequently 

than men (Linley et al. 2016), and males have been 

shown to express more negative emotions than females 

(e.g., shame; Ferguson, Eyre, and Ashbaker 2000; 

Silfver 2007). It is not known however, whether 

gender differences are evident in tendencies of sales 

representatives to express positive versus negative 

emotions regarding their sales performance. Therefore, 

our research questions are: 

RQ5: Are sales representatives more likely to 

report positive versus negative emotions when 

considering past sales performance vis-à-vis their 

peers?

RQ6: Are there gender differences in sales 

representatives’ tendencies to report positive 

versus negative emotions when considering past 

sales performance vis-à-vis their peers?

The Role of Sales Experience

There is evidence that both regulatory focus and 

achievement orientation may be influenced by situations 

(Ames and Archer 1988; Friedman and Forster 2001; 

Sujan et al. 1994). It is possible that sales experience, 

a situational influence, may impact these dispositional 

traits. Similarly, it is possible that experienced sales 

representatives may feel differently than inexperienced 

sales representatives about their sales performance 

vis-à-vis their peers. Therefore, we ask the following 

research question: 

RQ7: What is the effect of sales experience on sales 

representatives’ tendencies to a) be promotion- 

versus prevention-focused, b) be learning- versus 

performance-oriented, and c) report positive versus 

negative emotions when considering their sales 

performance vis-à-vis their peers? 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Participants

A survey of business-to-business (64.4%) and business-

to-business plus business-to- consumer (44.8%) sales 

representatives was conducted to explore the above 

research questions. Data were collected online using 

a Qualtrics panel. Attention checks were embedded in 

the questionnaire; only data from those who passed the 

attention check were included. A total of 180 usable 

responses were obtained from 93 male and 87 female 

sales representatives currently working in the United 

States. Respondents sold a variety of industrial and 

consumer products. Male ages ranged from 25 to 61 

years with a mean (standard deviation) of 40.69 (9.32) 

years. Female ages ranged from 25 to 60 years with a 

mean (standard deviation) age of 37.68 (8.98) years. 
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The mean (standard deviation) years of sales experience 

for males was 13.11 (8.44) years and 10.63 (7.03) years 

for females. 

Procedure and Measures

After consenting to participate in the study, participants 

provided information about their gender and years of 

sales experience. They then responded to questions 

to assess chronic regulatory focus and achievement 

orientation. The questionnaire concluded with questions 

to assess participants’ emotions regarding their overall 

sales performance relative to their peers. 

Independent variable

Gender was the only independent variable. Participants 

were asked to indicate whether they considered 

themselves to be male or female.

Dependent variables

Chronic regulatory focus was measured via the General 

Regulatory Focus Measure (GRFM; Lockwood, 

Jordan, and Kunda 2002) which consists of nine 9-point 

scale items that measure promotion focus (e.g., “I often 

think about the person I would ideally like to be in the 

future”) and nine that measure prevention focus (e.g., 

“In general, I am focused on preventing negative events 

in my life”), where 1 = not at all true of me and 9 = very 

true of me. Analyses revealed that the promotion and 

prevention scales were reliable (Cronbach’s αpromotion = 

.89; Cronbach’s αprevention = .86) and items were averaged 

to form promotion- and prevention-focus indices. 

Achievement orientation was measured using 

previously published scales (Kohli, Shervani, and 

Challagalla 1998). Learning orientation was measured 

with six, and performance orientation was measured 

with five 5-point Likert scale items. Endpoints were 

anchored with 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly 

agree. Learning-orientation scale items assess concerns 

with developing skills and abilities (e.g., “An important 

part about being a salesperson is continually improving 

your sales skills”). Performance orientation items 

assess concerns with being perceived as a successful 

salesperson (e.g., “I feel very good when I know that I 

have outperformed other salespeople in my company”). 

Analysis of learning orientation items revealed that 

an acceptable reliability level could be maximized 

by removing the first item (Cronbach α = .86), so the 

remaining five items were averaged to form an index 

of learning achievement orientation. The performance 

orientation scale reliability was acceptable (Cronbach α 

= .80) so the five items were averaged to form an index 

of performance achievement orientation. 

Emotions were measured using scales adapted from 

previously published measures (Thompson 2007). 

Participants were asked to think about their overall 

sales performance relative to their peers and indicate 

how often they experienced positive emotions (pride, 

enthusiasm, inspiration) and negative emotions (shame, 

guilt, embarrassment). Responses were recorded 

on 5-point Likert scales, anchored with 1 = very 

infrequently and 5 = very frequently. Reliability of 

the measures for positive and negative emotions was 

acceptable (Cronbach αpositive emotions = .77; Cronbach 

αnegative emotions = .90), so the items were averaged to form 

scales for positive and negative emotions.

Covariate

Sales experience was included as a covariate. It is 

possible that the length of time a person has worked in 

sales may impact their tendencies to i) be promotion- 

versus prevention-focused, ii) be performance- versus 

learning-oriented, and iii) display positive versus 

negative emotions when considering their sales 

performance vis-à-vis their peers.

RESULTS

Regulatory Focus

RQ1: Will sales representatives tend to be more 

promotion- versus prevention-focused?

RQ1 was tested with a paired-samples t-test. 

Results showed that sales representatives tend to be 

more promotion- versus prevention-focused. Sales 

representatives’ mean promotion score (M = 7.16, SD = 

1.22, N = 180) was significantly higher than their mean 

prevention score (M = 5.84, SD = 1.62, N = 180; t (179) 

= 9.51, p =.000). 

RQ2: Are there gender differences in sales 

representatives’ tendencies to exhibit a promotion 

versus a prevention regulatory focus?
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Follow-up tests to assess male and female differences 

regarding promotion and prevention focus were 

conducted with paired-samples t-tests. Paired-samples 

t-test results showed that both male and female sales 

representatives tend to be more promotion- than 

prevention-focused. Male sales representatives’ mean 

promotion score (M = 7.20, SD = 1.12, N = 93) was 

significantly higher than their mean prevention score 

(M = 6.19, SD = 1.69, N = 93; t (92) = 5.60, p = .000). 

Similarly, females’ mean promotion score (M = 7.12, 

SD = 1.32, N = 87) was significantly higher than their 

mean prevention score (M = 5.46, SD = 1.46, N = 

87; t (86) = 7.93, p = .000). Further testing of female 

and male differences regarding regulatory focus was 

conducted using ANCOVA. 

RQ7a: What is the effect of sales experience on sales 

representatives’ tendencies to be promotion- versus 

prevention-focused?

Follow-up ANCOVAs with promotion- and prevention-

focus scores as dependent variables, gender as the 

factor, and sales experience as a covariate, revealed 

that male and female sales representatives do not 

differ in promotion-focus scores (Mmales = 7.20, Mfemales 

= 7.12; F (1,177) = .151, p = .698); their prevention-

focus scores differ significantly however (Mmales = 6.19, 

Mfemales = 5.46; F (1,177) = 13.15, p = .000). Male sales 

representatives reported a stronger prevention focus 

than do female sales representatives. Sales experience 

had no effect on promotion-focus scores (F (1,177) = 

.032, p = .858) whereas it had a significant effect on 

prevention-focus scores (F (1,177) = 9.40, p = .003). 

Further investigation of the relationship between 

prevention-focus scores and sales experience using 

Pearson’s correlation coefficient revealed a significant 

negative linear relationship between prevention-focus 

scores and sales experience for males (r (93) = -.326, 

p = .001) but not for females (r (87) = -.073, p = .499). 

The mean (standard deviation) for prevention-focus 

scores was 6.19 (1.69) and for sales experience was 

13.11 (8.44) for males; for females the mean (standard 

deviation) for prevention-focus scores was 5.46 (1.46) 

and for sales experience was 10.63 (7.03) years. 

For male sales representatives, as sales experience 

increases, prevention-focus scores decrease. 

Achievement Orientation

RQ3: Do sales representatives tend to have a stronger 

learning- versus performance-achievement orientation?

RQ3, as to whether sales representatives are more 

learning- versus performance-oriented, was tested 

with a paired-samples t-test. Results showed that 

sales representatives tend to be more performance- 

than learning-oriented. Sales representatives’ mean 

performance score (M = 5.21, SD = 1.13, N = 180) was 

significantly higher than their mean learning score (M 

= 4.24, SD = .68, N = 180; t (179) = 12.32, p =.000). 

RQ4: Are there gender differences in sales 

representatives’ tendencies to exhibit a learning- versus 

a performance-achievement orientation?

Follow-up tests to assess male and female differences 

regarding learning and performance orientations were 

conducted with paired-samples t-tests. Paired-samples 

t-test results showed that both male and female sales 

representatives tend to be more performance- than 

learning-oriented. Male sales representatives’ mean 

performance score (M = 5.39, SD = 1.10, N = 93) was 

significantly higher than their mean learning score (M = 

4.25, SD = .54, N = 93; t (92) = 11.08, p =.000); females’ 

mean performance score (M = 5.03, SD = 1.14, N = 87) 

was also significantly higher than their mean learning 

score (M = 4.23, SD = .81, N = 87; t (86) = 6.72, p 

=.000). Further testing of male and female differences 

regarding achievement orientation was conducted using 

ANCOVA.

RQ7b: What is the effect of sales experience on sales 

representatives’ tendencies to be more learning- versus 

performance- oriented?

Follow-up ANCOVAs with performance- and learning-

achievement scores as dependent variables, gender as 

the factor, and sales experience as a covariate, revealed 

that male and female sales representatives’ mean 

learning-orientation scores do not differ (Mmales = 4.25, 

Mfemales = 4.23; F (1,177) = .138, p = .711); their mean 

performance-orientation scores differ significantly 

however (Mmales = 5.38, Mfemales = 5.03; F (1,177) = 

5.76, p = .017). Male sales representatives report a 

stronger performance orientation than do female sales 

representatives. The ANCOVA showed that sales 



Volume 20, Number 2

23

experience had no effect on learning orientation scores 

(F (1,777) = 1.34, p = .248); however, it had a marginally 

significant effect on performance orientation scores (F 

(1,177) = 3.45, p = .065). 

Further investigation of the relationship between 

performance orientation scores and sales experience 

using Pearson’s correlation coefficient revealed 

a significant negative linear relationship between 

performance-orientation scores and sales experience 

for male (r (93) = -.235, p = .023) but not for female 

sales representatives (r (87) = -.021, p = .850). For male 

sales representatives, as sales experience increases, 

performance-orientation scores decrease. The mean 

(standard deviation) for performance-orientation scores 

was 5.39 (1.10) and for sales experience was 13.11 

(8.44) for male sales representatives. For female sales 

representatives, the mean (standard deviation) for 

performance-orientation scores was 5.03 (1.14) and for 

sales experience was 10.63 (7.03) years. 

Emotions

RQ5: Are sales representatives more likely to report 

positive versus negative emotions when considering 

past sales performance vis-à-vis their peers?

RQ5, as to whether sales representatives report more 

positive versus negative emotions regarding their sales 

performance relative to their peers, was tested with 

a paired-samples t-test. Results showed that sales 

representatives tend to report more positive versus 

negative emotions regarding their sales performance 

relative to their peers. Sales representatives’ mean 

positive emotions score (M = 3.83, SD = .81, N = 

180) was significantly higher than their mean negative 

emotions score (M = 2.09, SD = 1.20, N = 180; t (179) 

= 16.26, p =.000). 

RQ6: Are there gender differences in sales 

representatives’ tendencies to report positive versus 

negative emotions when considering past sales 

performance vis-à-vis their peers?

Follow-up tests to assess male and female differences 

regarding positive versus negative emotions were 

conducted with paired-samples t-tests. Paired-samples 

t-test results showed that both male and female sales 

representatives tend to report more positive versus 

negative emotions regarding their sales performance 

relative to their peers. Male sales representatives’ mean 

positive emotions score (M = 3.80, SD = .80, N = 93) was 

significantly higher than their mean negative emotions 

score (M = 2.44, SD = 1.35, N = 93; t (92) = 9.46, p 

=.000). Females’ mean positive emotions score (M = 

3.86, SD = .83, N = 87) was also significantly higher 

than their mean negative emotions score (M = 1.71, SD 

= .88, N = 87; t (86) = 14.48, p =.000). Further testing of 

male and female differences regarding positive versus 

negative emotions was conducted using ANCOVA.

RQ7c: What is the effect of sales experience on sales 

representatives’ tendencies to report positive versus 

negative emotions when considering past sales 

performance vis-à-vis their peers?

Follow-up ANCOVAs with positive and negative 

emotions scores as dependent variables, gender as the 

factor, and sales experience as a covariate, revealed 

that, when considering past sales performance relative 

to their peers, male and female sales representatives do 

not report differences in mean positive emotions scores 

(Mmales = 3.80, Mfemales = 3.86; F (1,177) = .333, p = .565). 

Their mean negative emotions scores however, differ 

significantly (Mmales = 2.44, Mfemales = 1.71; F (1,177) = 

23.19, p = .000). Male sales representatives report greater 

negative emotions than female sales representatives 

when they consider their sales performance vis-à-vis 

their peers. The ANCOVA showed that sales experience 

did not influence positive emotions (F (1,177) = .374, 

p = .542) but it had a significant effect on negative 

emotions (F (1,177) = 10.62, p = .001). 

Further investigation of the relationship between 

negative emotions and sales experience using Pearson’s 

correlation coefficient revealed a significant negative 

linear relationship between negative emotions scores 

and sales experience for male (r (93) = -.270, p = 

.009) but not for female sales representatives (r (87) 

= -.18, p = .095). The mean (standard deviation) for 

negative emotions scores was 2.44 (1.35) and for sales 

experience was 13.11 (8.44) for males. For females, the 

mean (standard deviation) for negative emotions scores 

was 1.71 (.88) and for sales experience was 10.63 (7.03) 

years. As males’ sales experience increases, negative 

emotions decrease. 



Journal of Selling

Northern Illinois University24

In summary, our analysis shows that female versus male 

sales representatives report a weaker prevention focus, 

a weaker performance orientation, and fewer negative 

emotions regarding their sales performance. Females 

and males also differ with respect to the influence of 

sales experience on prevention focus, performance 

orientation, and negative emotions. Whereas, for 

females, sales experience had no effect on prevention 

focus, performance orientation, or negative emotions, 

as males’ sales experience increased, prevention 

focus, performance orientation and negative emotions 

all declined. 

Our results revealed some female and male similarities. 

Both female and male sales representatives are more 

likely to i) be promotion- versus prevention-focused, 

ii) have performance- versus learning-achievement 

orientations, and iii) report more positive versus 

negative emotions when considering their sales 

performance relative to their peers. For both females 

and males, sales experience had no effect on promotion 

focus, learning orientation, or positive emotions. Our 

results are summarized in Table 1. 

DISCUSSION OF IMPLICATIONS AND 
POSSIBLE FUTURE RESEARCH

Managerial Implications

Our findings have important implications for sales 

professionals which we discuss using our research 

questions as a framework.

Regulatory focus

Our results show that sales representatives tend to be 

more promotion- versus prevention-focused regardless 

of gender (RQ1), but male sales representatives are 

more prevention-focused than females (RQ2). 

Past research has shown however, that promotion- and 

prevention-regulatory focus dispositional traits can be 

changed by situational cues (Friedman and Forster 2001; 

Liberman et al. 1999). Situational cues centred on ideals 

and gains tend to arouse a promotion focus; situational 

cues focused on avoiding failure tend to arouse a 

prevention focus. Our results suggest that sales managers 

can foster a predominant promotion focus in female and 

male sales representatives by using coaching strategies 

that encourage new sales tactics. Sales managers may 

also aid employees to become less prevention-focused 

by encouraging them to avoid being too cautious when 

engaging in sales activities. Sales management efforts 

should reduce punishments associated with unsuccessful 

sales innovations. Given our findings that male sales 

representatives tend to be more prevention-focused than 

female sales representatives, these sales management 

efforts will be especially important for males, who thrive 

when sales managers provide individualized attention 

(Comer et al. 1995). 

Female and male sales representatives should be aware 

of situational influences that impact their tendencies 

to be prevention-focused. Male sales representatives 

should be especially mindful of situations that may 

arouse concerns with avoiding failure. Awareness 

of these situations may assist sales representatives to 

reduce their prevention focus. This may encourage 

them to take risks necessary to enhance their ability to 

be successful in sales. 

Achievement orientation

Our investigation of RQ3 revealed that both female and 

male sales representatives tend to be more performance- 

than learning-oriented. Ames and Archer (1988) showed 

that performance-oriented employees are reluctant to try 

new approaches and believe that competence is a result 

of innate ability. They exert effort only if they perceive 

themselves to be already skilled. This may cause sales 

representatives to avoid challenging situations, thus 

reducing possibilities for failure (Sujan et al. 1994). 

They may be especially concerned about being viewed 

as successful and competent, and motivated by extrinsic 

rewards such as praise. 

As with regulatory focus, an individual’s chronic 

achievement orientation may be shifted by situational 

factors (e.g., competition; VandeWalle et al. 1999) or 

other people (e.g., sales manager; Button, Mathieu, 

and Zajak 1996). Thus, sales managers can decrease a 

salesperson’s performance orientation and increase their 

learning orientation by “managing” sales team culture. 

Frequent training to acquire new skills and continually 

offering words of encouragement may assist sales 

representatives to reduce a performance orientation 

and increase their learning orientation. Managers 
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TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF RESULTS 

 Question Results Gender 
Differences 

Gender 
Similarities 

RQ1 
Regulatory 
Focus 

Will sales 
representatives 
tend to be more 
promotion-versus 
prevention-
focused? 

Sales 
representatives 
tend to be more 
promotion- than 
prevention-
focused.  

  

RQ2 
Gender 
differences 
in 
Regulatory 
Focus 

Are there gender 
difference in sales 
representatives’ 
tendencies to 
exhibit promotion 
versus a 
prevention 
regulatory focus? 

 
 

Male sales 
representatives 
report a stronger 
prevention focus 
than do female 
sales 
representatives 
(see Results for 
RQ7a). 

Both male and 
female sales 
representatives 
tend to be more 
promotion- than 
prevention-
focused.  
  
Male and female 
sales 
representatives 
do not report 
differences in 
promotion-focus 
scores (see 
Results for 
RQ7a). 

RQ3 
Achievement 
Orientation 

Do sales 
representatives 
tend to have a 
stronger learning- 
versus 
performance- 
achievement 
orientation? 

Sales 
representatives 
tend to be more 
performance- than 
learning-oriented.  

  

RQ4 
Gender 
differences 
in 
Achievement 
Orientation 

Are there gender 
differences in sales 
representatives’ 
tendencies to 
exhibit a learning- 
versus a 
performance- 
achievement 
orientation? 

 
 
 
 

Male sales 
representatives 
report a stronger 
performance-
achievement 
orientation than 
do female sales 
representatives 
(see Results for 
RQ7b). 

Both male and 
female sales 
representatives 
tend to be more 
performance- 
than learning-
oriented. 
 
Male and female 
sales 
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representatives’ 
mean learning 
achievement 
scores do not 
differ (see 
Results for 
RQ7b). 

RQ5 
Positive 
versus 
negative 
emotions 

Are sales 
representatives 
more likely to 
report positive 
versus negative 
emotions when 
considering past 
sales performance 
vis-à-vis their 
peers? 
 

Sales 
representatives 
tend to report 
more positive 
versus negative 
emotions 
regarding their 
sales performance 
relative to their 
peers.  
 

  

RQ6 
Gender 
differences 
in positive 
versus 
negative 
emotions 

Are there gender 
differences in sales 
representatives’ 
tendencies to 
report positive 
versus negative 
emotions when 
considering past 
sales performance 
vis-à-vis their 
peers? 
 

 
 
 

Male sales 
representatives 
report greater 
negative 
emotions than 
female sales 
representatives 
regarding their 
sales 
performance 
relative to their 
peers (see Results 
RQ7c).  

Both male and 
female sales 
representatives 
tend to report 
more positive 
versus negative 
emotions 
regarding their 
sales 
performance 
relative to their 
peers.  
  
Male and female 
sales 
representatives 
do not report 
differences in 
mean positive 
emotions scores 
regarding their 
sales 
performance 
relative to their 
peers (see 
Results for 
Q7c).  
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may also de-emphasize short-term performance 

goals and emphasize long-term competency goals. 

Sales representatives may focus less on immediate 

performance when learning new skills is rewarded 

and negative consequences of taking time to do so 

are decreased. Some suggest that it is ‘important for 

sales managers to have a clear and focused learning 

orientation’ (Paparoidamis 2005, p. 1060) because 

learning-oriented organizations outperform those that 

are only performance oriented. 

Our analysis of RQ4 revealed that female sales 

representatives have lower performance orientations 

than male sales representatives. These results agree 

with past research that has shown that males are i) more 

performance-oriented than females (Akin 2010) and ii) 

respond better than females to controls that focus on 

sales quotas (Gottfried et al. 2017). Because female sales 

representatives tend to be less performance-oriented 

than male sales representatives, they may be less 

motived by extrinsic rewards than males. Thus, while 

still using extrinsic rewards to recognize competence 

for both female and male sales representatives, 

managers may want to add some intrinsic rewards for 

females (e.g., ability to set own sales goals). For male 

sales representatives, as with the case of prevention-
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RQ7a 
Sales 
experience 
and 
Regulatory 
Focus 

What is the effect 
of sales experience 
on a sales 
professional’s 
tendency to be 
promotion- versus 
prevention-
focused? 

.  
 
 
 

For male (but 
not female) sales 
representatives, 
as sales 
experience 
increases, 
prevention-focus 
scores decrease. 
 

Sales experience 
is not related to 
promotion-focus 
scores for either 
males or 
females. 
 
 

RQ7b 
Sales 
experience 
and 
Achievement 
Orientation 

What is the effect 
of sales experience 
on a sales 
professional’s 
tendency to be 
learning- versus 
performance-
oriented? 

 
 

For male (but 
not female) sales 
representatives, 
as sales 
experience 
increases, 
performance-
orientation 
scores decrease. 
 
 

Sales experience 
is not related to 
learning-
orientation 
scores for either 
male or female 
sales 
representatives.  
 

RQ7c 
Sales 
experience 
and 
emotions 

What is the effect 
of sales experience 
on a sales 
professional’s 
tendency to report 
positive versus 
negative emotions 
when considering 
past sales 
performance vis-à-
vis their peers? 
 

 For male (but 
not female) sales 
representatives, 
as sales 
experience 
increases, 
negative 
emotions 
decrease. 

Sales experience 
is not related to 
positive 
emotions scores 
for either male 
or female sales 
representatives.  
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focus, if managers reduce the impact of possible failure 

when new tactics are tried, male sales representatives 

may become more willing to try new courses of action. 

Sales representatives may also want to be cognizant 

of situations that increase their tendencies to be 

performance-oriented and focus on extrinsic rewards. 

Making an effort to focus on the intrinsic rewards that 

come from selling may assist them to become less 

performance-oriented and more learning-oriented in 

their sales efforts. 

Emotions

RQ5 and RQ6 investigated the frequency of feeling 

positive versus negative emotions when sales 

representatives consider their past sales performance 

vis-à-vis their peers. Gender differences in sales 

performance emotions are important, given evidence 

that positive emotions are good for business while 

negative ones are not. Our results show that both female 

and male sales representatives report more positive 

than negative emotions when considering their sales 

performance relative to their peers. When compared 

to male sales representatives however, female sales 

representatives express fewer negative emotions 

regarding their sales performance. It could be that males 

are more competitive than females and if they are not 

at the “head of the pack”, they feel more shame, guilt, 

etc. Given that negative emotions can negatively impact 

organizational performance (Barsade and Gibson 2007; 

Fugate et al. 2008), this finding should concern both 

sales managers and sales representatives. 

Managers are especially important for helping sales 

force members express positive emotions (Sy, Cote, 

and Saavedra 2005). Managers who express positive 

emotions are more likely to have employees who 

express positive emotions, and who are confident 

and optimistic. Expressions of negative emotions 

by managers on the other hand, are associated with 

negative outcomes such as increased perceptions of 

poor organizational performance (Daniels 1998). By 

publicly expressing their positive, but not negative 

emotions, sales managers can create a “positive-

emotion friendly” workplace culture. 

Dogan and Vecchio (2001) report that unfortunately 

employees often experience negative emotions in 

the workplace. Sales managers can encourage sales 

representatives to manage their negative emotions through 

stress management techniques, peer encouragement, 

etc. Although these sales management strategies will 

be beneficial for females and males, since our research 

suggests that males are more prone than females to 

express negative emotions, these activities will be 

especially important for male sales representatives. 

Sales experience and dispositional traits

RQ7 examined the relationship between sales 

representatives’ sales experience and a) regulatory 

focus, b) achievement orientation, and c) emotions when 

considering sales experience relative to their peers. For 

male sales representatives, as sales experience increases, 

i) prevention-focus decreases, ii) performance-

orientation decreases, and iii) negative emotions 

decrease. Taken together, these findings highlight 

the importance of employing sales management 

strategies that permit male sales representatives to 

increase their sales experience. Understanding that 

these traits decrease with sales experience will i) assist 

sales managers to work at retaining less-experienced 

male sales representatives, and ii) provide male sales 

representatives with motivation needed to persist 

with sales careers. Because our results showed that 

sales experience had no impact on female sales 

representatives’ dispositional traits, sales management 

strategies that encourage females to persist with sales 

careers may be less necessary for females.

Theoretical Implications and Possible Future 
Research

Our research adds to the growing sales literature that 

explores sales professionals’ dispositional traits. It 

extends this literature by considering how female 

and male sales representatives differ with respect 

to regulatory focus, achievement orientation, and 

tendencies to experience positive versus negative 

emotions in a sales context. 

Our findings have also contributed to an understanding 

of RFT which contends that an individual’s chronic 

regulatory focus emerges as a result of childhood 
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socialization processes (Higgins et al. 2001). Conversely, 

our results suggest that socialization processes during 

adulthood may also influence chronic regulatory focus. 

Individuals who were more socialized into a sales 

culture (i.e., had more sales experience) exhibited lower 

levels of prevention focus than those with fewer years 

of sales experience. To our knowledge, this study is the 

first to show that chronic regulatory focus fluctuates 

with work experience. Furthermore, this is one of the 

first studies to consider the contribution that RFT may 

make to research in sales. 

This research has also contributed to our understanding 

of Achievement Theory. To our knowledge, this study is 

the first to consider gender differences in achievement 

orientation among sales representatives. Previous 

research has found evidence that female students are 

more mastery- (i.e., learning-) oriented than males 

and that males are more performance-oriented than 

females (Kayis and Ceyhan 2015). Our research 

however, suggests that male sales representatives are 

equally as likely as female sales representatives to be 

learning-oriented whereas male sales representatives 

tend to be more performance-oriented than female sales 

representatives. Further research is needed to explore 

the effects of role (i.e., student versus sales professional) 

and age on achievement orientation. 

Finally, this work contributes to literature on emotions 

by demonstrating gender differences in negative, but 

not positive emotions, regarding work outcomes. It 

also provides evidence to suggest that while positive 

emotions about work outcomes do not change with 

work experience, negative emotions decline. Further 

research could provide additional understanding as 

to why these changes are evident for negative but not 

positive emotions. 

Our work has identified possible avenues for future 

research. This research suggests that male sales 

representatives are more prevention-focused than 

female sales representatives, whereas previous research 

suggests that female students are more prevention-

focused than male students (McKay-Nesbitt et al. 

2013). Further research is necessary to explore why 

these regulatory differences between student and sales 

representatives samples occur. Further research is also 

needed to identify why female sales representatives are 

less prevention-focused than their male colleagues. 

Relationships between sales experience and prevention 

focus, performance orientation and negative emotions 

identified here, suggest that there may be important 

differences between sales managers and sales 

representatives with respect to the dispositional traits 

we have investigated. Further research is needed 

to understand the effects of sales managers’ sales 

experience on their regulatory focus, achievement 

orientation and emotions. Further research could also 

identify the effects on sales performance of congruence 

(or lack thereof) between sales representatives and 

their managers with regard to these dispositional 

traits. Additional research is also needed to determine 

the impact of these dispositional trait differences on 

sales performance when there are gender differences 

or similarities between sales managers and sales 

representatives who report to them (i.e., male 

sales representative/female manager; female sales 

representative/male manager). Finally, the impact of 

different sales roles (e.g., hunter versus farmer; DeCarlo 

and Lam 2015) on gender differences identified in this 

research could provide additional insight on how to 

effectively recruit and manage females and males.
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