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Abstract
On encountering a prospect whom they believe unlikely to make a purchase, some retail salespeople adopt a sales strategy of
limiting engagement with the customer, relying on a “no conversion, no conversation” (NC2) sales strategy. Is this a good or bad
sales strategy? Based on a multisource dataset combining salespeople and objective sales performance data, the authors examine
retail salespeople’s performance consequences of disengaging from a customer, i.e., of the NC2 sales strategy. Higher sales
performance and sales growth arises from the use of an NC2 sales strategy when (1) salespeople are experienced professionals
skilled in gauging customers’ purchase likelihood, (2) store traffic is high, and (3) salespeople are oriented to building lasting
customer relationships. However, (4) when store traffic is low and peers use the NC2 sales strategy as well, this customer
disengagement strategy yields lower returns for salespeople.

Keywords Personal selling . Time allocation . Decision strategy . Intuition . Salesperson–customer relationships

Developing an appropriate sales strategy for customers not
intending to make a purchase is becoming increasingly impor-
tant in retailing. Retail salespeople have always faced a chal-
lenge in responding to a customer they feel does not intend to
make a purchase while visiting a retail store. Channel
multiplicity and emerging shopping habits, especially among
millennials, has exacerbated this already challenging
situation. Verhoef et al. (2007) refer to this shopping behavior
as “research shopping,” also referred to as “showrooming” in
the popular press (Gensler et al. 2017; Koetsier 2018). Clearly,
how a retail salesperson deals with customer showrooming
and non-purchase intentions is an issue of growing

importance. A recent study, for instance, found showrooming
to be deleterious to retail salespeople both psychologically and
in terms of their performance (Rapp et al. 2015).

Conversely, the advisability of disengaging from a custom-
er, even one who does not intend to make a purchase at that
time, is not clear. This is despite the fact that the practice of
establishing and maintaining customer relationships is loudly
trumpeted in popular business press (e.g., Narayandas 2005)
and supported in academic literature as well (e.g., Reynolds
and Beatty 1999; Dimple 2017). Disengaging from a custom-
er, even one judged unlikely to make a purchase, seems to be
at odds with the customer relationship mantra.
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Salespeople face a demanding decision in sales encounters
when sensing that a prospect is not likely to make a purchase.
Should they invest more time attempting to convert the pros-
pect, or should they end the sales conversation to save time? In
this study, we focus on a specific salesperson sales strategy of
whether to end a sales encounter with a prospect when a sales-
person perceives that the customer is not likely to purchase—
that is, the “no conversion, no conversation” sales strategy or,
in short, the NC2 strategy.

The rationale for using the NC2 strategy is that it frees up
time to consult with other, more promising prospects. Recent
studies indicate that salespeople spend only 41% of their
working time in interactions with customers (CSO Insights
2011); however, on average, only 17% of sales talks result
in a closed deal (Graham 2013). In other words, more than
four out of five prospect encounters do not immediately con-
tribute to salespeople’s sales performance. Thus, salespeople
may be under pressure to use their time efficiently.

While the purpose of engaging in the NC2 sales strategy is
to enhance overall sales performance, it is uncertain whether
this strategy achieves this purpose. Engaging in the NC2 sales
strategy may result in time savings, but it also may have an
adverse effect on salespeople’s performance, e.g., if their in-
tuition is inaccurate (i.e., erroneously concluding that a cus-
tomer is not likely to purchase) or if it undermines a potential
relationship between the customer and the firm. The NC2 sales
strategy, therefore, might be a double-edged sword. Thus, the
question arises whether the NC2 sales strategy is ultimately
beneficial or detrimental for salespeople.

We employ growth analysis to account for the possibility
that the NC2 sales strategy influences a salesperson’s level of
sales revenue as well as the development of sales revenue over
time. We find the effect of a NC2 sales strategy on a
salesperson’s sales revenue level to be contingent on his or
her experience in gauging customers’ purchase likelihood.
This effect is consistent with the results of intuition-focused
studies in other contexts (Hall et al. 2015). Several environ-
mental factors also influence the sales performance relation-
ship, such as store traffic, which positively influences the re-
lationship between sales level and use of the NC2 sales strat-
egy. Additionally, a salesperson is less likely to benefit from
using the NC2 sales strategy if store traffic is low and other
salespeople in the store make use of the NC2 sales strategy.
Finally, use of the NC2 sales strategy exhibits a positive effect
on sales revenue growth if a salesperson espouses a customer
relationship-building orientation.

The results of our study provide two essential contributions to
current sales andmarketing research. First, our study is the first to
explore the phenomenon of salespeople’s use of customer disen-
gagement strategies. Although research has intensively investi-
gated time allocation across different customers (i.e., customer
prioritization) from an organizational perspective (e.g.,
Homburg, Droll, and Totzek 2008; Saboo et al. 2017), individual

salespeople also prioritize decisions at a micro level—that is,
customer by customer. Second, our study contributes to existing
knowledge by showing underwhich circumstances salespeople’s
disengagement strategies may be effective.

Moreover, our findings have actionable implications for
practitioners. Salespeople should cut sales interactions short
with unpromising prospects to improve their sales perfor-
mance under three conditions: (1) they have sufficient experi-
ence to accurately intuit whether a prospect intends to pur-
chase, (2) sales opportunities are plentiful and uncontested
by other salespeople, and (3) they emphasize building rela-
tionships with promising prospects.

Conceptual framework

Definition of the NC2 sales strategy and embedding in
sales process

In what follows, we depict the conceptualization of the NC2

sales strategy in greater detail. We define the NC2 sales strat-
egy as a retail salesperson’s behavioral tendency to disengage
from an interaction with a customer if he or she judges the
customer’s purchase likelihood to be low. In other words, the
NC2 sales strategy is at its core a straightforward salesperson
behavior. This behavior may be regarded as a sales strategy
because it comprises salespeople’s intentional, planned be-
havior to achieve a specific outcome, i.e., to save time re-
sources and increase sales performance. Specifically, the
NC2 sales strategy represents an adaptive selling strategy
(e.g., Alavi et al. 2019). With the NC2 sales strategy, sales-
people adapt their selling behavior to customers by
disengaging from the customer interaction if they perceive
low purchase likelihood. Thus, in the discussion below on
the conceptual model and moderator selection, we will draw
on adaptive selling theoretical frameworks (e.g., Weitz et al.
1986) and combine theses with research on intuitive decision
making (e.g., Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier 2011; Goldstein and
Gigerenzer 2002). To provide a deeper characterization of the
NC2 sales strategy, we will depict how salespeople embed this
disengagement strategy in the sales process. We also will dis-
cuss the sales process along the following stages: (1) sales-
people’s assessment of customer purchase likelihood, (2)
salespeople’s use of NC2 sales strategy, (3) salespeople’s be-
havior after disengagement from customer interaction.

Marketing and sales research has established that forming
impressions of customers constitutes an essential step in sales-
people’s sales processes (Alavi et al. 2019; McFarland 2019;
Weitz 1978). As part of this impression formation, salespeople
may assess a customer’s purchase likelihood because such in-
formation appears highly valuable to salespeople to formulate a
fitting sales strategy for the specific customer (Weitz 1978).
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Salespeople’s use of the NC2 sales strategy depends on the
assessment of the customer’s purchase likelihood in the first
stage, meaning that after judging that a prospect is unlikely to
make a purchase, a salesperson must then decide on an appro-
priate response. The salesperson must either try harder to un-
cover a customer need that will result in a purchase or desist
attempting to make the sale. If a salesperson adopts the NC2

sales strategy in this situation, he or she tends to decide to
disengage from the customer.

After disengaging from a customer interaction due to the
NC2 sales strategy, a salesperson will use the time gained. It is
important to note that we do not conceptualize salespeople’s
use of time after implementing the NC2 sales strategy as a
constituent part of the strategy itself—conceptually, these
are distinct concepts and behaviors. Ideally, using the NC2

sales strategy and thus spending less time with prospects un-
likely to be converted will result in more time devoted to
prospects with a greater likelihood of conversion.
Additionally, the incremental selling time gained via engaging
in the NC2 sales strategy process may also be productively
used to develop deeper customer relationships with existing
customers. For these positive performance behaviors to occur,
other prospects must be available and, importantly, the sales-
person must be disposed to take advantage of the opportunity
to engage with other prospects.

Conceptual model and moderator selection

The core goal of our paper is to examine the relationship be-
tween salespeople’s use of the NC2 sales strategy and their sales
performance. Our conceptual model on NC2 sales strategy con-
sequences integrates an adaptive selling framework with re-
search on intuitive decision making (e.g., Gigerenzer and
Gaissmaier 2011). Both theoretical lenses converge on the idea
that performance effects of different decision-making strategies
do not automatically exhibit main effects, but that these effects
depend on the external environment in which the decision strat-
egy is implemented and individuals’ judgment accuracy.

In their seminal work on antecedents and consequences of
adaptive selling, Weitz, Sujan, and Sujan (1986, p. 175) em-
phasize that an adaptive selling strategy will not necessarily
exhibit a main effect on sales performance: “Altering sales be-
haviors (adaptive selling) can be effective or ineffective.”
Instead, these frameworks underline the fundamentally contin-
gent nature of the adaptive selling strategy: “the relationship
between the practice of adaptive selling and selling effective-
ness is moderated by the nature of the selling environment and
the capabilities of the salespeople” (Weitz et al. 1986, p. 175).

Drawing on both adaptive selling and intuitive decision-
making research, we likewise expect the effect of the NC2

sales strategy on salespeople’s sales performance to depend
on moderators related to the immediate selling environment in
a store and salespeople’s capabilities. Past research on

external environment moderators has identified various struc-
tural environmental characteristics such as uncertainty, veloc-
ity, competitiveness, or opportunities for growth/munificence
as being related to selling and marketing effectiveness (Dess
and Beard 1984; Davis-Sramek et al. 2010; Feng et al. 2017).
Research on adaptive selling strategies (and on firm adapta-
tion strategies) likewise asserts that the environmental oppor-
tunities to effectively practice the strategy represent essential
external boundary conditions influencing the effectiveness of
an adaptive selling strategies (Weitz et al. 1986; Achrol and
Etzel 2003). Weitz et al. (1986) proposed that adaptive selling
only increases sales effectiveness if salespeople’s selling en-
vironment comprises a sufficiently large number of customers
with varying needs. Intuitively, the benefits of adaptive selling
are anticipated to be marginal in an environment where all
customers possess similar needs. Research on the effective-
ness of intuitive decision making also provides support for the
notion of ecological rationality (e.g., Gigerenzer et al. 1999;
Gigerenzer 2004; Goldstein and Gigerenzer 2002; Artinger
et al. 2015). Ecological rationality refers to the match of the
strategy to the structural features of its environment and one’s
goal in this particular context (Artinger et al. 2015).

In addition to environmental factors, the theoretical frame-
work for adaptive selling emphasizes the importance of salespeo-
ple’s customer knowledge and needs assessment (Weitz 1978;
Szymanski 1988; Ryari et al. 2020). Research on intuitive
decision-making strategies builds on this idea through its empha-
sis on decisionmaker’s judgment accuracy. Research on intuitive
decisionmaking has consistently observed a positive relationship
between intuitive judgment accuracy and relevant experience
(e.g., Gigerenzer and Gaissmaier 2011; Dane and Pratt 2007;
Day and Lord 1992; Wally and Baum 1994). Thus, based on
the combined insight from adaptive selling and decision-making
theoretical frameworks, we expect effects of the NC2 sales strat-
egy on sales performance to depend on moderators related to (1)
selling opportunities in salespeople’s external environment, and
(2) salespeople’s accuracy of customer assessments.

Moderators related to salespeople’s selling environment We
include store traffic and use of the NC2 sales strategy by
salesperson’s peers as moderators in the conceptual frame-
work of opportunity in salespeople’s external selling environ-
ment. Both moderators should determine the extent of selling
opportunities for an individual salesperson and hence govern
effects of the NC2 sales strategy. If store traffic is high and
many customers frequent a store, a salesperson’s store envi-
ronment is laden with selling opportunities, conducive to the
adoption of the NC2 sales strategy. Conversely, if in a store
many salespeople use the NC2 sales strategy, all salespeople
are targeting high potential customers, vying for their atten-
tion. This intra-store competition may negatively affect selling
opportunities for an individual salesperson in such an environ-
ment, thus influencing the effectiveness of the NC2 strategy.
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Moderators related to salespeople’s judgment accuracy
Initially, we focus on salespeople’s domain-specific expe-
rience in the moderator category of salespeople’s accuracy
of judgment. Existing research emphasizes that such ex-
perience is indispensable to make accurate assessments of
customers, for instance, of their purchase likelihood
(Szymanski and Churchill Jr. 1990; Weitz et al. 1986).
Moreover, we include salespeople’s customer relationship
orientation as an additional moderator related to salespeo-
ple’s accuracy of customer judgment. Relationship orien-
tation reflects salespeople’s inclination to build stable re-
lational exchanges with customers (Palmatier et al. 2008).
Such salespeople are motivated to invest time and energy
in forming bonds with customers which customers value
and hence may foster their perceived relationship quality.
Relationship quality in turn, due to the enhanced knowl-
edge exchange, has been found to be a key facilitator for
salespeople’s judgment accuracy (Mullins et al. 2014).
Figure 1 illustrates the motivation for the moderator se-
lection and Fig. 2 depicts the conceptual framework for
these conditional factors on sales revenue level and sales
revenue growth.

Hypotheses

Environmental factors

Research on intuitive decision making highlights the impor-
tance of the environment in which the intuitive judgments
occur (e.g., Artinger et al. 2015; Gigerenzer et al. 1999). The
successful use of an intuitive decision-making strategy is de-
termined by its ecological rationality; that is, the match of the
strategy to the structural features of its environment and one’s
goal in this particular context (Artinger et al. 2015). Said an-
other way, ecological rationality refers to determining the en-
vironments in which particular decision-making strategies
work well and why. Examples of environmental characteris-
tics considered appropriate for intuitive judgments include
uncertainty, non-compensatory environments, a need for
speedy decisions with incomplete information (Gigerenzer
and Gaissmaier 2011). These characteristics would all apply
to varying degrees to a typical retail selling environment.

Given this key influence of environmental factors, it is also
important to consider opportunities or risks in salespeople’s
selling environment that may facilitate or impede achieving this

Salespeople’s 

Use of NC2

Sales Strategy

Sales 
Performance

+ +

Selling opportunities 
(munificence) in selling
environment
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Relationship

Environmental moderators
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Accuracy-related moderators
• Salesperson

Domain-Specific Experience
• Salesperson Relationship
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Theoretical 
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Adaptive selling 
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• Szymanski 1988
• Weitz 1978
• McFarland 2019

Intuitive decision making
• Gigerenzer and Gaissmeier 2011
• Hall, Ahearne, and Sujan 2015
• Goldstein and Gigerenzer 2002
• Artinger et al. 2015

Salespeople’s accuracy
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Fig. 1 Conceptual mechanism
and moderator selection of the
NC2 sales strategy
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Fig. 2 NC2 sales strategy conceptual framework
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goal when using an NC2 sales strategy. For instance, the oppor-
tunity to spend freed-up time with prospects is an important
environmental condition influencing the NC2 sales strategy–
sales performance relationship. Considerable empirical research
examines the impact of traffic (i.e., number of visitors) on store
performance and the need to match store labor to traffic in order
to increase store performance (e.g., Lam et al. 2001; Perdikaki
et al. 2012). As a result, retailers have developed algorithms to
drive store location and store traffic and operating procedures to
match store labor with traffic and the process of ensuring this
match is fundamental to a healthy retail business model.
Support for this position was found in a preliminary survey
(see Pilot Study in the following section), in which 80% of
the 200 retail salespeople agreed with the statement, “When I
end the conversation because of a low purchase likelihood,
there are other customers in the store whom I can better serve.”

While we argue that an NC2 sales strategy is conducive to
sales performance when store traffic is high, we do not antic-
ipate that sales would continuously increase. More specifical-
ly, we suggest store traffic to determine salespeople’s oppor-
tunities to invest time saved through adopting the NC2 sales
strategy. If store traffic is high with many prospects in the
store, a salesperson can use the time saved from an NC2 sales
strategy to close a deal with one of those prospects which will
immediately increase his or her sales revenue level, but not his
future sales revenue growth. As a result, the potential sales
performance benefits of using a sales strategy based on the
NC2 sales strategy by salespeople in stores with high traffic
should already be included in the sales level of the salesper-
son. Therefore, we propose the following:

H1: The impact of an NC2 sales strategy on sales revenue is
more positive the higher the traffic in a store.

As argued earlier, using an NC2 sales strategy might im-
prove a salesperson’s performance if the salesperson is able to
invest his or her time on more promising prospects after
disengaging from a customer who is unlikely to purchase.
The lower the likelihood that more promising prospects are
available after disengaging from a customer not intending to
make a purchase, the lower the likelihood that the NC2 sales
strategy improves a salesperson’s performance.

Importantly, the availability of promising prospects may
also be influenced by the behavior of a salesperson’s col-
leagues. If other salespeople in a store do not use the NC2

sales strategy, they are more likely to spend time in conversa-
tions with customers, which might leave promising customers
in the store underserved and available to salespeople using an
NC2 sales strategy. An individual salesperson using an NC2

sales strategy will be able to approach more of these under-
served prospects and thus increase her own sales performance.

In contrast, if other salespeople in a store intensively use an
NC2 sales strategy, every salesperson will spend less time in

conversations with prospects of lower purchase likelihood and
thus make more approaches to gauge customers’ purchase like-
lihood. As a result, an individual salesperson using the NC2 sales
strategy might find fewer opportunities to serve promising cus-
tomers after disengaging from an unpromising prospect. In such
a situation, an NC2 sales strategy might be less instrumental in
increasing an individual salesperson’s sales performance.

The previous elaboration points to an important contingen-
cy in our argumentation: the availability of other customers.
Specifically, when store traffic is high, other prospects will be
available to be approached after engaging an NC2 sales strat-
egy, even if other salespeople in the store also use an NC2

sales strategy. That is, seeing such a high munificence in the
selling environment, we expect that engaging in an NC2 sales
strategy in such a situation still exhibits positive effects on
sales revenue, despite peer salespeople likewise applying this
strategy. In contrast, when store traffic is low, salespeople
might compete for the engagement with other customers. In
this situation, if other salespeople in the store intensively use
an NC2 sales strategy, the likelihood for a focal salesperson
being able to spend freed-up time with more promising pros-
pects decreases. Thus, we hypothesize:

H2: If store traffic is low, the impact of an NC2 sales strategy
on sales revenue is less positive the more intensively peer
salespeople in a store use an NC2 sales strategy.

Salespeople’s accuracy of judgment moderators

What does accuracy mean with respect to using the NC2 sales
strategy? When a salesperson judges a prospect unlikely to
make a purchase and the customer, in fact, came to the store
not intending to make a purchase, then the judgment is accu-
rate. In this case, disengaging from further conversation with a
salesperson may be appreciated by the customer as it is an
appropriate means by which to meet the customer’s needs.
To continue to try to sell a customer who does not intend to
make a purchase may be interpreted by a customer as exerting
sales pressure. Research has consistently found that customers
do not like to be pressured by a salesperson to make a pur-
chase when they are not ready (Kirmani and Campbell 2004;
Zboja et al. 2016; Alavi et al. 2018). But what if a
salesperson’s judgement regarding a customer’s purchasing
likelihood is inaccurate, which means a salesperson concludes
that a purchase is unlikely when a customer is actually inter-
ested in making a purchase at that time?1 In this case, a sales-
person has clearly lost a chance to make a sale. Additionally,
the customer is likely to feel under-served and may avoid this
salesperson and, perhaps, even the store in the future.

1 A salesperson may also err in thinking a customer will make a purchase,
when they do not intend to do so. This error is not considered further; however,
note that the NC2 strategy is not considered applicable in this situation.
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Recent research on intuitive judgments has focused on
identifying the personal and situational factors in which
intuitive judgments are likely to be accurate (Dane et al.
2012; Kahneman and Klein 2009). This perspective guides
our hypothesizing of the performance outcomes associated
with the use of the NC2 sales strategy. Specifically, we do
not claim that making an intuitive purchasing-likelihood
judgment and acting on the NC2 sales strategy will automat-
ically lead to higher or lower performance. Rather, the rela-
tionship between use of an NC2 sales strategy and sales
performance is likely to depend on conditional factors relat-
ed to the accuracy of the intuitive judgment leading to the
use of the NC2 sales strategy.

The most consistently observed precondition for suc-
cessfully using intuitive judgments is that the decision mak-
er has expertise to exercise informed (vs. naive) intuition
(e.g., Kahneman and Klein 2009; Simon 1992; Weick
1995). Expertise is gained through what is referred to as
domain-specific experience. Research suggests that ex-
perts, i.e., those with domain-specific experience, can make
highly accurate intuitive decisions (Klein 2003). It is argued
that this is due the schemas of experts, which have been
found to be (1) highly complex and (2) domain relevant
(Dane and Pratt 2007). With experience in a particular situ-
ation, people begin to recognize patterns or “pattern
matching”, both consciously and unconsciously, and for-
mulate responses that are contextually appropriate based
on recognizing these patterns.

Past sales research underlined that salespeople’s experience
constitutes a key determinant of sales performance (Churchill
Jr et al. 1985; Crosby et al. 1990; Szymanski and Churchill Jr.
1990). Because past sales research has verified this relation-
ship, we do not derive a formal hypothesis on the experience-
performance linkage but concentrate on the interactive effect
of salesperson’s experience and the NC2 sales strategy.
Research in the sales force domain also supports the impor-
tance of experience in sales as related to judgment accuracy.
According to Hall et al. (2015), salespeople with professional
experience are more likely to accurately assess customers’
conversion propensity as a result of their greater declarative
customer knowledge (Szymanski 1988). According to Weitz
et al. (1986), salespeople with more professional experience
are able to organize their experiences with customers into
categories helpful in future selling situations.

We likewise expect the interactive effect of an NC2 sales
strategy and domain-specific experience to affect sales perfor-
mance level. If a salesperson exhibits a high domain-specific
experience, i.e., ability to accurately classify customers, the
salesperson will spend less time in customer interactions that
do not result in a purchase and relatively more time in cus-
tomer interactions that result in a purchase. As a result, we
anticipate that experience will be positively related to the sales
level of the salesperson. Thus:

H3: The impact of an NC2 sales strategy on sales revenue is
more positive the greater a salesperson’s domain-specific
experience.

Another personal characteristic that may enhance perfor-
mance outcomes when using the NC2 sales strategy is the
customer relationship building orientation of the salesperson.
Customer relationship building orientation refers to a willing-
ness and desire to work with clients over an extended period to
reap future desired sales outcomes (e.g., Schultz and Good
2000). Investing in long-lasting customer relationships has
been shown to be related to financial performance (De Wulf
et al. 2001) by increasing relationship trust and exchange ef-
ficiencies (Palmatier et al. 2008).

Why might a customer relationship building orientation en-
hance sales outcomes from using an NC2 sales strategy? The
basis for this expectation is that a greater customer orientation
is expected to increase the accuracy of a salesperson intuition of a
customer’s purchase intentions during an encounter. One reason
for expecting this link is that previous studies of retail salespeople
have found that a greater customer focus is associated with great-
er accuracy in salespeople’s customer intuitions judgments (Hall
et al. 2015; Homburg et al. 2009; Mullins et al. 2014). Secondly,
it has been argued that relationship marketing is not effective for
all customers (Cao and Gruca 2005; Reinartz and Kumar 2000).
The effectiveness of a customer relationship orientation, for in-
stance, has been found to be dependent on a customer’s desire for
a relationship with a seller for a specific transaction (Palmatier
et al. 2008). If a salesperson’s intuitive judgment as to a cus-
tomer’s purchase intentions are accurate as a result of a greater
customer relationship orientation, and this is a critical assump-
tion, then disengaging from a customer in this situation is con-
sistent with the needs and desires of the customer in this ex-
change situation. As a result, we hypothesize:

H4: The impact of an NC2 sales strategy on sales revenue is
more positive the greater a salesperson’s customer build-
ing relationship orientation.

Sales growth

Beyond the immediate interactive effect of an NC2 sales strat-
egy and relationship building orientation on salespeople’s
sales revenue level, we propose that time to engage in
relationship-building behavior will have an impact on sales
growth (Schmitz et al. 2020). Customer relationship building
has been shown to lead to more cross-purchasing opportuni-
ties (e.g., Page et al. 1996; Reichheld and Sasser Jr. 1990),
future store visits, and repurchasing by customers (e.g., Lacey
et al. 2007). As a result, it is anticipated that sales growth will
occur over an extended period of time due to the evolving
nature of customer purchasing behavior as a result of stronger
relationships. Again, intensive use of an NC2 sales strategy
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frees up time for salespeople with an orientation towards es-
tablishing strong customer relationships to establish such re-
lationships with customers who also have a relationship ori-
entation (Palmatier et al. 2008). This relationship building will
have positive performance outcomes over an extended period
of time. This is similar to the influence of customer orienta-
tion, a closely related concept, on sales growth performance of
retail salespeople (Kadic-Magliajlic et al. 2017; Jaramillo and
Grisaffe 2009). Therefore, we expect that acting on the NC2

sales strategy will lead to continued sales performance growth
when a salesperson is oriented to establishing long-term cus-
tomer relationships rather than focusing on short-term out-
comes. Thus:

H5: The impact of an NC2 sales strategy on sales revenue
growth is more positive the greater a salesperson’s cus-
tomer building relationship orientation.

Pilot study

Prior to examining the advisability of using an NC2 sales
strategy guided selling strategy, we conducted a pilot study
with two key goals: (1) we sought to acquire an understanding
how and to what extent the NC2 sales strategy is currently
used by salespeople and (2) to develop and verify a measure-
ment of the NC2 sales strategy. To these ends, we conducted a
survey of 200 retail salespeople whom we recruited through
the panel provider Prolific. Respondents worked in a variety
of retail settings, including fashion (17%), general merchan-
dise (15%), electronics (8%), health and personal care (6%),
furniture (6%), sporting goods (4%), and motor vehicles (2%).
The salespeople had an average age of 37.36 years, on average
7.70 years of sales experience, and 64% were female.

Current state of the NC2 sales strategy in retail’s
salespeople’s practice

In the pilot study we asked retail salespeople whether they (1)
regularly judge the purchasing propensity of customers, and
(2) disengage from customers they judge to be not intending to
make a purchase at that time. To the question, “Across sales
consultations, how frequently do you gauge the likelihood of
the customer making a purchase?”, 60% of the retail salespeo-
ple in the survey indicated that they “often” or “always” gauge
the customer’s purchasing likelihood. Only 1% indicated that
they “never” do so. An ANOVA analysis of the responses
across types of retailers indicated no significant differences
in their responses. So, making a judgment as to the purchasing
likelihood of a customer, a necessary first step to using the
NC2 sales strategy, appears to be commonly practiced in a
variety of retail selling environments.

Survey respondents were asked, “When you consider the
purchasing likelihood of a prospective customer to be very
low, how often do you proactively-end the conversation with
the customer?” Twenty-three percent of the salespeople indi-
cated that they either often or always proactively disengage in
this situation and another 33% indicated that they sometimes
disengage. Almost half of the salespeople, 44%, indicated that
they either rarely or never proactively disengaged from the
customer. It appears that proactively disengaging when a cus-
tomer is judged to be unlikely to make a purchase is a regular
practice for some retail salespeople, but the majority of sales-
people avoid proactively disengaging from a potential cus-
tomer, even when they feel the person is unlikely to make a
purchase. As a result, investigating the advisability of embrac-
ing the NC2 sales strategy appears to be both relevant and
somewhat controversial in a retail selling environment.

Development of NC2 sales strategy measurement

As NC2 sales strategy is a new concept in the literature, no
existing scale was available, so a new scale was developed.
We used the pilot study to validate the measurement. Prior to
the pilot study, to inform the measurement development, we
conducted discussions with retail salespeople and manage-
ment. One concern expressed was that when judging a cus-
tomer unlikely to make a purchase, a salesperson had to make
a choice between trying harder to make the sale or
disengaging from the customer. These alternatives adaptations
were considered as one decision, not a sequential decision. So,
to reflect how the decision was actually made a measure of
this adaptation would need to simultaneously include both
alternatives, rather than as separate sequential decisions.

Additionally, discussions with management indicated
that they felt that simply dichotomizing the alternative sales
approaches, i.e., engage versus disengage with a customer,
did not capture differences in how intensively an adaptive
sales approach was pursued, as they felt there would be
significant differences between salespeople. Management
felt that few salespeople would abruptly disengage from a
customer out of fear that the customer would react negative-
ly to such behavior. They felt that some salespeople, how-
ever, would likely put less effort into making the sale after
having arrived at a no-sale judgment and would look for
opportunities to gracefully disengage. Alternatively, man-
agement had also observed salespeople who were energized
and took it as a challenge when a customer communicated
hesitation to make a purchase. Again, salespeople varied in
the degree to which they felt challenged and needed to dem-
onstrate their selling ability. Accordingly, we concluded
that the scale should incorporate both types of sales adapta-
tions along with the opportunity to express the intensity to
which each alternative was likely to be adopted.
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For this reason, following established recommendations in
organizational methods research (McCloy et al. 2005; Jackson
et al. 2000), and after careful deliberation with the company’s
management as well as within the research team, we decided
to measure the NC2 sales strategy as a differential scale. After
having concluded that a customer is unlikely to make a pur-
chase, the left-hand anchor entails a salesperson strenuously
engaging more deeply with the customer in order to convert
them, whereas the right-hand anchor entails a salesperson
abruptly disengaging from the customer (in order to serve
more promising prospects). Responses on the right-hand side
of the mid-point of the scale point to a salesperson increasing-
ly aggressively using the NC2 sales strategy, whereas re-
sponses on the left-hand side would point to a salesperson
not using the NC2 sales strategy and more aggressively
attempting to make a sale.

We followed the scale development procedure proposed by
Churchill (1979). We initially generated a pool of seven items
and discussed them with practitioners and academics. Based
on the discussions, we narrowed the pool of items down to a
parsimonious three-item measure of the NC2 sales strategy.
The items completed the introductory statement, “When at
the beginning of a sales conversation I have the impression
that the customer is not likely to purchase,…” as follows: (1)
“… I extend the sales conversation” (anchored as −3) vs. “… I
shorten the sales conversation” (anchored as 3); (2) “… I
invest more time and effort in the sales conversation” (an-
chored as −3) vs. “… I invest less time and effort in the sales
conversation” (anchored as 3); and (3) “… I make a strong
effort to convince the customer” (anchored as −3) vs. “… I
scarcely make any effort to convince the customer” (anchored
as 3). Three academic experts evaluated the items (Clark and
Watson 1995) based on each item’s face validity and compre-
hensibility (on seven-point Likert-type scales; 1 = “not valid at
all/not comprehensible at all,” 7 = “very valid/very compre-
hensible”). The experts indicated that the items exhibit face
validity and are comprehensible.

To test the scales’ psychometric properties, we collected
the NC2 sales strategy in the survey of this pilot study.
Specifically, to assess reliability and convergent validity, we
inspected Cronbach’s alpha (α) and conducted confirmatory
factor analysis (Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer 2001).
Cronbach’s alpha value was .775 and thus exceeded the rec-
ommended cutoff value of .7 (Nunnally 1978). The results of
the factor analysis indicate an average variance extracted
(AVE) of .547, which exceeds the recommended threshold
value of .5 (Bagozzi and Yi 1988; Fornell and Larcker 1981).

After averaging the three items, 47% respondents in our
preliminary survey had a mean value of above 0 (indicating
a tendency to use the NC2 sales strategy) whereas 53% had a
mean value of 0 or lower (indicating a tendency not to use the
NC2 sales strategy). We then created two spline variables
(Kumar et al. 1995; Johnston 1984), one comprising values

from 0 to 3 and one comprising values from −3 to 0. Thus, the
former variable captures a salesperson’s tendency to disen-
gage from unpromising prospects and is our measure of the
NC2 sales strategy. The latter variable multiplied by −1 cap-
tures the opposite strategy, that is, a salesperson’s tendency to
exhibit persistence and attempting to convince the customer
when initially judging a prospect as exhibit a low purchase
likelihood. We hereafter label this the CC2 sales strategy
(“Continue conversation, convert customer”).

Creating spline variables in this way resulted in a measure
of the NC2 sales strategy with a mean value of .353 and a
standard deviation of .619, and a measure of the CC2 sales
strategy with a mean value of .517 and a standard deviation of
.789. To test these transformed variables’ convergent and dis-
criminant validity, we collected two additional items in our
preliminary survey: (1) the frequency of disengaging from
customers with low purchase likelihood, measured on the
five-point Likert-type item, “When you consider the purchase
likelihood of a prospective customer to be very low, how often
do you proactively end the conversation with the customer?”
This item positively correlates with our measure of the NC2

sales strategy (r = .224, p = .001) and marginally negative with
our measure of the CC2 sales strategy (r = −.135, p = .057); (2)
the frequency of more deeply engaging with customers with
low purchase likelihood, measured on the item “When you
consider the purchase likelihood of a prospective customer
to be very low, how often do keep consulting the customer?”.
This item negatively correlates with our measure of the NC2

sales strategy (r = −.197, p = .005) and positively with our
measure of the CC2 sales strategy (r = .178, p = .012). Thus,
our measure exhibits convergent and discriminant validity,
raising our confidence in our operationalization.

Main study

To examine the consequences of salespeople’s use of the
NC2 sales strategy, we sought a context in which
customer–salesperson interactions are common, the sales
force represents a key communication channel, customers
may visit a retail store to gather information about what they
would like to buy, and salespeople need to allocate their
time across different customers. We selected the fashion
and accessories retailing industry as meeting these criteria.
Prior research has also examined customer–salesperson in-
teractions in this retailing industry (e.g., Kadic-Magliajlic
et al. 2017; Sujan et al. 1986).

The retail organization in the sample is a European company
that distributes its products through its own retail outlets. The
portfolio comprises different clothing categories (e.g., pants,
shirts, shoes) and accessories. The organization has a relatively
flat sales force structure with each store led by a sales manager
and typically three to six salespeople. Salespeople sell all
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products and do not have a specialized product focus. Full-time
salespeople are paid on salary with the opportunity to earn a
bonus of 10% of their salary based on meeting their individual
monthly sales target and a 5% commission on sales above
target. Because sales targets and incentives reside on the indi-
vidual rather than the team level, salespeople might compete
with their peers for customers. In addition to selling, store sales-
people perform merchandising, inventory, window display,
check-out, and store-layout activities. Furthermore, manage-
ment consciously places an emphasis on salespeople establish-
ing relationships with individual customers.

We collected data from four sources. First, we obtained HR
data on all 164 salespeople currently employed in 42 stores by
the company, including salespeople’s personnel numbers,
names, store affiliations, and job titles (store managers, sales
advisors, or so-called “mini-jobbers” who are marginally
employed only on non-permanent contracts). Second, to col-
lect the use of the NC2 sales strategy as well as further vari-
ables, we sent via the company’s in-housemail system a paper
and pencil survey to all 164 salespeople currently employed
by the company. No incentives for participation were offered.
Because we repeatedly communicated the survey to salespeo-
ple, we managed to receive 135 responses for a response rate
of 82.3%. The average age of the salespeople was 30.6 years
(SD = 8.2) and 76.1% were women.

Second, after the fiscal year in which we conducted the
survey had ended, we collected salespeople’s quarterly
sales revenue data from the company’s cash management
system. We matched this data with the HR data using sales-
people’s personnel number as the unique identifier. Third,
the company monitors traffic in all of its stores via cameras
at the entrance. The variable was only available for the pre-
vious fiscal year, but management assured to us that the
store traffic across different stores is relatively stable be-
cause it is largely driven by the attractiveness of a store’s
location. The variable is such assumed to be an adequate
proxy of store traffic in the focal year. We matched store
traffic (i.e., the total number of visitors) to our dataset using
the store number as the unique identifier.

After matching data from all sources and excluding quar-
terly observations with missing values, 324 quarterly obser-
vations nested in 81 salespeople nested in 29 stores were
usable for our analysis. The fact that not all salespeople and
stores were used in our analysis is due to two reasons: (1) 50
salespeople were dropped because there was not a full year
of sales data based on when they had joined the company.
The remaining 85 salespeople were employed in 29 stores.
(2) Four further salespeople were dropped because of miss-
ing values on our measures. This resulted in our final bal-
anced panel of 81 salespeople in 29 stores, for 324 quarterly
observations.

To test for a non-response bias we compared respondents
and non-respondents on five sets of variable: (1) average

quarterly sales revenues (t = −1.7809, p = .077); (2) store
traffic (t = .393, p = .695); (3) salespeople’s gender, which
we coded from salespeople’s names (χ2 = .207, p = .649);
(4) salespeople’s ethnicity (local vs. foreign), which we cod-
ed from salespeople’s names (χ2 = .158, p = .691); and (4)
salespeople’s position as a store manager (χ2 = .022,
p = .883), sales advisor (χ2 = .855, p = .355), or mini-
jobber (χ2 = .624, p = .430). None of the factors considered
between respondents and non-respondents are significant,
so along with the exceptionally high response rate of 82%
we have a high degree of confidence that non-response bias
did not unduly influence our results.

Measurements

Sales performance Our dependent variable is salespeople’s
sales revenue generated per quarter over the period of a year
(e.g., Bagozzi 1978; Jackson et al. 1983; Weitz 1978). As
discussed previously, the data was extracted from the
company’s cash management system. We log-transformed
the variable to mitigate skewness.

NC2 sales strategy The NC2 sales strategy is intended to mea-
sure the sales strategy a salesperson ismost likely to adopt when
they have concluded that a customer is not likely to make a
purchase. Said another way, having concluded that a customer
is unlikely to make a purchase, does a salesperson tend to wind
things down and disengage from the customer or do they take
this as a signal that they should more aggressively attempt to
make the sale? We used the three items of the semantic differ-
ential depicted and developed in the pilot study (sample item:
“When at the beginning of a sales conversation I have the
impression that the customer is not likely to purchase, … I
invest more time and effort in the sales conversation” (anchored
as −3) vs. “… I invest less time and effort in the sales conver-
sation” (anchored as 3); please also refer to the Appendix). We
then created two spline variables as described previously, one
comprising values from 0 to 3 (NC2 sales strategy) and one
comprising values from −3 to 0, multiplied by −1 (CC2 strate-
gy). We controlled for this latter variable in our models.

Moderators Domain-specific experience was measured in
the salesperson survey using three items that capture sales-
people’s ability to make accurate judgments about cus-
tomers’ purchase likelihood. This measure was inspired by
prior sales force intuition research (Hall et al. 2015;
Homburg et al. 2009).

Store traffic was operationalized objectively as the annual
number of visitors to a store, divided by 10,000. There were
significant differences across stores due to store locations
(M = 6.240, SD = 2.800, min = 2.182, max = 14.456). The fi-
nal descriptive statistics of this variable matched into the long
form of our dataset are provided in Table 1.
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Peer NC2 sales strategy was calculated as the mean NC2

sales strategy value per store, excluding each focal salesper-
son. Thus, the variable comprises the mean NC2 sales strategy
of each salesperson’s colleagues, which is a unique value per
salesperson (M = .273, SD = .380). For 54% of respondents,
peer NC2 sales strategy had a value of greater than 0 and thus
indicated that a salesperson operated in a store where other
salespeople exhibited a tendency to disengage from customers
with a low purchase probability based on the NC2 sales strat-
egy. Matching the variable into the long form of our dataset
results in the descriptive statistics provided in Table 1. 176 of
the 324 quarterly observations used in our analysis (54%) had
a peer NC2 sales strategy value of greater than 0.

Relationship building orientation was measured using
three items based on a scale by Homburg et al. (2011b). A
sample item is “In sales conversations, I often try to es-
tablish a personal relationship with my customers.” The
scale achieved adequate psychometric properties
(α = .746, AVE = .574). Across salespeople, the scale
has a high value (M = 6.428, SD = .853, min = 2, max =
7), which is frequently the case with self-reported survey
measures related to desirable behavioral orientations (e.g.,
Homburg et al. 2011a, 2011b). Again, matching the var-
iable into the long form of our dataset results in the

descriptive statistics provided in Table 1. All the interac-
tion variables were mean-centered prior to the estimation.

Controls We controlled for several potential covariates of a
salesperson’s sales revenue. First, because as outlined previ-
ously, salespeople hold different positions that may affect their
performance, we controlled for each salesperson’s position
using two dummy variables extracted from HR records (sales
advisor position, mini-job position). The reference group for
these dummy variables are salespeople who are store man-
agers. Store managers in our sample have additional adminis-
trative responsibilities, but still serve and sell to customers
themselves. Second, because salespeople who work longer
hours are likely to have higher sales performance, we con-
trolled for whether employees work part-time or full-time using
a dummy variable defined from a self-report survey measure.
Third, we controlled for adaptive selling, which prior research
has shown to be a key determinant of sales performance
(Franke and Park 2006; Spiro and Weitz 1990), using four
items (α = .746). Fourth, salespeople who apply the NC2 sales
strategy might potentially also exhibit higher selling orientation
(Saxe and Weitz 1982). To avoid that effects of our NC2 sales
strategy variable merely result from its shared variance with
selling orientation, we controlled for selling orientation using

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations

Variable V1 V2 V3 V4 V5 V6 V7 V8 V9 V10 V11 V12 V13 V14 V15

V1: Sales revenue
(log--
transformed)

V2: NC2 sales
strategy

−.112*

V3: CC2 sales
strategy

−.006 −.529**

V4: Store traffic .033 −.026 .076
V5: Peer NC2 sales

strategy
−.116* −.031 .154** −.116*

V6:
Domain-specific
experience

−.138* .016 .158** −.025 −.061

V7: Relationship
building
orientation

.177** −.042 .245** −.079 .050 .008

V8: Time .046 −.000 .000 .000 −.000 −.000 −.000
V9: Sales advisor

position
.065 −.346** .266** .068 .127* −.020 .105 .000

V10: Mini-job posi-
tion

−.644** .250** −.124* −.043 −.003 .078 −.224** −.000 −.362**

V11: Part-time posi-
tion

−.279** −.117* .150** −.029 .073 .071 −.029 −.000 .493** .054

V12: Adaptive
selling

−.062 .065 .255** −.073 .111* .251** .454** .000 −.090 .118* .073

V13: Selling
orientation

−.057 −.051 .087 .068 −.082 .108 .215** .000 −.024 .043 −.092 .008

V14: Competitive
intensity

−.088 −.184** .142* .042 .042 .082 .317** .000 −.150** .032 −.126* .160** .337**

V15: Gender −.038 −.225** .139* −.101 .017 −.185** −.121* .000 .297** −.037 .368** −.080 −.195** −.151**
M 10.185 .300 1.218 6.227 .273 4.556 6.428 2.500 —a —a —a 6.206 2.465 5.156 —a

SD .698 .685 1.012 2.555 .378 1.382 .850 1.120 —a —a —a .766 1.128 1.228 —a

* p < .05, ** p < .01 (two-tailed). a Dummy variable
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five items (α = .758). Fifth, because a salesperson’s revenue
may depend on competition, we controlled for competitive
intensity (Jaworski and Kohli 1993) using three items
(α = .839). Sixth and last, to account for potential demographic
influences, we controlled for a salesperson’s gender as coded
from HR data. All survey scales are provided in the Appendix,
and Table 1 lists the descriptive statistics and correlations.
Discriminant validity was indicated by the squared correlations
between the latent constructs being smaller than the AVE from
each construct (Fornell and Larcker 1981).

Analytical approach

We took a growth analysis approach, which is regularly ap-
plied in psychological and organizational research (e.g., Bindl
et al. 2012; Chan and Schmitt 2000), to represent repeated
measures of the dependent variable. Growth analysis is rec-
ommended in marketing research for examining longitudinal
data at the individual level (Palmatier et al. 2013; Steenkamp
and Baumgartner 2000). Thus, we specified the following
regression equation for salesperson i in quarter t:

Sales revenueit ¼

b1*NC2 sales strategyiþ b2*CC2 sales strategyiþ b3*store trafficitþ
b4*peer NC2 sales strategyiþ b5*domain−specific experienceiþ

b6*relationship building orientationiþ b7*timetþ
b8*NC2 sales strategyi*store trafficiþ

b9*NC2 sales strategyi*peer NC2 sales strategyiþ
b10*peer NC2 sales strategyi*store trafficitþ

b11*NC2 sales strategyi*peer NC2 sales strategyi*store trafficjtþ
b12*NC2 sales strategyi*domain−specific experienceiþ

b13*NC2 sales strategyi*relationship building orientationiþ
b14*NC2 sales strategyi*timetþ

b15*relationship building orientationi*timetþ
b16*NC2 sales strategyi*relationship building orientationi*timetþ

bn*controlnþ b0þ ϵit

In this equation, time assumes a value of 1 in the first
quarter, 2 in the second quarter, 3 in the third quarter, and 4
in the fourth and final quarter of our data. Its coefficient (b7)
thus provides the linear growth trend of sales revenue over our
study period. Coefficients that pertain to the multiplication of
time with a third variable show how this third variable affects
growth of sales revenue. To illustrate, b14 denotes how an
increase in how aggressively the NC2 sales strategy is gener-
ally used affects the linear growth trend of a salesperson’s
sales revenue. Because we mean-centered all interacting var-
iables, the main effect of each variable provides the effect on
the mean level of sales revenue in the study period.

Note that our data is hierarchical, with quarters nested in
salespeople nested in stores. To take this hierarchical struc-
ture into account, we estimated a three-level mixed effects
model, also taking account for the fact that store traffic
resides on the store level and thus interactions with store
level are cross-level interactions. We analyzed the model
in two steps. First, we examined a model which includes
main effects only. Second, we added the interactive effects
to the model.

Results

We report the results in Table 2 and provide the interaction
plots in Figs. 3 and 4. Interpretation of the results are based
on Model 2, which is the full model including all main,

interactive, and controlled effects. We first note that neither
the NC2 sales strategy (b2 = 1.743, p > .05) nor the CC2 sales
strategy (b3 = −.076, p > .05) exhibit a main effect on sales
revenue, which suggests that salespeople who intensively use
these sales strategies are not per se more or less successful than
salespeople who do not.

H1 predicted that when store traffic was high, then using an
NC2 sales strategywould be related to high sales performance.
This was hypothesized because when store traffic was high,
other sales opportunities were more likely to be available to
the salesperson. The results provide support for this hypothe-
sis as the interactive effect of the NC2 sales strategy and store
traffic on sales revenue was positive and statistically signifi-
cant (b8 = .983, p < .05).

H2 hypothesized that if store traffic is low, ending a
sales encounter quickly based on the NC2 sales strategy
would be related to lower sales revenue for salespeople
whose peers use the NC2 sales strategy as well. To test this
proposition, we first inspect the two-way interactive effect
between NC2 sales strategy and peer NC2 sales strategy,
which is positive and significant (b9 = 1.932, p < .05). To
test whether this interaction is affected by store traffic as
suggested in H2, we inspect the three-way interactive effect
between NC2 sales strategy, peer NC2 sales strategy, and
store traffic. The interactive effect is significantly positive
(b11 = 3.481, p < .05). Thus, if store traffic decreases, the
interactive effect between NC2 sales strategy and peer NC2
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sales strategy becomes more negative. This provides sup-
port for H2.

H3 proposed that salespeople with greater domain-specific
experience who use the NC2 sales strategy would have higher
sales performance. Confirming this hypothesis, we found a

Table 2 Results

DV: Sales revenue (log-transformed)

Model 1
Main effects

Model 2
Full model

Model 3
Robustness model

Main effects

NC2 sales strategy −0.057 1.743 0.645

CC2 sales strategy −0.035 −0.076 −0.058
Store traffic 0.003 0.574 0.629

Peer NC2 sales strategy −0.176 1.020 1.176

Domain-specific experience −0.035 −0.054 −0.035
Relationship building orientation 0.062 0.006 0.015

Time 0.029 0.066 0.066

Interactive effects

NC2 strategy × store traffic (H1: +) – 0.983* 1.075***

NC2 strategy × peer NC2 sales strategy – 1.932* 2.207**

Peer NC2 sales strategy × store traffic – 1.008* 1.116**

NC2 strategy × peer NC2 sales strategy × store traffic (H2: +) – 3.481* 3.841**

NC2 strategy × domain-specific experience (H3: +) – 0.157*** 0.194**

NC2 strategy × relationship building orientation (H4: +) – −0.142 −0.161
NC2 strategy × time – −0.029 −0.029
Relationship building orientation × time – 0.047* 0.047

NC2 strategy × relationship building orientation × time (H5: +) – 0.172*** 0.172*

Controls

Sales advisor position −0.111 −0.092 −0.082*
Mini-job position −1.566*** −1.528*** −1.493***
Part-time position −0.326** −0.321*** −0.327***
Adaptive selling 0.049 0.058 0.040

Selling orientation −0.015 −0.027 −0.024
Competitive intensity −0.069 −0.047 −0.054**
Gender 0.027 0.041 0.046

Control for endogeneity of the NC2 sales strategy

Gaussian copula control function term – – 0.371

Number of observations 324 324 324

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 (two-tailed); unstandardized coefficients

10.0

10.1

10.2

10.3

10.4

10.5

10.6

10.7

10.8

10.9

11.0

Low NC^2 Sales Strategy High NC^2 Sales Strategy

euneve
R selaS

Low Domain-Specific Experience High Domain-Specific Experience

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

11.0

12.0

13.0

14.0

Low NC^2 Sales Strategy High NC^2 Sales Strategy

euneve
R selaS

Low Store Traffic High Store Traffic

a b

Fig. 3 Two-way interaction diagrams
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positive interactive effect of quickly ending sales engage-
ments when a customer is judged as unlikely to purchase
and domain-specific experience on sales revenue (b12 = .157,
p < .001).

H4 hypothesized that aggressive use of the NC2 sales strat-
egy would increase sales revenue level to a greater extent for
salespeople with high customer relationship building orienta-
tion. The results of the model estimation do not provide sup-
port for H4, as indicated by a non-significant interaction effect
of the NC2 sales strategy and salespeople’s relationship build-
ing orientation (b13 = −.142, p > .05).

H5 hypothesized that ending a sales encounter quickly
based on the NC2 sales strategy would be related to greater
sales revenue growth for salespeople who are oriented toward
customer relationship building. The results of the model esti-
mation provide support for H5, as indicated by a significant,
positive interaction effect of the NC2 sales strategy, salespeo-
ple’s relationship building orientation and time on the sales
revenue (b16 = .172, p < .001).

Robustness checks and supplemental analyses

Endogeneity Our measure of NC2 sales strategy may be en-
dogenous if salespeople decide to use the NC2 sales strategy
on the basis of their sales performance level. We therefore
examined the correlation between NC2 sales strategy and sales
revenue in the quarter before the salesperson survey. This
correlation is insignificant (r = −.140, p = .211), counter to
the contention that a salesperson’s use of the NC2 sales strat-
egy is biased by salespeople’s recent performance. To further
test for potential endogeneity, we used a Gaussian copula
control function approach (Park and Gupta 2012). This

approach corrects for endogeneity in a regressor without using
instruments by controlling for the inverse normal of the cu-
mulative density functions of the regressor. As required by
this approach, our measurement of the NC2 sales strategy is
not normally distributed (Shapiro–Wilk test: W = .821,
p < .001). Model 3 in Table 2 comprises a replication of our
model while controlling for a Gaussian copula control func-
tion term and bootstrapping the standard errors based on 1000
iterations. Results fully replicate our previous results, suggest-
ing that endogeneity of the NC2 sales strategy variable did not
unduly influence our findings.

Store-level effects Our results point to interesting store-level
effects beyond the individual salesperson. Specifically, an in-
dividual salesperson is more likely to benefit from using the
NC2 sales strategy when store traffic is high. When store traf-
fic is low, they are less likely to benefit from using the NC2

sales strategy—particularly if other salespeople in the store
use the NC2 sales strategy as well. However, our previous
results have not been able to answer the question how the
NC2 sales strategy affects overall store performance.
Specifically, given the risks inherent in the NC2 sales strategy,
is there a deleterious impact on overall store sales revenue if
the entire staff uses the NC2 sales strategy? To answer this
question, we collapsed our dataset on store level, which re-
sulted in 116 quarterly observations of store sales revenue
clustered in 29 stores. We then estimated the effect of sales-
people’s mean level of NC2 sales strategy on salespeople’s
aggregate sales revenue. We did not find any significant ef-
fects of the mean level of the NC2 sales strategy on either store
sales revenue level (bNC

2
strategy = −.007, p = .975) or growth

(bNC
2
Strategy × time = .004, p = .875). Thus, while an individual
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salesperson may experience benefits or disbenefits from ag-
gressively using the NC2 sales strategy, in our dataset, on the
store level, these effects seem to offset each other. We discuss
this finding in greater detail below.

General discussion

The overall objective of this study was to determine if
disengaging from customers judged to be unlikely to make a
purchase, referred to as the NC2 sales strategy, is on balance a
good or poor adaptive sales strategy. A preliminary study
confirmed that most retail salespeople surveyed regularly
judge their customer’s likelihood to make a purchase early
in the sales encounter. Moreover, both the preliminary survey
and this study, however, indicate that a sales strategy of
disengaging from a sales interaction with a customer judged
to be unlikely to make a purchase is not one used by most
retail salespeople. This practice receives some support here as
there is no direct influence of using the NC2 sales strategy and
sales performance.

On the other hand, the benefits of working harder to make
the sale when a customer appears to be unlikely to make a sale
may be over-sold. The results of this study indicate that in
certain circumstances disengaging from a customer judged
not likely to make a purchase may be positively associated
with salesperson sales performance. As has been found in
other situations, positive outcomes from intuitive judgments
is associated with domain specific experience. In this case, use
of the NC2 sales strategy by salespeople with greater experi-
ence in making accurate judgments is positively associated
with higher performance. Second, higher performance was
found among salespeople who use the NC2 sales strategy in
stores with high traffic. Third, if store traffic is low, col-
leagues’ use of the NC2 sales strategy reduces the effective-
ness of an individual salesperson’s use of the NC2 sales strat-
egy. Finally, salespeople with more of a customer relationship
orientation who use the NC2 sales strategy are found to in-
crease their rate of sales growth over the year. It is important to
keep in mind, however, that the positive outcomes found in
this study do not apply to using an extreme or abrupt form of
disengagement, as none of the salespeople in this study indi-
cated they engaged in this type of selling behavior.

Theory development

Our study contributes to the literature on personal selling as
we examine a new salesperson sales strategy that may exhibit
beneficial or harmful effects on salespeople’s sales perfor-
mance depending on contingencies related to salespeople’s
judgment accuracy and selling environment. Specifically,
our findings add knowledge to research on adaptive selling
strategies. While the rich literature field of adaptive selling

substantially advanced knowledge on consequences of adap-
tive selling strategies under different salesperson contingen-
cies (e.g., Alavi et al. 2019), to date, marketing and sales
research has not analyzed a specific adaptive selling strategy
based on salespeople’s assessment of customers’ purchase
likelihood.

Moreover, this study adds to a growing focus on the use
of intuition in sales (Homburg et al. 2009; Mullins et al.
2014; Hall et al. 2015). We shed light on what appears to
be a widely used intuitive judgment as to the likelihood of
the interaction resulting in a sale. The performance out-
comes in this study are in line with those of recent research
on the use of intuitive judgments, which focuses on identi-
fying when the use of intuitive judgments is effective. As
was found in earlier studies of sales intuition judgments,
domain specific experience and a customer relationship ori-
entation is associated with positive performance outcomes.
The list of conditional characteristics associated with im-
proved outcome performance is extended in this study to
include store traffic. It is not enough to disengage from
unpromising prospects, opportunities must be present to
use the available time to engage with other customers.

This study provides additional evidence of the positive re-
lationship between effective use of intuitive judgments and
sales performance outcomes. Prior sales force research has
found when used in proper circumstances and by qualified
individuals, intuitive judgments are associated with favorable
outcomes in individual customer transactions (Hall et al.
2015) and account profitability (Mullins et al. 2014). These
performance outcomes are extended in this study to show that
when used by experienced salespeople under the right circum-
stance the use of intuitive judgments can produce positive
sales performance for the salesperson. Additionally, evidence
is provided that when combined with a customer relationship
orientation, use of the NC2 sales strategy may result in greater
sales growth on an ongoing basis, at least in the short term.

Many micro- or transactional level issues remain to be ex-
plored, however. A focus on the accuracy of salespeople’s
customer purchasing propensity intuitions is warranted. At
what point in the interaction or even pre-interaction does this
intuitive judgment take place? Is the initial intuitive judgement
revised during the interaction, referred to as deliberative judg-
ment (Hall et al. 2015)? Does the timing and sequence of
judgments differ between more and less successful salespeo-
ple? On what basis do salespeople make these judgments and
are some dimensions better predictors of customer intentions
than others?

Information from the pilot survey in this study may help
inform these questions. When asked what factors they used to
gauge the likelihood of a prospective customer making a pur-
chase, 83% of the salespeople said they either often or always
based their judgment on what a customer says and the ques-
tions they ask. Other factors mentioned, however, included
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customer body language (60% often/always considered), cus-
tomer communication style (55.5%), and customer decisive-
ness (51.5%). Only 12.5% indicated that they often or always
considered the customer’s appearance when making this
judgement.

Given the possible positive outcomes associated with
accurate purchasing propensity judgments and use of the
NC2 sales strategy, increasing the accuracy of these intui-
tive judgments could be key. When and how do salespeople
learn from their mistakes in making this judgment? Can
salespeople be trained to accelerate their ability to accurate-
ly judge customer purchasing propensity, or does it require
trial and error? That training may be challenging is sug-
gested by research finding that individuals who lack ade-
quate domain knowledge, for instance, have inflated self-
assessments of their own ability to make accurate judgments
(Kruger and Dunning 1999). Research on object classifica-
tion errors, on the other hand, has established that robust
learning can enhance how accurately people are able to
classify members of a schema category (Vigo et al. 2015).
This research suggests that learning to make correct classi-
fication decisions can take place through exposure to prac-
tice sessions and even suggests training strategies for en-
hancing classification performance (Ziegler and Vigo
2018). Accordingly, there is basis for optimism regarding
positive outcomes from training on classifying the purchas-
ing intentions of customers. Malcom Gladwell (2007) ar-
rives at this same conclusion when exploring thin-slicing
in his popular book, Blink.

How important is the process of disengagement in driving
sales performance? Research has shown, for instance, that
people’s knowledge and behavior towards others is influenced
by behavior schemas about the likely interpersonal conse-
quences of behaviors towards another person (Kammrath
2011; Habel et al. 2017). What antecedents impact adopting
an NC2 sales strategy–based sales approach and/or execution
of the disengagement process? Are there other, more produc-
tive sales strategies available when a customer is judged to be
unlikely to make a purchase?

An additional research approach would be to focus on
the consequences of an inaccurate intuitive judgment of a
customer’s purchasing propensity in the future. If inaccu-
rate, is there a “lost forever” consequence for the sales-
person and/or store or is there a “win-back” opportunity?
How much of an opportunity is there to obtain a sale
when the customer comes to the store with the intention
of just looking and not buying? Are there intuitive heu-
ristics and/or sales strategies that can be judiciously
employed to encourage a purchase in this situation?
How likely is a customer to not intend to make a purchase
in one department, but then make a purchase in another
department of the store? Addressing questions of this na-
ture are probably best approached from a customer’s

perspective as opposed to the salesperson focus this study
has adopted.

There are also macro-level questions to be addressed as
well. While NC2 may be related to individual salesperson
performance, we did not find a positive effect on store-level
performance when individual salespeople use the NC2 sales
strategy. Our analysis was constrained by a relatively low
number of stores (N = 29). Future research on store-level ef-
fects might examine store-level effects and contingencies
more closely. For example, cross-fertilization of making ac-
curate intuitive judgments and enacting effective NC2-based
sales behavior may lead to greater overall store sales perfor-
mance. At the same time, might the use of NC2 be detrimental
to the sales performance of other salespeople in the store or to
the teamwork and culture of the store? Is it possible that an
over-emphasis on selling may be detrimental to the other non-
selling tasks, which may be important to the overall perfor-
mance of the store? What is the impact of the sales compen-
sation system on the use of NC2? Would the results of this
study hold in different retail settings where the customer in-
store behaviors and information needs differ from those for
fashion retailers? Even more broadly, how does the process of
intuitive judgment and disengagement behavior work in a
B2B setting? Would use of the NC2 sales strategy be associ-
ated with positive sales outcomes when deeper customer rela-
tionships are the norm and salespeople initiate the customer
conversation as is typical in many B2B settings?

Managerial implications

First, significant sales growth may be associated with using an
NC2 sales strategy, if the retail salesperson possesses a high-
level experience and thus can accurately gauge customers’
purchase likelihood. We find that if salespeople with high
domain-specific experience disengage based on a NC2 sales
strategy, their (logged) sales performance may increase by 6%
(see Fig. 3). Even for salespeople with little domain-specific
experience, engaging in the NC2 sales strategy may slightly
increase sales performance by 2%.

Second, taking advantage of an opportunity-rich sales en-
vironment is important. Accordingly, store traffic is a resource
that is found to be related to sales performance. High store
traffic and acting aggressively based on the NC2 sales strategy
can increase salespeople’s sales performance by 28%. A sim-
ilarly aggressive disengagement behavior by a salesperson in
a store with low traffic is associated with 20% lower sales
performance.

Third, if store traffic is low and a salesperson’s peers
aggressively use the NC2 sales strategy as well, a salesper-
son is less likely to benefit from using the NC2 sales strate-
gy. Specifically, using the NC2 sales strategy in this situa-
tion leads to a sales performance decrease of 45%.
Conversely, if store traffic is low and a salesperson’s peers
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do not use the NC2 sales strategy, using the NC2 sales strat-
egy increases the salesperson’s sales performance by 1%.
Interestingly, when store traffic is high, other salespeople’s
use of the NC2 sales strategy seems to cross-fertilize a focal
salesperson’s use of the NC2 sales strategy and leads to an
increase of sales performance by 68%. A potential explana-
tion for this finding is that if store traffic is high, the more
salespeople use the NC2 sales strategy, the more they col-
lectively “separate the wheat from the chaff,” increasing a
focal salesperson’s likelihood that his or her next customer
interaction will be a successful one.

Fourth, salespeople should use time savings gained
through the NC2 sales strategy to build relationships with
promising prospects. Forging relationships with such pros-
pects increases salespeople’s performance growth. Rapid
disengagement from customers judged to be unpromising
combined with relationship building orientation can en-
hance sales performance by 24% as time increases.
Conversely, with low relationship building orientation
quick disengagement may not prove as instrumental and
decrease sales performance by 1%.

From a sales manager perspective, the NC2 sales strategy
constitutes a delicate tool that salespeople should employ with
some caution; while it may increase salespeople’s sales per-
formance, it may also exert negative effects on salespeople’s
performance and customer relationships if misapplied.
Consequently, sales managers must coach and monitor sales-
people’s use of the NC2 sales strategy because its application
is challenging. Specifically, sales managers should focus on
three issues to enhance the likelihood of salespeople’s suc-
cessful use of the NC2 sales strategy: (1) ensure that salespeo-
ple exhibit sufficient expertise in judging customers’ purchase
intention, (2) verify that salespeople’s selling environment
does indeed allow time savings, and (3) coach salespeople to
employ the time saved through the NC2 sales strategy for
relationship building with promising prospects.

Limitations and avenues for future research

Our study exhibits several limitations that provide fruitful
avenues for future research. First, this study evaluates the
use of an intuitive judgment that is made in a situation
where time for customer interaction is constrained and
there is likely to be a purchase decision made in a single
sales interaction. As is common in most empirical field
studies, factors relevant to the chosen research setting will
influence the research. In this case, the range and level of
store traffic patterns, may have influenced the results. In
other retail settings, this might not be true, instead
influencing the effectiveness of disengaging from cus-
tomers perceived to be less likely to make a purchase.
Likewise, management placed an emphasis on salespeople
developing relationships with their customers as it was

felt that this would lead to greater purchase frequency
and cross-selling opportunities. This may not be the case
in the other retail settings.

Second, the company permitted us to match sales perfor-
mance to individual salespeople and to obtain multiple pe-
riods of sales performance in order to evaluate both the level
of performance and the growth velocity over a period of a
year. Had we worked with a different company, the nature
of the sales interaction and the purchase decision process
may have led to different relationships. For instance, when a
customer has an immediate need for a store’s product, say a
snack food item, then a purchase is almost always the result
and there is little need for the salesperson to make an intu-
itive judgment as to a customer’s likelihood of making a
purchase. Although the generalizability of our results
should be established, gaining the cooperation of an orga-
nization in providing access to their salespeople and
matching this information to multiple periods of sales is rare
and can be daunting.

Third, our study focuses on selected moderators that deter-
mine how the NC2 sales strategy affects a salesperson’s sales
performance. We encourage future studies to examine further
contingencies. For example, how does the NC2 sales strategy
interact with other sales strategies? With respect to the moderat-
ing effect of peers’ use of the NC2 sales strategy, what is the role
of the accuracy of peers’ judgment of customers’ purchase like-
lihood? How do or should selling teams use of the NC2 sales
strategy? Answering questions like these could substantially im-
prove our theoretical understanding of the NC2 sales strategy and
allow for further important managerial implications.

Fourth, our study focuses on a sales strategy based on
judging whether a customer is unlikely to purchase.
Similarly, salespeople might alter their sales strategy if they
judge that a customer is likely to purchase. Future research
might explore whether and how salespeople make these
judgements and whether, how, and with what effect they alter
their sales strategy in response. Like in our study, the accuracy
of salespeople’s judgment as well as opportunities in the sell-
ing environment might play an important role in this respect.

Fifth, we measured the NC2 sales strategy in a single
survey in the fiscal year for which we also extracted our
dependent variable of sales revenue. This raises
endogeneity concerns because salespeople’s choice of the
NC2 strategy might potentially depend on their recent per-
formance. While as discussed previously our results seem
robust, a more rigorous approach would have been to either
measure the NC2 sales strategy repeatedly throughout the
focal year, or, alternatively, measure it before the start of the
focal year. To maintain causal order, we encourage future
studies to more carefully design data collections when com-
bining survey and secondary sales data.
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