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How Should Firms Onboard New Salespeople? The Relative Efficacy of Centralized Versus
On-the-Job Training

According to the Association for Talent Development (2016), the average organization spends
just shy of $1 million each year on sales training, with the average expenditure for a salesperson
approximately 20% greater than the average expenditure for employees in all other roles. Despite
the magnitude of the investment that many firms make in sales training, criticism continues to
mount regarding the effectiveness of training investments (Lassk et al. 2012). Within the domain
of training, onboarding of newcomers (or “organizational socialization,” as frequently referred to
in academic research) is an area that is particularly critical to firm success (Allen and Meyer
1990; Barksdale et al. 2003; Bauer et al. 2007).

Onboarding refers to the systematic approach firms take to assimilate new hires and bring
them up to a suitable level of productivity as quickly as possible (Bauer 2015). Within the sales
context, onboarding programs can provide benefits both by accelerating the time required for a
salesperson to reach a suitable level of performance and by elevating the level of performance a
salesperson is able to achieve. Firms that are effective at onboarding newly hired salespeople
benefit from sales achievement levels that are, on average, 8% higher than those experienced by
other firms (Sales Management Association 2017). Firms commonly onboard salespeople
through a centralized program conducted at a corporate training center (in which specialized
trainers lead cohorts of new salespeople), a decentralized/on-the-job training program conducted
within the field (in which a newcomer’s sales manager guides the process, assisted by physical
and/or digital content provided by the firm), or a mix of the two. As advances in digital
technologies have enabled the delivery of richer forms of learning content remotely, firms have
begun shifting away from centralized training to on-the-job training, which can be effectively

bolstered by digital learning technologies. In support of this trend, Training Magazine (2018)



reports that approximately 69% of training hours were delivered through blended learning in
2018, a little more than double the percentage reported in 2017. Taking these points into account,
it is also important to recognize that any decision to employ a specific onboarding program
should consider the role of the sales manager in a newly hired salesperson’s training and
development. To this point, Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer (2014) warn that if sales managers are
responsible for too many salespeople (i.e., their span of control is too wide), they will not be able
to allocate sufficient time to coaching all of them.

A review of the sales literature suggests an increasing interest in sales training (e.g., Cron
et al. 2005; Lassk et al. 2012). However, a limited number of studies have considered factors
related to the onboarding of salespeople, and to the best of our knowledge, no prior study has
considered the implications of onboarding newly hired salespeople through either centralized or
on-the-job training programs. Considering this, we ask two questions: (1) What is the relative
effectiveness of onboarding a newly hired salesperson through centralized training or on-the-job
training? and (2) Should the onboarding decision be influenced by a sales manager’s ability to be
involved in both the onboarding and early development of newly hired salespeople?

We report the results of a quasi-field experiment that resulted from the participating
firm’s decision to provide its newly hired salespeople with the option to undergo onboarding
either within a regional training center (i.e., centralized training) or within their respective sales
districts (i.e., on-the-job training). Training in the regional centers emphasized trainer-led cohort-
based learning delivered in a classroom setting, while training in the sales districts emphasized
hands-on learning in the field, coaching from the new salesperson’s sales manager, and the
consumption of standardized digital content produced by the firm and delivered to the new

salesperson in a modular format. Overall, we observe the onboarding of 326 newly hired



salespeople, each of whom reported to one of 44 district sales managers during the observation
period. Data collected from an 18-month period allowed us to track the effects of both types of
training programs on newly hired salespeople during the early months of their employment.*
Drawing on organizational socialization theory, which examines the role of different dimensions
of socialization tactics in inducing either a custodial or an innovative role orientation in a
newcomer (Jones 1986; Van Maanen and Schein 1979), we consider the implications of
centralized and on-the-job training on the development of newly hired salespeople. Given the
dynamic nature of a salesperson’s role, we predict that on-the-job training, which enables a
newcomer to take on an innovative role orientation to a greater degree, will lead to more
favorable performance outcomes.

We contribute to both the theory and practice of sales force training and socialization in
three ways. First, we examine the relative effectiveness of onboarding salespeople through either
centralized training or on-the-job training. Research on salesperson training provides insights
into the benefits of selective sales force training (Atefi et al. 2018) and the positive but
diminishing benefits of training for growth- and task-related knowledge, skills, and abilities in
terms of a salesperson’s future value to a firm (Kumar, Sunder, and Leone 2014). These studies
shed light on the benefits of both administering different types of training and directing training
to specific members of the sales force, but they do not consider the impact of the environment in
which training occurs on performance or the implications of specific types of training programs
on newcomers.? In this regard, our study helps further complete the picture of how firms should
train salespeople at different stages in their tenure. Given firms’ substantial investment in
salesperson training, it is critical for sales managers to know whether they are better served

onboarding their salespeople using a centralized training program or an on-the-job training



program. Related to this point, we link specific types of socialization tactics to salesperson
performance using objective data within the context of a quasi-field experiment. Prior studies in
the salesperson socialization space have relied on a combination of nonexperimental methods
and self-reported performance measures from data collected through surveys (e.g., Barksdale et
al. 2003; Evans et al. 1995; Menguc, Han, and Auh 2007).

Second, we establish that a manager’s span of control influences the efficacy of the type
of onboarding program that a newly hired salesperson undergoes. We find that as a manager’s
span of control widens, the level of performance that an on-the-job-trained salesperson can
achieve is diminished, with the greatest impact occurring in the first few months of that
salesperson’s tenure. Although studies treating span of control as a theoretical variable of interest
have become less common, it remains of substantial practical interest to managers (Meier and
Bohte 2003). In addition, in the sales literature, Plank et al. (2018) highlight a lack of research
examining the breadth of a manager’s span of control and its impact on the practice of sales
management (e.g., the limitations it places on the sales manager’s ability to evaluate and
supervise a sales team), and they encourage further research to examine this important construct.
By linking a sales manager’s span of control to salesperson performance in the context of
salesperson socialization, we provide further support for the managerial perspective that span of
control is an important variable to consider in decisions related to the design of management
structures in sales organizations.

Third, we build on extant theory in organizational socialization by identifying an
occupational context in which individualized socialization tactics yield greater benefits than
institutionalized socialization tactics. Extant research in the organizational socialization literature

has commonly supported the benefits of institutionalized socialization tactics for newcomers



over individualized socialization tactics (e.g., Allen and Meyer 1990; Bauer et al. 2007; Cable
and Parsons 2001). These studies have relied on either recent graduates of undergraduate and
graduate programs or employees across an organization without considering differences between
functions and roles. In our study, we argue that occupational roles that require certain types of
characteristics in greater quantities (e.g., such as those that require greater adaptability and
creativity) may benefit more from the use of individualized socialization tactics, which enable
newcomers to take a more individualized approach in adapting the norms, values, and practices
of an organization (e.g., Schein 1988). Furthermore, our study provides quasi-field experimental
evidence of the relative impact of two of the most common means through which firms socialize
newcomers. Saks and Ashforth (1997, p. 259) call attention to the need for this type of research
in the organizational socialization literature by noting “a glaring lack of experimental or quasi-
experimental studies.”

Theoretical Background
Organizational Socialization
Overview. Organizational socialization refers to “the process by which an individual acquires the
social knowledge and skills necessary to assume an organizational role” (Van Maanen and
Schein 1979, p. 3). One of the most commonly employed theoretical perspectives associated with
organizational socialization research is Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) dimensions of
socialization tactics (Saks and Ashforth 1997). Van Maanen and Schein identify six dimensions
of organizational socialization tactics that occur when an individual has joined a firm®: (1)
collective versus individual socialization tactics, (2) formal versus informal socialization tactics,
(3) sequential steps versus random steps in the socialization tactics, (4) fixed versus variable

socialization tactics, (5) serial versus disjunctive socialization tactics, and (6) investiture versus



divestiture socialization tactics. Each of the two items associated with a given dimension can be
viewed as serving as one end of a continuum. In more recent years, research has provided links
between the different dimensions of organizational socialization tactics and greater newcomer
adjustment, greater job embeddedness, greater perceptions of person—organization fit, greater
value congruence, greater performance, and lower turnover (e.g., Allen 2006; Ashforth and Saks
1996; Bauer et al. 2007; Cable and Parsons 2001; Riordan et al. 2001).

Within this framework, Van Maanen and Schein (1979) proposed that each of the
socialization tactics in a given dimension could lead to either custodial responses or innovative
responses on the part of a newcomer, with Jones (1986) later using this distinction to organize
the tactics in each dimension, defining those associated with a custodial response as
institutionalized socialization tactics and those associated with an innovative response as
individualized socialization tactics. The socialization tactics associated with a custodial response
include collective, formal, sequential, fixed, serial, and investiture, while those associated with
an innovative response include individual, informal, random, variable, disjunctive, and
divestiture (Allen and Meyer 1990; Jones 1986).*

Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) theory of organizational socialization is particularly
well suited for an examination of the relative efficacy of salesperson onboarding programs
conducted through either centralized or on-the-job training for two reasons. First, centralized
training predominately consists of institutionalized socialization tactics, and on-the-job training
predominately consists of individualized socialization tactics. Second, the type of response (i.e.,
custodial or innovative) obtained from salespeople as a result of their onboarding experience has

significant implications on their future performance. Because of the greater demands on



adaptability and creativity associated with personal selling, we posit that an innovative response
can lead to more favorable performance outcomes.

Onboarding of newly hired salespeople. Research has applied organizational socialization
to determine the initial training (often referred to as “onboarding”) of newly hired salespeople.
Formal and informal efforts associated with training, education, and mentoring are techniques
firms use to socialize new salespeople (Barksdale et al. 2003). Feldman (1976) proposes a
contingency theory of socialization consisting of three stages that a new employee passes
through sequentially: an anticipatory socialization stage, an accommodation stage, and a role
definition stage. Dubinsky et al. (1986) adapt Feldman’s (1976) conceptual model of
organizational socialization to the salesperson context and find general support for the three
stages and also tie their relationship to important salesperson outcomes (i.e., general satisfaction,
mutual influence, internal work motivation, and job involvement). Within this context,
centralized training and on-the-job training can be viewed as residing in the accommodation
stage of socialization, in which a new salesperson endeavors to gain an understanding of what
working in the firm is truly like and makes an effort to become a part of it (Dubinsky et al.
1986). Grant and Bush (1996) apply work on socialization tactics (e.g., Jones 1986; Van Maanen
and Schein 1979) to the salesperson context and find support for the role of institutionalized
socialization tactics in fostering greater organizational value congruence on the part of newly
hired salespeople.

Manager’s role in socialization. Newly hired salespeople tend to interact with other
members of the organization less frequently than other types of employees do because of the
nature of their role (Grant and Bush 1996). This tends to heighten the importance of sales

managers as socialization agents, especially considering that they are primarily responsible for



both clarifying what is expected of newly hired salespeople and helping them develop the
knowledge and skills necessary to perform the tasks associated with the role. The importance of
this dynamic can be attributed to factors such as the higher levels of uncertainty that newcomers
commonly experience than other employees and the efforts undertaken to reduce such feelings
(Ashford 1986). A newcomer’s manager is frequently the target of efforts designed to gather
uncertainty-reducing information, especially as it relates to what is expected of the newcomer
and how to effectively perform various tasks (Morrison 1993; Ostroff and Kozlowski 1992).
Within the context of salesperson socialization, sales managers have a significant influence on
the shaping of a sales force’s culture (Grant and Bush 1996) as well as the development of their
reports through their capacity to serve as a role model (Rich 1997). However, sales managers’
ability to be a positive force in the socialization of newly hired salespeople may be constrained
by the demands of other aspects related to their job.

Overall, a review of the organizational socialization and salesforce socialization literature
streams confirms the role of a firm’s socialization tactics in enabling new employees to adapt to
their roles with tangible downstream impacts. Within the salesperson context, evidence shows
the specific value of institutionalized socialization tactics in fostering greater organization value
congruence for newly hired salespeople (e.g., Grant and Bush 1996) but does not link these types
of tactics to performance, a critical outcome of any socialization program. We build on this
literature by investigating the effect of two common and competing forms of organizational
socialization offered within the context of the sales force.

Manager’s Span of Control
Span of control refers to the number of subordinates a supervisor is responsible for overseeing

(Jones 2010). As the number of subordinates increases, the number of interpersonal relationships
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the manager is required to oversee increases as well, but in an exponential manner. A manager
who loses control of his or her subordinates and the relationships between those subordinates
will be in a limited position to prevent those subordinates from engaging in dysfunctional
behaviors (e.g., pursuing unaligned goals, shirking of responsibilities) (Jones 2010).

In the sales literature, researchers have considered factors that influence span of control,
such as environmental uncertainty and salesperson risk aversion (e.g., Krafft 1999), and the
potential for span of control to influence other variables, such as salesperson role conflict and
role ambiguity (Chonko 1982) and the diffusion of market orientation (Lam, Kraus, and Ahearne
2010) within the sales force. In addition, studies have provided limited evidence for the
relationship between span of control and salesperson performance (Ryans and Weinberg 1979),
but the findings are mixed. Specifically, Ryans and Weinberg (1979) find that a wider span of
control is negatively related to a salesperson’s performance during the first year after a major
sales reorganization, but not in the second year. They conjecture that the sales manager’s ability
to allocate personal resources (e.g., time) to his or her salespeople during this time of new
challenges and opportunities was critical to their performance. We build on the extant literature
on span of control by both examining how managers’ span of control influences the efficacy of
different forms of organizational socialization and evaluating the relative importance of span of
control early in the tenure of newly hired salespeople.

Socialization Tactics: Centralized Versus On-the-Job Training

Research identifying how socialization tactics yield different responses from newly hired
employees serves as our primary theoretical framework for developing our hypotheses. It is
instructive to understand how the two types of training programs we study can be decomposed in

terms of the six socialization tactic dimensions identified by Van Maanen and Schein (1979). We
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provide an overview of the subsequent mapping of each training program type (i.e., centralized
training and on-the-job training) onto each socialization tactic (in a given dimension) in Figure 1.

The defining feature of collective (vs. individual) socialization tactics is that they are
administered to individuals in a group setting comprised of other similar individuals (e.g., other
new employees). Collective socialization tactics can include common educational experiences
provided to new salespeople grouped together into cohorts. Individual socialization is provided
to a new employee (e.g., a salesperson) on an individual basis, separate from other new
employees. Centralized training fits the definition of a collective socialization tactic, while on-
the-job training generally fits the definition of an individual socialization tactic.

The defining feature of formal (vs. informal) socialization tactics is that individuals (e.qg.,
new salespeople) are isolated from other members of the firm during a period in which they are
exposed to a set of experiences designed for new employees. This can occur in either an
individual or a group setting. Informal socialization tactics do not involve an effort on the part of
the firm to separate, in terms of physical space, the experiences the new employee is exposed to
from those that are generally part of the daily work lives of other members. While on-the-job
training may contain some elements that would qualify as informal socialization tactics,
centralized training is more closely aligned with the definition of a formal socialization tactic,
given the significantly greater degree of structure offered within it and its delivery outside the
context of the new salesperson’s working environment (e.g., the store territory within which the
salesperson has been hired to work).

The defining feature of sequential (vs. random) socialization tactics is that the sequence
of steps the individual is required to take to transition into a given role is set ahead of time.

Random socialization tactics do not possess a clearly defined sequence of steps outlined at the



12

onset. Centralized training is more closely aligned with the definition of a sequential
socialization tactic than on-the-job training, given its uniform curriculum and its homogenized
administration by a set of specialized trainers. However, it is worth noting that on-the-job
training is likely to possess some elements that fit within the definition of a sequential
socialization tactic, but this is likely to be contingent on the purview and capabilities of the
manager overseeing the district or territory within which the salesperson is employed.

The defining features of fixed (vs. variable) socialization tactics are that the time required
to complete each step associated with them has been specified and that the associated set of
steps, taken holistically as a single activity or process, has a clearly demarcated beginning and
end. Variable socialization tactics do not provide any indication of the time required to complete
each step associated with them, and the associated set of steps has a less loosely defined
beginning and end. Centralized training is slightly more closely aligned with the definition of a
fixed socialization tactic than on-the-job training, given its highly structured nature and the need
to clearly define how long the firm will retain a cohort of newly hired salespeople in the
centralized training center; however, on-the-job training may also possess elements that fit
within the definition of a fixed socialization tactic.

The defining feature of serial (vs. disjunctive) socialization tactics is the incorporation of
experienced members of the firm (e.g., veteran salespeople) into the related socialization process
so that new employees can learn how to “follow in their footsteps.” Related to this, experienced
employees generally serve in this capacity because of their potential to be role models to new
employees, which sometimes means exposing new employees to current employees who act,
apart from their relatively greater experience in the firm, as new employees (Van Maanen and

Schein 1979). Disjunctive socialization tactics lack the incorporation of experienced employees
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considered otherwise similar to new employees into the related socialization process (Van
Maanen and Schein 1979). Both centralized training and on-the-job training are likely to involve
the inclusion of experienced members of the firm, but we conjecture that the level of experience
of the salespeople and their suitability as role models involved in on-the-job training may be
more variable than what is found in centralized training. For this reason, we view centralized
training as slightly more closely aligned with the definition of a serial socialization tactic than
on-the-job training.

The defining feature of investiture (vs. divestiture) socialization tactics is that they are
designed to affirm the value of employees’ personal characteristics possessed before entering the
firm (e.g., skills, values, attitudes). Conversely, divestiture socialization tactics are designed to
disconfirm the value personal characteristics of employees insofar as these characteristics do not
align with those perceived as desirable to the firm, so that a new set of preferred characteristics
can be developed within employees. Examples of organizations that use divestiture socialization
tactics include the military, fraternities, and religious orders (Van Maanen and Schein 1979). On
the surface, it is not clear whether centralized training or on-the-job training aligns more closely
with investiture or divestiture socialization tactics. An argument could be made that because of
the investment the firm makes in employees when they undergo centralized training and their
exposure to executives and other prototypical employees during this period, they may feel more
positively supported in their personal characteristics. Given the potential variability in on-the-job
training, new salespeople could be more likely to experience trials and tribulations that serve to
cast personal characteristics of themselves in a negative light. From this standpoint, we are

inclined to view centralized training as slightly more closely aligned with the definition of an
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investiture socialization tactic than on-the-job training. In the following section, we use our

mapping of both types of training programs to aid in the development of our hypotheses.

Hypotheses Development
Training Program Type’s Influence on Performance
Within the sales force socialization framework proposed by Dubinsky et al. (1986), the primary
objectives of training (engaged in during the “accommodation” stage of socialization) include
effectively initiating a salesperson to the tasks associated with his or her role and clearly defining
his or her role as a salesperson in the firm. Institutionalized socialization tactics, with which
centralized training is more closely aligned, lead to a custodial response on the part of the
salesperson (Jones 1986). A new employee who possesses a custodial role orientation is one who
accepts the knowledge, values, and strategies of the firm on their face (Van Maanen and Schein
1979). In this regard, a salesperson who possesses a custodial role orientation is more likely to
behave in a manner that is congruent with the firm’s values and what it believes to be necessary
to perform acceptably in the role.

By contrast, individualized socialization tactics, with which on-the-job training is more
closely aligned, lead to an innovative response on the part of the salesperson (Jones 1986). An
innovative response involves a newcomer taking a more active role in seeking out additional
information on how to perform in his or her new role, which can lead him or her to actively
determine how to more optimally perform in it (Van Maanen and Schein 1979). Baker (1989)
posits that several of the features of institutionalized socialization tactics may reduce the
performance potential of a newcomer by limiting the freedom to engage in more innovative
behaviors that are likely to increase the incidence of success and positive outcomes. As a

consequence, institutionalized socialization tactics are more likely to produce a group of more
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consistent but unexemplary performers who aim to keep their efforts within the bounds of the
status quo.

The other side of this position is that individualized socialization tactics may allow
newcomers to become more exemplary performers through greater flexibility, but this flexibility
can also lead to higher incidences of errors and adverse outcomes (Ashforth and Saks 1996).
Experimenting with new behaviors is one of the more effective learning and knowledge
acquisition strategies newcomers can take (Ostroff and Kozlowski 1992), but it is a strategy
whose use is conditional on the flexibility with which a newcomer can engage in
experimentation. In addition, the greater personal latitude offered through individualized
socialization tactics is linked to greater internal work motivation (Baker 1989). Because
salespeople must be more adaptable and creative in meeting the dynamic needs of the role (e.qg.,
Dubinsky et al. 1986) and firms generally hire new salespeople with a unique mix of values,
traits, and competencies, we contend that fostering an innovative role orientation will yield
greater performance benefits when incorporated into the training and development of newly
hired salespeople.

In addition, it is important to reiterate one of the key differences in a centralized training
program versus an on-the-job training program—that is, the firm takes initial responsibility for
socializing newly hired salespeople who undergo centralized training, whereas sales managers
take initial responsibility for socializing newly hired salespeople who undergo on-the-job
training. Sales managers have greater knowledge of distinct characteristics of their sales districts,
which we argue they can more easily transfer to newly hired salespeople who undergo on-the-job
training, and also a more precise understanding of what knowledge and skills are most critical for

salespeople to develop initially in consideration of their respective sales districts. Deeter-
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Schmelz, Goebel, and Kennedy (2008) find that both sales managers and sales representatives
view a sales manager’s possession of relevant business knowledge as one of the most critical
attributes. Gaining this type of knowledge in the relevant environment (i.e., in the context of
observing sales and selling to customers) is likely to improve the efficacy of its transfer, enabling
salespeople to more effectively sell within their respective sales districts. Thus:

Hi: Compared with centralized training, on-the-job training has a greater positive

influence on performance.
Salesperson Tenure as a Moderator of the Relationship Between Training Program Type and
Salesperson Performance
The relative benefits of on-the-job training are likely to be more fully realized over time as newly
hired salespeople adapt to the demands of their new role in the firm. As they do so, their mastery
of tasks associated with the role and overall performance within their role will improve (e.g.,
Chan and Schmitt 2000; Chen 2005). However, the potential performance improvement and rate
of related improvement for centrally trained salespeople are constrained by the capacity of
institutionalized socialization tactics to produce a custodial orientation (e.g., Allen and Meyer
1990; Jones 1986). We expect the capacity of institutionalized socialization tactics to promote
conformity on the part of newly hired salespeople to reduce the opportunity for more radical
growth in performance. In support of this position, Ostroff and Kozlowski (1992) identify
experimentation and observation as information acquisition strategies that are relatively more
influential in the pursuit of greater role and task mastery for newcomers. We contend that on-the-
job training is more likely to promote greater experimentation, particularly given the
idiosyncratic characteristics of the newly hired salesperson’s sales district, that will generally

lead to greater performance improvements over time. Thus:
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Hz: As salesperson tenure increases, on-the-job-trained salespeople will improve in

performance at a faster rate than centrally trained salespeople.

Manager Span of Control as a Moderator of the Relationship Between Training Program
Type and Salesperson Performance

Sales managers’ ability to allocate time to their sales force is constrained by the number of
salespeople who report to them (Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer 2012). Through closer supervision,
sales managers can reduce the level of ambiguity or uncertainty that salespeople reporting to
them experience in their jobs (Walker, Churchill, and Ford 1975), with downstream benefits
related to greater role ambiguity’s negative influence on salespeople’s ability to perform in their
role (e.g., Brown and Peterson 1993). As such, we argue that the degree of impact of sales
managers on each new hire reporting to them will depend on the type of initial training each
undergoes and the capacity of the managers to take a hands-on role in this hire’s development
early on. As mentioned previously, we expect centrally trained salespeople to exhibit a custodial
role orientation but on-the-job-trained salespeople to exhibit an innovative role orientation (Jones
1986; Van Maanen and Schein 1979).

We propose that a sales manager with a narrower span of control will be in a better
position to engage in several of the dimensions of socialization tactics associated with
institutionalized socialization, but with the related custodial role orientation fostered within the
salesperson being directed to adhering to the knowledge, values, and strategies espoused by the
sales manager. In addition, the sales manager will be able to take a more flexible approach with
on-the-job-trained salespeople than is possible when institutionalized socialization tactics are
employed (e.g., in a centralized training program). This dynamic provides the opportunity to

foster a custodial role orientation in newly hired salespeople to some extent, while also allowing
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the opportunity for the development and expression of some innovative responses (e.g., when
considered beneficial to both sales manager and salespeople). Within the context of Van Maanen
and Schein’s (1979) dimensions of organizational socialization tactics, a sales manager with a
narrower span of control should be able to engage more effectively in serial and investiture
tactics, which have a relatively strong role (compared with other socialization tactics) in both
influencing salespeople’s role orientation and increasing their job satisfaction (Jones 1986).

Early on in a salesperson’s tenure with a firm, the ability to obtain relevant information is
critical to developing competencies related to the role (e.g., Miller and Jablin 1991; Morrison
1993; Ostroff and Kozlowski 1992). Newcomers to a firm seek out technical information,
referent information, and performance feedback from their supervisor to a greater extent than
they do from their peers (Morrison 1993). A salesperson who has trained on the job is more
likely to seek out information from his or her sales manager, but the extent to which he or she
can obtain the desired information will be constrained by the sales manager’s ability to allocate
time to any related interactions. Gittell (2001) finds that a wider span of control can lead
managers to take a more impersonal approach to managing their subordinates, focusing their
efforts on monitoring whether their subordinates adhere to prescribed behaviors and meet
performance goals set forth at the corporate level.

Furthermore, we contend that differences in information-seeking behavior directed to a
salesperson’s sales manager, based on whether the salesperson underwent centralized or on-the-
job training, can be partly attributed to the different foci of identification the two types of
training foster. Traditional forms of institutionalized socialization tactics, such as centralized
training programs, instill greater organizational identification in their recipients (Ashforth and

Saks 1996; Ashforth, Sluss, and Saks 2007). Salespeople who undergo centralized training are
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likely to feel more confident in their ability to perform their role in a manner congruent with the
expectations of the firm and are likely to be more comfortable, at least initially, having an arm’s-
length relationship with their respective sales managers. Consequently, we expect centrally
trained salespeople to seek out information from their sales managers less frequently and have
differing attitudes toward situations in which it is provided without solicitation. Thus:

Hs: Compared with a centrally trained salesperson, the performance of an on-the-job-

trained salesperson is adversely influenced by a wider manager span of control.
The Temporally Shifting Influence of Manager Span of Control on the Relationship Between
Training Program Type and Salesperson Performance
Saks and Ashforth (1997) suggest that organizational socialization’s effects on newcomers (e.g.,
in the form of accommodation and adjustment) occur at a fast pace. This pattern is in line with
Ashford’s (1986) argument that the extent to which newcomers seek out new information
decreases as their tenure increases as a result of the increased social costs of acquiring related
information (e.g., out of concerns that their supervisor might view the information being sought
as something they should have already known or as something they should have asked for
sooner). That is, newcomers limit the extent to which they seek out technical information over
time (Morrison 1993). Newly hired salespeople’s manager plays an important role in their
socialization, especially when they undergo on-the-job training. Given this discussion, on-the-
job-trained salespeople’s ability and, arguably, willingness to benefit from their manager’s
involvement in their early socialization and development will be most pronounced at the
beginning of their tenure with the firm and become less pronounced over time. However, the
extent to which newly hired salespeople reap this benefit early on will be contingent on the sales

manager’s ability to allocate suitable time to related activities.
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Institutionalized socialization tactics (e.g., centralized training) can increase both
newcomers’ perception of fit with the organization (Cable and Parsons 2001) and their
identification with the organization (Ashforth and Saks 1996; Ashforth, Sluss, and Saks 2007). In
those cases in which either information or values shared by centrally trained salespeople’s
manager stand in contrast to either information or values provided by the firm during centralized
training, it is likely that the salespeople would view the related elements with skepticism,
impeding their adoption or internalization. We expect this dynamic to be most pronounced in the
period after the salespeople undergo centralized training. In support of this view, several stage
models of organizational socialization (e.g., Feldman 1976; Katz 1980) suggest that the
responsiveness of newcomers to institutionalized socialization tactics will wane over time as they
become more stable in their roles and their professional needs change. Ashforth and Saks (1996)
find a stronger relationship between institutionalized socialization tactics and key outcomes of
socialization four months into an employee’s tenure than ten months into tenure. They posit that
this dynamic may be the product of a shift to a lesser degree of responsiveness to
institutionalized socialization tactics and a greater degree of responsiveness to other elements of
the work environment. We contend that as centrally trained salespeople become more stable in
their role, they will turn more to their sales manager for relevant information associated with the
role, particularly information capturing idiosyncratic characteristics of the sales district that they
might have been less motivated to seek out initially. However, the opportunity to gain this type
of information from the sales manager will be contingent on the manager’s ability to allocate

suitable time to related activities. Thus:
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Ha: As their tenure increases, the relationship between a wider manager span of control
and performance (a) becomes less adverse for on-the-job-trained salespeople and (b)

more adverse for centrally trained salespeople.

Research Design
Empirical Setting
The research setting is a national retailer in the United States that sells durable goods in stores.
Each district is overseen by one district sales manager, and each store within a given district is
staffed by the retailer’s salespeople. These salespeople sell to customers on an individual basis, a
common feature of most retail settings, which allows outcomes to be attributed to individual
salespeople. The study period spans 18 months and includes salespeople who were hired during
the first 11 months of the study period, which represents the period in which the firm openly
offered its centralized training program to new hires.

During the first 11 months of the study period, the firm provided new hires with training,
either within the districts where they would be employed or within one of three regional training
facilities. Training administered within the districts (i.e., on-the-job training) involved rotating
new hires between multiple stores, with training administered through interactions with their
respective manager and other salespeople, digital content, and hands-on learning experiences.
Training administered within regional centers (i.e., centralized training) constituted a program
administered to groups of salespeople that involved classroom-based experiences and some
hands-on training in a larger “showroom-style” store contained within the related regional center.
It was common for new hires trained within the regional centers to have interactions with
executives of the firm and other highly regarded employees (e.g., star salespeople). For the

purpose of this study, we use salesperson-time observations for the first nine months of each new
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hire’s tenure with the firm. Specifically, we consider the performance of each newly hired
salesperson in month two through month nine.® Overall, we examine 2,608 salesperson-time
observations for 326 newly hired salespeople.®

The retailer pays its salespeople a small base salary to guarantee that they receive a living
wage for their work; however, most of the pay is commission based. To set expectations, the
firm assigns salespeople monthly quotas through a two-step process. First, it assigns districts
monthly quotas according to district-level factors, such as same-district sales from the same
period last year. Second, it divides district quotas among salespeople depending on their
scheduled hours and store locations.

This context is well suited for a study on the role of centralized training and sales
managers in the early stages of newly hired salespeople’s tenure for three reasons. First, the firm
chose to administer training to its new hires during an 11-month window by offering both types
of salesperson training (i.e., centralized and on-the-job training), which allows for an
examination of the differences between the two paradigms. Of the 326 salespeople included in
the study, 184 (approximately 57% of the total) underwent centralized training at a regional
center. Second, the firm’s primary point of contact with its salespeople is through its district
managers, who play a significant role in both the coaching and supervision of the salespeople
within their respective districts. Third, peers play a less significant role in this setting because
salespeople rotate between multiple locations within a district early in their tenure and work
independently in stores, with one other salesperson sometimes scheduled to work in the same

location at the same time.
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Data and Explanatory Measures
The data come from the firm’s records (i.e., the retailer’s human resources and performance-
tracking databases). Table 1 reports correlations among the variables and descriptive statistics.
The following section outlines the set of measures used in this study.

Training program type. Using the firm’s records, we are able to identify whether a newly
hired salesperson was trained in a centralized program or through an on-the-job program in a
district’s stores. Training program type is a time-invariant characteristic that equals 1 if the new
salesperson underwent the centralized training program and 0 if he or she underwent the on-the-
job training program.

Span of control. Following extant sales literature (e.g., Chonko 1982; Krafft 1999; Lam,
Kraus, and Ahearne 2010), we define manager span of control as the total number of salespeople
(both new hires and incumbents) who report directly to a manager. In this context, salespeople
report to a district manager who oversees the district in which they are employed. Consequently,
span of control is the sum of the total number of salespeople within a given district in month t —
1.

Tenure. We define tenure as the specific month of employment a newly hired salesperson
IS in. Measuring tenure enables us to account for the component of a salesperson’s performance
that is subject to change as he or she becomes more experienced in his or her role. In addition, it
enables us to examine how our other explanatory variables of interest vary in terms of their
influence on performance as a salesperson’s tenure in the firm increases.

Control variables. We define peer turnover as the count of a given salesperson’s peers
who leave, up to month t — 1, divided by the total number of peers he or she had in month t — 1.

Extant research (e.g., Sunder et al. 2017) has shown the influence of peer turnover on a
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salesperson’s likelihood of quitting. We expect that the exit of peers will have an influence on a
salesperson’s performance through its effect on both personal and broader factors. In addition,
we expect that changes in the number of salespeople reporting to a sales manager related to
turnover will have a conceptually different type of influence on the performance of the affected
salespeople. We also include salesperson-level control variables that are fixed before a
salesperson begins his or her tenure with the firm. These variables, which are intended to capture
systematic differences among new hires, include past sales experience, hire age, gender, and

race.’

Methodology

We use the following specification to test Hi:
Yijt = Po + P1Training;; + f,Spanj._, + BsTenure;j. + BoPeerTurn;j;_4

18
+ BsPriorSalesExp; + fgHireAge; + +[,Gender; + fgRace; + z Be+gD¢

t=1
+ &ijts

where the dependent variable y;;; is salesperson i’s performance (or sales quota obtained) in
district j in month t, Training represents whether salesperson i participated in either the firm’s
centralized training program (denoted by a value of 1) or its on-the-job training program
(denoted by a value of 0) at the beginning of his or her tenure, Span represents the manager’s
span of control in month t — 1 within district j, Tenure refers to the current month that
salesperson i in district j at time t is currently in, PeerTurn refers to the proportion of salesperson
i’s coworkers in district j up to month t — 1 who have left the firm, PriorSalesExp indicates
salesperson i’s past sales experience (in years) at the time of hire, HireAge indicates salesperson

i’s age (in years) at the time of hire, Gender indicates salesperson i’s gender (where a value of 1
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denotes a male salesperson), and Race indicates salesperson i’s race (where a value of 1 denotes
a Caucasian salesperson). We include calendar-time dummies (D,) for each period (i.e., month)
to account for time-specific factors that could be common across salespeople in the firm. We
estimate the model using ordinary least squares with statistical inference based on bootstrapped
cluster-robust standard errors, accounting for clustering at the salesperson level.

To test Hz and Hs, we interact the Training variable in our model with the Span and
Tenure variables, respectively. To test Ha, we interact the Training, Span, and Tenure variables
with each other, while accounting for all corresponding lower-order interaction terms in the
model.

A potential concern in the specified model is the possibility that the Training variable is
endogenous, due to the self-selection of newly hired salespeople into the centralized training
program. The ideal setting would be one in which the firm randomly offered the opportunity to
undergo centralized training to new hires and was able to achieve perfect compliance in this
regard. In the absence of this possibility, unobserved characteristics may bias the relationship
between undergoing centralized training and performance. For example, higher-ability
salespeople may perceive centralized training as an opportunity to showcase their potential to
individuals in the firm with higher social capital early on in their careers and consequently
choose to attend centralized training. Such a dynamic would likely lead to an upwardly biased
relationship between centralized training and performance.

To address concerns surrounding the possible endogeneity of the Training variable, we
use a control function approach (e.g., Petrin and Train 2010; Wooldridge 2015). To use this
approach, we need to be able to identify a variable that can serve as an instrument correlated with

the endogenous Training variable but not with the error term in the model. We argue that the
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distance between a sales district’s headquarters and its regional training center is a suitable
instrument for our purposes and measure it as the distance (in miles) required to drive between
the newly hired salesperson’s district headquarters and the corresponding regional training
center. In a similar vein, research has used geographic proximity as an instrument for estimating
the returns to education (e.g., Card 1995; Kane and Rouse 1993), given the view that students
who live in an area that does not have a school within a reasonable proximity are faced with the
prospect of pursuing a more costly educational experience away from home (e.g., because such
an occurrence takes away the option to live at home while in school).

To establish that driving distance is a suitable instrument, we must provide support for
the position that it meets both the relevance criterion and exclusion restriction. To meet the
former condition, the instrument must influence the decision of a newly hired salesperson to
undergo centralized training. The costs, both to the firm and the individual, of going to a regional
training center that is closer to the new salesperson’s district are generally lower for both parties
than costs that would be incurred for a new salesperson whose district is farther away from the
same regional training center. Given that the firm absorbs both transportation and lodging costs
for salespeople who train centrally, distance will be a factor in the firm’s managers decision to
recommend that a newly hired salesperson undergoes the centralized training program. For the
newly hired salesperson, distance will represent an opportunity cost related to displacement from
home, routine, and responsibilities. Different caretaking responsibilities would capture a
common set of activities that would incur an opportunity cost for the newly hired salesperson
faced with the prospect of participating in centralized training. For salespeople who live within a
reasonable driving distance of a regional training center, commuting daily between their

residence and the training center or making the trip back home on relatively short notice would
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be feasible should the need arise. Considering these points, we expect that the distance between a
sales district and a corresponding regional training center will decrease the likelihood that a
newly hired salesperson will participate in a centralized training program.®

To meet the exclusion restriction, the instrument should not influence any unobserved
factors in our model of salesperson performance (i.e., it should not be correlated with the error
term). The strongest challenge to the exclusion restriction in this case is whether more talented
salespeople and/or more talented sales managers would work within districts that are farther
from their respective regional training centers. Our contention is that this is unlikely to be the
case, given the tendency of individuals to explore job opportunities in consideration of their
residence. To the extent that district sales managers previously worked as salespeople in the
same firm (i.e., were internally promoted), we would expect this pattern to hold for them as well.
In the cases in which a new salesperson chooses to relocate given the opportunity to work with
the firm, we would not expect his or her level of ability to drive the related decision; rather, the
decision would be made based on consideration of the extent to which viable opportunities are
present in his or her current geographic location at the time of seeking employment. We do not
expect this to be more or less pronounced depending on the newly hired salesperson’s proximity
to each of the regional training centers.

Having established that the instrument meets both the relevance criterion and the
exclusion restriction, we adopt a control function approach (e.g., Petrin and Train 2010;
Wooldridge 2015). We estimate the first stage as a probit model, regressing the Training variable
on our instrumental variable (driving distance) along with all the control variables previously

specified. We then estimate the inverse Mills ratio and include it as an additional control variable
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in the second-stage regression to estimate our main model, in which salesperson performance is

the outcome of interest (for additional details, see procedure 21.4 of Wooldridge 2010, p. 949).

Results

We present the results of the first-stage probit regression in Table 2 and present the results for
our estimation of the salesperson performance models in Table 3. As shown in Model 1, we find
that centralized training (relative to on-the-job training) has a negative influence on salesperson
performance (8 = —.249,p < .05), in support of Hs.

As Model 2 shows, we find a negative interaction between centralized training and tenure
(B = —.013,p < .05), in support of Ha. Simple effect tests, to explore the differential
relationship of tenure with performance of centrally trained and on-the-job-trained salespeople,
show a positive influence of tenure on performance for centrally trained salespeople (8 =
.018,p < .05) and a positive and relatively greater influence of tenure on performance for on-
the-job-trained salespeople (8 = .031,p < .001). We also find a positive interaction between
centralized training and span of control (8 = .007,p < .05), in support of Ha. Simple effect
tests, to explore the differential relationship of span of control with performance of centrally
trained and on-the-job-trained salespeople, reveal that a wider manager span of control has a
negative influence on performance for on-the-job-trained salespeople (8 = —.006,p < .05) but
has neither a positive nor a negative influence on performance for centrally trained salespeople
(B =.001,p >.5).

For Hs, we predicted that the negative influence of span of control on performance would
decline as tenure increased for on-the-job-trained salespeople but would increase for centrally

trained salespeople. We find a significant three-way interaction among centralized training,
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tenure, and manager span of control (8 = —.0024,p < .01), providing general support for Ha.
The statistically significant three-way interaction indicates that at least one of the two-way
interactions in Model 3 varies across the third variable included in Model 3’s three-way
interaction. Because we predicted that the two-way interaction between a salesperson’s tenure
and a manager’s span of control would depend on the type of training program received, we
probe the three-way interaction by plotting the effect of manager span of control for centrally
trained and on-the-job-trained salespeople across each month of tenure (depicted in Figure 2,
following References). In other words, we calculate the marginal effect of span of control,
separately for centrally trained and on-the-job-trained salespeople, at each value of tenure
included in the model. The plot shows (1) how the marginal effect of span of control for on-the-
job-trained salespeople trends upward as salesperson tenure increases and (2) how the marginal
effect of span of control for centrally trained salespeople trends downward as salesperson tenure

increases.

Discussion
Whether to onboard new salespeople through either a centralized program or an on-the-job
program is not immediately clear to firms. Advances in digital training technologies that can
assist in the implementation of on-the-job training programs have increased the importance of
being able to assess the efficacy of centralized training programs as a means of onboarding
salespeople in relation to on-the-job training programs. By bringing the literature streams of
organizational socialization, sales force socialization, and span of control together, we are able to
develop and test a set of hypotheses that provide new insights into whether it is more effective to

have salespeople be onboarded either centrally or on the job. Furthermore, we are able to provide
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insight into whether the relative efficacy of each is contingent on the role of sales managers early
in the development of newcomers.

Theoretical Implications

This study finds that on-the-job training, as a mechanism of onboarding newly hired salespeople,
yields greater benefits than centralized training. We find that the benefits of the type of initial
training newly hired salesperson receive are conditional on both the sales manager’s span of
control and the salesperson’s tenure. In addition, we find that the relationship between a
salesperson’s tenure and a sales manager’s span of control is conditional on the type of initial
training the newly hired salesperson underwent. Related to these findings, we next discuss three
important theoretical implications of our research.

First, we contribute to the organizational socialization and sales force socialization
literature streams by providing evidence for the positive influence of individualized socialization
tactics on the development of newly hired salespeople. Extant research within the domain of
organizational socialization has considered the potential benefits of institutionalized socialization
tactics in terms of factors such as greater newcomer adjustment, greater organizational
commitment, greater person—organization fit, greater performance, and lower turnover (e.g.,
Allen 2006; Bauer et al. 2007; Cable and Parsons 2001; Riordan et al. 2001). Taken collectively,
most findings in the organizational socialization literature generally support the view that
institutionalized socialization tactics offer greater benefits than individualized socialization
tactics. However, several scholars, in support of Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) theorizing of
the influence of socialization tactics on custodial or innovative role orientations, reason that
institutionalized socialization tactics may carry a cost in their capacity to reduce the role

innovativeness of newcomers (e.g., Allen and Meyer 1990; Baker 1989; Jones 1986). Our
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research supports the position that there are contexts in which an innovative role orientation is
desirable. Specifically, fostering an innovative role orientation is desirable in organizational
contexts in which greater levels of creativity and adaptability on the part of a newcomer are
desirable. Furthermore, we provide evidence that an innovative role orientation provides benefits
in terms of greater gains in competence as a salesperson’s time in a firm increases. In support of
this finding, we argue that an innovative role orientation encourages greater experimentation on
the part of a newly hired salesperson, the benefits of which continue to materialize over time as
the salesperson learns more from the results of engaging in experimental behaviors than he or
she would have otherwise.

Second, we connect the span-of-control literature with the sales force socialization
literature by providing evidence that the span of control of the newly hired salesperson’s
manager influences the relative effectiveness of centralized training compared with on-the-job
training. Dubinsky et al. (1986) argue that the successful assimilation of salespeople into a firm
is a key responsibility of sales managers. Our research provides an empirical test of this position
by identifying a boundary condition that influences the relationship between the type of initial
training a salesperson receives and his or her performance. Span-of-control research has largely
shifted its focus to a consideration of factors that provide insight into how to effectively set span
of control in the related context (Van Fleet and Bedeian 1977). We identify a factor that is
informative in determining how firms should regulate sales managers’ span of control.

Third, we add a novel longitudinal perspective to the sales force socialization literature
by providing evidence that the influence of a sales manager as an agent of both socialization and
development evolves over time, depending on the type of initial training a newly hired

salesperson receives. Specifically, sales managers may play a more important role in the
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socialization and development of new salespeople who train on the job early on, but the
importance of their ability to serve in this role diminishes as salespeople’s tenure in the role
increases. Conversely, sales managers play a less important (and a potentially detrimental) role
in the socialization of new salespeople who train centrally early on, but the importance of serving
in this role increases as the tenure of centrally trained salespeople increases. Previous studies
examining the longitudinal impact of institutionalized socialization tactics have observed
diminishing effects over time (e.g., Allen and Meyer 1990; Ashforth and Saks 1996), with one
explanation being that the needs of newcomers change as they become more established and
secure in their respective roles. Our research supports this view, while showing that this temporal
dynamic differs depending on whether a newly hired salesperson initially underwent centralized
or on-the-job training.

Managerial Implications

This research has implications for decision making at both the firm level and the sales manager
level. Our findings reveal the general value of on-the-job training relative to centralized training.
We argue that the benefits of an on-the-job training program, in which newcomers’ sales
manager guides the process, assisted by digital training content provided by the firm, are
associated with the higher levels of creativity and adaptability required of those who operate
within a sales role. Consequently, many sales firms may want to consider onboarding their
salespeople through an on-the-job training program, especially when the specific selling tasks
associated with the role require that salespeople possess these characteristics. The combination
of hands-on learning guided by a sales manager and learning delivered digitally provides a
suitable setting for a newly hired salesperson to both internalize the values of the firm in a

personally meaningful way and to learn how to effectively perform the various activities
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associated with the job in consideration of his or her individuality. In this regard, we provide
managers with insight into the relative efficacy that an on-the-job training program infused with
digital content can have on the early development and performance of newly hired salespeople.

Our findings encourage firms to think about the decision of how to onboard newly hired
salespeople depending on the extent to which sales managers can be involved early in their
tenure. While digitally supported on-the-job training programs may offer more cost savings than
centralized training programs, we suggest that firms ensure that sales managers tasked with
onboarding their salespeople have the resources (e.g., time) to be appropriately involved in the
process. A too wide span of control or too much time constraints brought by sales managers’
other activities will lead newly hired salespeople to fall substantially short of their true potential.
In this regard, it is important that the digital component of an on-the-job training program does
not completely replace the sales manager during the onboarding of newly hired salespeople.

In addition, having the appropriate bandwidth to be involved in the first few months of an
on-the-job-trained salesperson’s tenure is particularly critical, given that a significant proportion
of the performance benefits observed are realized at that point in time. In industries or in other
contexts featuring relatively high levels of salesperson turnover, effectively setting the span of
control of sales managers may be an especially important consideration given the
correspondingly high levels of new salespeople being brought in at a given point in time. Having
the ability to allocate more time and effort to coaching new hires promises greater opportunities
for sales managers to effectively develop newly hired salespeople into high performers, with the
benefit of such efforts likely being felt in other ways, including greater intentions to stay with the

firm (Barksdale et al. 2003).
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From a sales manager perspective, our findings show the importance of sales managers in
the development of salespeople early on but suggest that this importance differs depending on
the type of onboarding a salesperson underwent. While the sales manager’s ability to be involved
in the development of newly hired salespeople in the first few months is most critical for those
onboarded on the job, the opposite seems to be true for those onboarded centrally, who may
benefit instead from a wider manager span of control in the first few months. These differences
in the dynamics of these different types of onboarding programs underscore at least one potential
synergy for sales managers responsible for salespeople who vary in the type of onboarding
program in which they participated. In this type of environment, sales managers who allocate
equal amounts of time to newer salespeople regardless of how they were initially trained should
consider taking a more strategic approach that puts an initial focus on allocating greater
resources to coaching salespeople who undergo on-the-job training and then shifts the focus to
allocating greater resources to coaching salespeople who undergo centralized training. Doing so
may allow sales managers to improve the performance of both types of salespeople to a greater
degree.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study is not without limitations, several of which offer promising directions for further
research. We provide evidence that on-the-job-trained salespeople reach higher levels of
performance than centrally trained salespeople and do so through greater rates of performance
improvement over time. While we theorize that this phenomenon occurs largely because of the
salesperson’s ability to develop an innovative role orientation, which is of particular benefit in
the sales context, our administrative data prevent us from substantiating this mediating

mechanism.
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Our research provides preliminary evidence that the inclusion of digital components in an
on-the-job training program can assist in the development of salespeople who are able to more
fully and more quickly realize their potential. In this regard, we set the stage for further research
to examine how the digital components of a blended training program can be tailored to yield
more optimal outcomes. Some promising areas in this regard include (1) the extent to which
gamification can be integrated into the digital component of a salesperson’s onboarding to more
effectively promote the retention of specific knowledge, (2) whether the delivery of digital
content in smaller quantities (what is commonly referred to as “microlearning”) may be more
effective than delivering it in larger programmatic chunks for specific topical areas of sales
onboarding, and (3) whether specific elements of onboarding that a sales manager is responsible
for can be delivered more effectively through digitally mediated means (vs. delivering the related
elements in-person). Lassk et al. (2012) note that technology can offer firms the opportunity to
deliver useful training content more cost-effectively. Further exploration of both the means
through which digital training content can be delivered more effectively to salespeople and the
conditions under which digital training content is most effective for salespeople would be a
promising avenue for research that could significantly inform how organizations should evolve
their sales training capabilities in a world that is increasingly driven by digital innovations.

We also identify the moderating role of a manager’s span of control in the performance
of on-the-job-trained salespeople. Related to this, research could consider the effect of a sales
manager’s span of control on his or her ability to develop salespeople in relation to specific
managerial traits and competencies that have been identified as influential. In the nursing
literature, research has shown that a manager’s span of control weakens the positive relationship

between his or her leadership traits and behaviors and subordinates (Doran et al. 2004; Lucas,
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Laschinger, and Wong 2008). It would be valuable to understand within the sales context the
extent to which a manager’s span of control influences the efficacy of different leadership traits
and behaviors. This would also be a fruitful area for research to explore.

We conducted this research study with a national retailer that employs a sales force to sell
durable goods to consumers. It would be valuable to replicate these findings in other industries to
further establish their generalizability. In particular, it would be useful to validate the findings of
this study within a business-to-business setting. In our context, the average manager span of
control is approximately 20 salespeople,® whereas in many business-to-business contexts the
average manager span of control is 8 salespeople (Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer 2012).

Finally, future studies should more explicitly consider the differential effect of peers on
newly hired salespeople during the sales force socialization process, given how their influence
might vary depending on the type of onboarding the newly hired salespeople underwent. Of
substantial importance to firms is whether a salesperson’s manager or peers wield more influence
during socialization (Barksdale et al. 2003). Our research addresses how institutional elements
(i.e., centralized and on-the-job training programs) influence the socialization and development
of newly hired salespeople and how these same institutional elements interact with a manager’s
span of control to result in outcomes of varying utility to the firm. That said, it is likely that the
influence of peers may also depend on the type of initial training received by a newly hired

salesperson.
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Footnotes
1 In our empirical setting, this includes the first nine months of employment of a newly hired
salesperson who received either type of training program (during an 11-month period in which
both were offered). This time duration aligns with the firm’s position on how long it takes for a

salesperson to reach a suitable level of productivity.

2 The term “environment” is commonly used in the education literature to refer to both the
tangible and intangible external factors that characterize a space in which learning is being
delivered to individuals (e.g., Akkoyunlu and Soylu 2008; Lage, Platt, and Treglia 2000; Tallent-
Runnels et al. 2006). The term is commonly used in relation to online learning, face-to-face

learning, and blended learning.

% The dimensions Van Maanen and Schein (1979) proposed are not intended to be exhaustive but
are argued to be relatively widespread across a diverse range of firms and provide a useful

characterization of the structural component of socialization in an organization.

4Van Maanen and Schein (1979) originally theorized that fixed and investiture tactics (vs.
variable and divestiture tactics) were associated with an innovative response (vs. a custodial
response). Contrary to this position, Jones (1986) argues for the opposite classifications of these
two socialization tactics and, similar to Allen and Meyer (1990), finds empirical support for this

position. Consequently, we follow this updated classification of the affected socialization tactics.

® The first month of a salesperson’s employment emphasizes learning about the firm’s values and
developing the knowledge and skills necessary to perform the job. Any selling activities
occurring during the first month generally involve the supervision of senior personnel and may

not be directly attributable to the salesperson. In addition, because centrally trained salespeople
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are not in their districts during the majority of the first month, it was not clear how the first

month’s performance should be assessed.

® We focus on salespeople who did not leave the firm during their first nine months to more
effectively capture the time-varying effects of interest (turnover in the first nine months of

employment was 13%).

" To avoid losing salesperson observations as a result of some missing values for past sales
experience and hire age contained within the data set, we replace the missing values with the

overall averages calculated for these variables.

8 A regression of the centralized training variable on the driving distance variable conducted with
the data treated as a cross-section provides empirical support for the relevance of the instrument

(F=28.23).

® The average span of control for U.S. sales forces has more recently been reported to be between
10 and 12 salespeople. However, within sales forces and across companies, span of control
varies considerably. For example, sales contexts that require tight supervision, employ
predominately full-time employees, and involve complex selling tasks may feature spans of
control that average as low as 6 salespeople; on the opposite end of the spectrum, sales contexts
that allow for loose supervision, employ predominately part-time workers, and involve fairly
simple selling tasks may feature spans of control that average as high as 50 salespeople

(Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer 2014).



TABLE 1
Intercorrelations and Descriptive Statistics
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Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Salesperson performance 1

2. Centralized training -.02 1

3. Tenure 07* .00 1

4. Span of control -06* .07* .20* 1

5. Peer turnover -.02 .02 53*  .07* 1

6. Past sales experience .02 -.01 .00 -.02 .02 1

7. Hiring age 02 -14* 00 -05 .03  .59* 1

8. Gender 07 -.03 .00 -05* -01 .09* -01 1

9. Race 04*  -15* .00 .03 .01 .01 .01 .01 1
Descriptive Statistics

M 97 57 55 1985 .06 333 3015 .64 7
SD .36 49 229 669 .07 429 833 .48 42

*p<.05.
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TABLE 2
First-Stage Probit Regression (DV: Centralized Training)

*kk

Driving distance (instrumental variable) -0.002
(0.000)
Tenure 0.069"
(0.033)
Span of control 0.021
(0.012)
Peer turnover 2.000"
(1.005)
Past sales experience 0.035
(0.020)
Hire age -0.022
(0.011)
Gender -0.078
(0.162)
Race -0.407"
(0.181)
Time fixed effects Yes
Observations 2608

Notes: Cluster robust standard errors are in parentheses.
“p<.05 " p<.01. " p<.001.
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TABLE 3
Salesperson Performance Models
Q 2 ?3) Test of
Hypotheses
Inverse Mills ratio 0.1599™ 0.1516" 0.1534"
(0.0615) (0.0618) (0.0619)
Centralized training -0.2489" -0.1618 -0.1488 H:
(0.1045) (0.1122) (0.1120)
Tenure 0.0244™ 0.0311™ 0.0332™
(0.0070) (0.0084) (0.0083)
Span of control -0.0021 -0.0060" -0.0140™
(0.0019) (0.0026) (0.0051)
Peer turnover -0.2492 -0.2231 -0.2414
(0.1477) (0.1476) (0.1464)
Past sales experience 0.0043 0.0042 0.0041
(0.0043) (0.0043) (0.0043)
Hire age -0.0021 -0.0019 -0.0018
(0.0021) (0.0021) (0.0021)
Gender 0.0412 0.0406 0.0406
(0.0250) (0.0244) (0.0245)
Race -0.0037 -0.0019 -0.0017
(0.0298) (0.0298) (0.0299)
-0.0133" -0.0148"
Centralized training x tenure (0.0066) (0.0066) H>
Centralized training x 0.0071" 0.0209™ Hs
span of control (0.0030) (0.0060)
Span of control x tenure 0.0014"
(0.0007)
Centralized training x -0.0024™ Ha
span of control x tenure (0.0008)
Time fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
Observations 2608 2608 2608
R2 .061 .067 .069

Notes: Bootstrapped cluster robust standard errors are in parentheses. Listed models include a mean-centered span-

of-control measure to ease interpretation.
p<.05 " p<.01. " p<.001.
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FIGURE 1

Mapping of Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) Dimensions of Socialization Tactics onto
Centralized Training and On-the-Job Training
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Notes: Each row represents a different dimension of Van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) dimensions of socialization
tactics, with each element signifying one end of a continuum (which Jones [1986] categorized as individualized
socialization tactics and institutionalized socialization tactics). In addition, fixed and investiture tactics have both
been categorized as institutionalized socialization tactics expected to yield a custodial response in newcomers, in
line with the findings of both Jones (1986) and Allen and Meyer (1990).



FIGURE 2
Marginal Effects of Span of Control on Salespeople Trained Centrally and On the job
(Tenure Increasing)
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Notes: In this graph, we display the marginal effect estimates for span of control as a standardized variable. This is
intended to clarify the performance implications of a wider span of control for a salesperson trained either centrally

or on the job as his or her tenure increases. In this context, a 1 SD increase in span of control is equivalent to an
increase of 6.69 salespeople under the supervision of a sales manager.



