
THE IMPACT OF SALESPERSON LISTENING:  

A MULTI-FACETED RESEARCH 

APPROACH 

 

 

by 

 

EMILY A. GOAD 

 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 

The University of Texas at Arlington in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT ARLINGTON 

May 2014 

 

 
 

  



ii 

Copyright © by Emily A. Goad 2014 

All Rights Reserved 

 

  



iii 

Acknowledgements 

First, I would like to thank my family, especially my parents, for their unending 

support throughout this process. I could not have completed the doctoral program without 

you. Also I want to acknowledge Vito and Lucy, your companionship has made a 

difference every day. 

Also, and as importantly, my deepest and sincerest gratitude goes to my Advisor, 

Dr. Fernando Jaramillo, I feel privileged to have worked under your guidance, and for 

introducing me to sales research and researchers. I could not have made it through this 

process without your time, understanding, encouragement, unconditional support, and 

personal guidance. I am also very grateful to my committee, Dr. Chonko, Dr. Yang, and 

Dr. Whiteside, for your time and feedback.  

Furthermore, I am very grateful to Dr. Briggs, Dr. Freling, and Dr. Grisaffe; you all 

have nurtured and supported me throughout my doctoral program. Additionally, I would 

like to thank the Marketing Department at the University of Texas at Arlington; the 

department has provided a supportive environment in which to prosper. Furthermore, I 

would like to recognize all of my National Conference in Sales Management (NCSM) 

friends, you have provided guidance and more importantly support throughout my 

doctoral program. Likewise, I would like to thank my co-hort: Rebecca and Tanzeeb; I 

feel fortunate to have experienced this process along with you.  

May 7, 2014 



iv 

Abstract 

THE IMPACT OF SALESPERSON LISTENING: 

A MULTI-FACETED RESEARCH 

APPROACH 

 

Emily A. Goad, PhD 

 

The University of Texas at Arlington, 2014 

 

Supervising Professor: Fernando Jaramillo 

Relationships are based on communication between parties; an important aspect 

of communication that is necessary for building long-term relationships is listening 

(Ingram et al. 1992). In sales, researchers have posited that salespeople’s relationships 

with their customers are strengthened when salespeople consistently have effective 

listening skills (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Marshall et al. 2003). Given the importance of 

listening in relationship building and the sales context, this dissertation examines 

salesperson listening from varying research approaches in three essays. First, a meta-

analysis was conducted to synthesize existing empirical research on listening to 

empirically assess the research stream of salesperson listening. This meta-analysis 

expands sales researchers’ understanding of not only the listening process, but the 

framework that surrounds salesperson listening, thus advancing listening theory. Next, 

relying on relationship marketing theory (Morgan and Hunt 1994; Palmatier et al. 2006), 

and the dual process theory of supportive message outcomes (Bodie 2009), the second 

essay proposes and tests a cascading model of listening that incorporates previous 

research’s suggestions that listening is a process, instead of a higher order construct. 

Results show that salesperson listening is a process with only the behavioral component 
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(responding), having a positive impact on both customer satisfaction and customer loyalty 

to the firm. Furthermore, it is shown that a lack of salesperson diligence actually 

diminishes the positive effect of the responding aspect of listening on customer 

satisfaction. Lastly, the third essay updates and extends Drollinger, Comer, and 

Warrington (2006)’s Active Empathetic Listening (AEL) scale showing that the responding 

component of listening is not only comprised of verbal behaviors, but also nonverbal 

behaviors and the use of technology. New items reflecting nonverbal behaviors and 

technology are incorporated into the AEL scale. Furthermore, a model is tested with the 

updated responding dimension of salesperson listening and the temporal aspects of 

listening which occur pre- and post- interaction. Previous research has suggested that 

there are temporal dimensions of listening, but this is the first paper to test these 

dimensions and the resulting impact on salesperson performance. Results indicate that 

responding dimension of listening is preceded by pre-interaction salesperson behaviors, 

and followed by post-interaction salesperson behaviors which have a positive impact on 

salesperson performance. 
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Chapter 1  

Essay 1: A Synthesis of Research on Listening 

Listening is a critical skill that if used effectively, creates trusting relationships 

with customers, results in customer satisfaction, greater anticipation of future interactions, 

and improves salespeople’s performance (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Shepherd et al. 1997; 

Castleberry et al. 1999; De Ruyter and Wetzels 2000; Aggarwal et al. 2005; Pelham 

and Kravitz 2008). In fact, Marshall et al. (2003) find that listening skills are the most 

important skill that successful salespeople possess. On the other hand, poor listening 

skills are one of the most significant factors contributing to salesperson failure (Ingram et 

al. 1992).  

The notion of listening dates back to ancient China and its importance has been 

posited not only by academicians, but also government and popular press. Ancient 

Chinese symbols indicate that listening (“to listen”) is made up of characters for the ear, 

eye, heart, and undivided attention (Navarro 2010; U.S. Department of State 2012). This 

illustrates that listening goes beyond simply what one hears; according to the U.S. 

Department of State (2012), “we must use both ears, watch and maintain eye contact, 

give undivided attention, and finally be empathetic… we must engage in active listening!”   

 

Figure 1-1 Chinese Symbol for Listening 
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 Researchers have crafted many definitions for listening, in fact Bodie and 

Gearhart (2011) comment that “definitions of listening are almost as abundant as 

researchers studying the phenomenon,” (p.86). Table 1-1 provides samples of these 

definitions of listening, from varying perspectives. Although these definitions are diverse, 

they all seem to have a common theme: listening is a multi-dimensional process involving 

cognitions, affect, and responses both verbal and nonverbal (Bodie and Gearhart 2011). 

Table 1-1 Some Definitions of Listening* 

Source  Definition 

Comer and Drollinger 
(1999, p. 18) 

Active empathetic listening is a process whereby the 
listener: receives verbal and nonverbal messages, 
processes them cognitively, responds to them 
verbally and nonverbally, and attempts to assess 
their underlying meaning intuitively by putting 
themselves in the customers’ place throughout. 

International Listening 
Association (1996) 

Listening is the process of receiving, 
constructing meaning from and responding to 
spoken and/or nonverbal messages. 

Yrle and Galle (1993) Active listening means listening well and 
demonstrating an interest in what is being 
said. 

Castleberry and 
Shepherd (1993, p. 
36) 

The cognitive process of actively sensing, 
interpreting, evaluating, and responding to the 
verbal and nonverbal messages of present or 
potential customers. 

Hennings (1992, p. 3) To listen is not just to hear; it is the active 
construction of meaning from all the signals – 
verbal and nonverbal – a speaker is sending. 

Lewis and Reinsch 
(1988, p. 58) 

A set of interrelated activities, including 
apparent attentiveness, nonverbal behavior, 
verbal behavior, perceived attitudes, memory, 
and behavioral responses. 

The Institute of 
Financial Education 
(1988, p. 88) 

The process of receiving sights and sounds, 
attending to them, and assigning meaning. 
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Devine (1978, p. 302) A matter of processing the incoming 
meaningful sounds into syntactical and then 
into larger units, so that the listener can make 
sense of the sounds. 

*Adapted from Ramsey and Sohi (1997, p.129) table. 

Listening theorists have posited that the listening is a multistage process 

involving sensing, evaluating, and responding (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006; 

Pence and Vickery 2012). In a sales context, this process is initiated with the salesperson 

sensing cues (verbal and nonverbal) communicated by customers (Castleberry and 

Shepherd 1993; Comer and Drollinger 1999). After sensing occurs, listening progresses 

into the evaluating stage which is highly cognitive (Castleberry and Shepherd 1993; 

Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Comer and Drollinger 1999). The evaluating stage is related to 

the energy the salesperson devotes to analyzing and organizing messages for 

understanding and recollection. At this stage, the effective listener offers reassurance 

that the message will be remembered through paraphrasing and head nods (Drollinger, 

Comer, and Warrington 2006; Pence and Vickery 2012). Once a salesperson has sensed 

and evaluated messages provided by the customer, listening moves to the responding 

stage, which can be seen as the end result of the other two stages (Comer and Drollinger 

1999; Roman, Ruiz, Munuera 2005). This is also the stage that has the greatest impact 

on outcomes of the listening process like adaptive selling, satisfaction, and performance 

(Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Boorom et al. 1998; Aggarwal et al. 2005). 

The importance of advancing listening theory and developing a framework 

surrounding listening process for salespeople was first posited by Castleberry and 

Shepherd (1993). Their conceptual paper suggests a framework incorporating 

motivations, the listening process, adaptive selling, and performance (Castleberry and 

Shepherd 1993). In sales, this has spurred scale development efforts to define listening’s 

Table 1-1 —Continued       
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dimension in a sales context, and the testing of various antecedents and outcomes of 

listening to establish its importance in relationship building (Pryor, Malshe, and Paradise 

2013). Given the importance of listening, as indicated by academicians, popular press, 

and the U.S. government, the objective of this meta-analysis is to synthesize existing 

empirical research on listening to empirically assess the state of the literature stream and 

advance listening theory.  

The Process of Salesperson Listening 

Researchers generally agree that listening is a sequential process with three 

dimensions or stages: sensing, evaluating, and responding. Listening begins with the 

sensing of verbal and nonverbal messages that are being sent by others (Castleberry 

and Shepherd 1993). This stage of listening is measured by items from a customer 

perspective like “focused only on me,” (Ramsey and Sohi 1997). From the salesperson 

perspective items include: “I am aware of what my customers imply but do not say,” and 

“I understand how my customer feels,” indicating both the reading of nonverbal cues and 

affect (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). 

Once messages are sensed, the receiver assigns meaning and value to them; 

this stage is termed evaluating (Castleberry and Shepherd 1993). Items measuring this 

stage, from the customer’s perspective, include: “asked for more detail,” and 

“paraphrased my questions,” (Ramsey and Sohi 1997). On the salesperson side, items 

include: “I assure my customers I will remember what they say by taking notes when 

appropriate,” and “I summarize points of agreement and disagreement when 

appropriate,” (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). As indicated by the 

aforementioned items, the evaluating stage of listening is highly cognitive and involves 

interpretation of the cues received, as well as sending cues back to show you are 

listening (e.g., questioning, paraphrasing, and taking notes). Furthermore, Castleberry 
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and Shepherd (1993) suggest that salespeople with effective listening “listen first, and 

evaluate second,” (p. 42). The listening process must occur in this progression so the 

salesperson does not miss any of the customer’s messages or misinterpret them 

(Castleberry and Shepherd 1993). 

After messages are sensed and evaluated, the listener enters the responding 

stage in which they react to messages with both verbal and nonverbal communication. 

Examples of responding items on the customer side are: “offered relevant information to 

the questions I asked,” and “answered at appropriate times,” (Ramsey and Sohi 1997). 

From the salesperson perspective, items include: “I assure my customers that I am 

listening by using verbal acknowledgments,” and “I show my customers that I am 

listening by my body language (e.g., head nods),” (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 

2006). This is also the stage that has the greatest impact on outcomes of the listening 

process like adaptive selling, satisfaction, and performance (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; 

Boorom et al. 1998; Aggarwal et al. 2005).  

Sales researchers have developed three scales to measure this process: 

Salesperson Listening (Ramsey and Sohi 1997); Interpersonal Listening in Personal 

Selling (Castleberry et al. 1999); and Active Empathetic Listening (Drollinger, Comer, and 

Warrington 2006). These scales have aided in determining the dimensions of listening 

specifically in a sales context, and for listening to be measured along with other 

constructs that contribute to relationship building with customers (Pryor, Malshe, and 

Paradise 2013). Table 1-2 shows a sampling of studies on salesperson listening and its 

antecedents and outcomes. Although this is not a robust area, there has been a steady 

stream of research in order to advance the understanding of salesperson listening (Pryor, 

Malshe, and Paradise 2013). Given this, the following research questions are proposed: 

RQ1: What constructs have been examined with listening and what is the 
relationship? 
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RQ2: What research is needed to better understand listening in the sales 
context? 

Table 1-2 Select Studies Examining the Antecedents and Outcomes of Listening 

Study Antecedents Outcomes 

Ramsey and 
Sohi 1997 

 - Satisfaction with 
salesperson 

- Trust in salesperson 
- Anticipation of future 

interaction 
Boorom et al. 1998  - Adaptive selling 

- Salesperson 
performance 

Castleberry et al. 1999  - Salesperson 
performance (6 
measures) 

de Ruyter and 
Wetzels 2000 

 - Customer satisfaction 
- Trust in salesperson 

Aggarwal et al. 2005 - Empathy - Satisfaction with 
salesperson 

- Trust in salesperson 
- Anticipation of future 

interaction 
Roman, Ruiz, 
Munuera 2005 

- Experience Education 
- Gender 
- Intrinsic motivation 
- Compensation 

system 

 

Pelham and 
Kravitz 2008 

- Adaptive selling 
- Emphasis on 

consulting in 
salesperson 
evaluation 

- Customer orientation 
- Salesperson consulting 

Pelham 2009 - Market orientation 
- Adaptive selling 
- Customer orientation 

- Salesperson consulting 

Drollinger and Comer 
2013 

 - Trust 
- Relationship quality 

 

Method 

Hunter and Schmidt’s (2004) random effects model was utilized to estimate effect 

sizes and confidence intervals. This approach assumes that the variability in findings 
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across studies comes from both the sampling of studies and the sampling of individuals 

within studies (reflecting between-studies variance, and sampling error, respectively) 

(Franke and Park 2006). On the other hand, the fixed-effects perspective assumes that 

studies only differ in terms of the participants examined, and possibly by a few study 

characteristics that are accounted for as moderators (Hunter and Schmidt 2004; Franke 

and Park 2006). When the assumptions of the fixed-effects approach are not met, the 

random-effects approach produces more generalizable results that are less subject to 

Type I errors in testing mean effect sizes (Hunter and Schmidt 2004). Also, observed 

correlations were corrected for statistical artifacts using Hunter and Schmidt’s (2004) 

mixed meta-analysis procedures. The following discussion provides a description and 

rationale for procedures used. 

 
Collection of Studies 

Sales researchers have developed three scales to measure the listening 

process: Salesperson Listening (Ramsey and Sohi 1997); Interpersonal Listening in 

Personal Selling (Castleberry et al. 1999); and Active Empathetic Listening (Drollinger, 

Comer, and Warrington 2006). Thus, as a logical point of reference, 1997 was selected 

as the starting point, and then a search was conducted for published and unpublished 

empirical research on listening. After establishing this initial starting point for sales 

research, empirical research on listening for all years across all disciplines was also 

searched for. The analysis started by conducting web-based searches for empirical 

studies from the following databases: EBSCOhost Business Source Complete, Emerald, 

Google Scholar, and Science Direct. The following key words were used in the web 

searches: listening, salesperson listening, interpersonal listening, active empathetic 

listening, ILPS, and AEL. The next step was to manually search all issues of the leading 
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sales, marketing and communication journals. To identify unpublished studies, ProQuest 

Dissertations & Theses, an online dissertation databases, was also searched. 

Furthermore, when relevant studies were identified, their references were examined for 

additional sources. The results of these searches revealed over a 100 articles concerning 

listening, however only 22 papers contained empirical research that utilized one of the 

salesperson listening scales (or a variant of them), along with relevant sales constructs. 

Effect Size Metric and Coding 

Effect Size Metric  

The effect size coded for the analyses is the Pearson’s correlation coefficient (r), 

which is easy to compare and interpret across studies (Hunter and Schmidt 2004). Also, 

this statistic is common in marketing and sales research. Eligibility of studies was limited 

to those reporting a Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient (r) or other statistics that could be 

converted to r.  

Coding Procedure 

Before coding was conducted, a coding manual was developed that outlined all 

necessary study-level and effect-size information for each study (Lipsey and Wilson 

2001). Then studies were coded in three steps that are similar to other recent meta-

analyses (Verbeke et al. 2011): (1) Search for reported determinants, reliability 

measures, effect sizes, and study descriptors; (2) Carefully enter all data obtained into 

the database; (3) Examine the theoretical and operational definitions of constructs. Based 

on previous research on listening, the following variables were identified as important 

constructs related to effective listening: customer orientation, adaptive selling, 

satisfaction, trust, salesperson performance, and intention of a future interaction. Thus, 

studies were limited to those that provided an r (or statistic that could be converted to r) 
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between listening, or one of the three dimensions of listening, and to the aforementioned 

constructs. 

Bivariate Analysis 

In order to examine the strength of the bivariate relationships in this study, first 

the simple average of the correlations was calculated for each determinant. However, this 

simple average is not used in meta-analytic models but instead raw correlations (r) are 

adjusted for reliability and then weighted for sample size to minimize potential differences 

with the “true” correlation that is free of artifacts; this procedure is suggested by literature 

and recent meta-analyses (Hunter and Schmidt 2004; Verbeke et al. 2011; Zablah et al. 

2012).  

Results 

Tables 1-3 and 1-4 show the significance and relative strength of the 

relationships examined in this meta-analysis; Table 1-4 also provides detailed information 

about the studies included in the meta-analysis. These tables show that listening as a 

whole has a positive relationship with many other relationship-building constructs. 

However, in order to better understand the individual dimensions of listening’s 

relationship with these constructs, sales researchers should report the correlation of each 

dimension of listening with other constructs.  

 
Discussion 

This essay’s purpose was to  provide a snapshot of where research on 

salesperson listening currently is, and future directions for research. From Essay 1, it is 

clear that there is not an abundance of research on salesperson listening; however there 

is sufficient research to establish the construct as one that relates strongly to other known 

relationship building variables (e.g., customer orientation, satisfaction, and adaptive 
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selling). Thus, effective listening skills have a positive relationship with customer 

orientation, adaptive selling, customer satisfaction, customer trust in the salesperson, 

intention of future interaction, and salesperson performance, which are all important 

variables for relationship building, and marketing which impacts firms ultimately in their 

profitability (Franke and Park 2006).  

Although this meta-analysis provides some initial insight, there are some 

limitations that provide future directions for research. First, although 22 studies were 

found examining salesperson listening only 14 could actually be used in this meta-

analysis. The inability to utilize the remaining studies lies in variances in how researchers 

have measured and reported their findings on salesperson listening. Following theory, 

listening research should report the relationship between each dimension of salesperson 

listening and other constructs (Halone and Pecchioni 2001; Aggarwal et al. 2005). 

Unfortunately, there were not a sufficient amount of studies reporting the three 

dimensions of listening’s relationship with other constructs to conduct a meta-analysis 

with the separate dimensions.  

Also, it is clear from how disjointed salesperson listening research has been, that 

there is a need for a framework surrounding the listening process. Castleberry and 

Shepherd (1993) suggested a framework for the listening process; however it is yet to be 

tested. In addition, there have been changes in how we communicate since 1993, 

particularly with the onset of technology and communication like social media. Future 

research should explore the role of technology in salesperson listening. To address gaps 

in literature that this meta-analysis has brought to light, the remaining two essays explore 

the process of listening, as well as a complete framework surrounding the listening 

process, including advances in technology, to advance listening theory and provide 

meaningful insights for managers and firms. 
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1 

Table 1-3 Meta-Analytic Correlations for the Study Samples 

Relationship k
a 

n
b
 r

c
 rc

d
 Q-statistic

e
 

95% Confidence 
Interval 

Variable 1 Variable 2 
    Lower 

Bound 
 Upper 

Bound 
 

      

Listening Customer Orientation (CO) 4 987 0.52 0.72 2.97 0.63 0.77  
 Adaptive Selling (ADAPTS) 5 1037 0.33 0.34 7.71 0.18 0.50  
 Satisfaction (SAT) 5 859 0.26 0.32 3.98 0.20 0.44  

 Trust  5 832 0.52 0.66 6.37 0.44 0.88  
 Performance (PERF) 7 1601 0.43 0.61 5.08 0.44 0.79  
 Future Interaction (FI) 3 633 0.22 0.25 1.95 0.10 0.38  

* p < .05; **p < .10 
a
 Number of effect sizes 

b
 Sample size

  

c
Unadjusted for artifacts and not weighted for sample size. 

d 
Disattenuated mean effect size. Reliability adjustments are based on individual study reliabilities. In those cases where this data was not available, it is 

based on the reliability distribution. 
e
 The Q-statistic is a chi-square statistic that indicates whether the heterogeneity of variance is significantly greater than zero. 
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Table 1-4 Meta-Analytic Correlations for the Relationships with Salesperson Listening** 

    Relationships 

Study 
Sample 

Size 
Respondent Customer 

Type 
CO ADAPTS SAT TRUST PERF FI 

Aggarwal et al. 2005 162 Customers B2B   0.26* 0.58*  0.10 

Boorom, Goolsby, and 
Ramsey 1998 

239 Salespeople B2C  0.27*   0.29*  

Castleberry, Shepherd, 
and Ridnour 1999 

604 Salespeople Mix     0.63*  

Castleberry, Ridnour, and 
Shepherd 2004 

101 Salespeople B2B  0.51*   0.66*  

deRuyter and Wetzels 
2000 

147 Customers B2C   0.33* 0.26*   

Drollinger, Comer, and 
Warrington 2006 

175 Salespeople Mix    0.41* 0.39*  

Drollinger and Comer 
2013 

175 Salespeople B2B    0.65*   

Essay 2 298 Customers B2C   0.25*   0.32* 
Essay 3 – Study 2 164 Salespeople Mix 0.51*      
Essay 3 – Study 3 205 Salespeople Mix 0.52*    0.37*  
Pelham and  Kravitz 2008 420 Salespeople Mix 0.58* 0.20* 

    
Ramsey and Sohi 1997 173 Customers B2C   0.10 0.71*  0.24* 

Shepherd, Castleberry, 
and Ridnour 1997 

79 Salespeople B2B  0.25* 0.33*  0.37*  

Unpublished Study - 
Jaramillo 

198 Salespeople  B2B 0.46* 0.40*   0.33*  

   * p < 0.05; ** Correlations are unadjusted for artifacts and not weighted for sample size. 
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Chapter 2  

Essay 2: A Cascading Model of Listening 

Relationship marketing is at the forefront of marketing research and practice. 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) developed a foundational framework for relationship marketing, 

the commitment-trust theory. More recently, Palmatier et al. (2006) expand this initial 

framework to show that relational mediators play an intervening role between relationship 

marketing strategies and exchange outcomes with specific strategies having varying 

effects on different relational mediators and outcomes. However, they also show that 

“expertise and communication are the most effective relationship building strategies 

across all elements of a relationship,” (Palmatier et al. 2007, p. 149). Furthermore, 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) posit that communication, particularly timely communication, 

aids in resolving disagreements, in addition to aligning perceptions and expectations on 

both sides of the exchange relationship. 

In sales, researchers have posited that effective listening, which is inherently 

communication, is the most important skill that a salesperson can possess for success 

(Marshall et al. 2003). Furthermore, listening theorists have posited that “listening is an 

essential component of satisfying and successful interpersonal communication and 

relationships,” (Bodie 2011, p. 277). Listening is a complex process with many definitions 

for different types and contexts of listening. Hennings (1992) states that “to listen is not 

just to hear; it is the active construction of meaning from all the signals – verbal and 

nonverbal – a speaker is sending.” Other definitions of listening identify the components 

of the listening process: sensing, evaluating, and responding. 

Although researchers have stressed the importance of communication in 

relationship marketing and the need for more research in the area, research remains 

sparse (Palmatier et al. 2007). Specifically, Bodie (2011) states that “scholarly research 
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and theorizing about listening is vastly underdeveloped” (p. 277); most research focuses 

on single outcomes and seldom explores moderators of the listening process and 

outcome variables. Foundational listening research stresses that listening is a process, 

and should be treated as such (Castleberry and Shepherd 1993).  Furthermore, research 

indicates that the responding stage of listening has the greatest impact on outcome 

variables, yet researchers overwhelmingly treat the process of listening as a higher order 

construct (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Roman, Ruiz, Munuera 2005). In addition, because of 

the disconnect between conceptualizations of the listening process and empirical testing, 

there have been multiple calls for researchers to clarify the impact of listening and its 

importance in the sales setting (Castleberry and Shepherd 1993; Ramsey and Sohi 1997; 

Comer and Drollinger 1999; Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). 

This study addresses these gaps in literature by extending the relational mediator 

framework to include salesperson listening, a type of interpersonal communication 

(Palmatier et al. 2007; Bodie 2011). The purpose of this paper is to answer the following 

questions: (1) Should listening be treated as a process instead of a higher order 

construct? (2) What are the outcomes of the process of listening at customer and firm 

levels? (3) Is the relationship between the listening process and outcome variables 

impacted by moderators that make listening more or less effective? Answering the 

aforementioned questions advances relationship marketing and listening theory, while 

providing important implications for managers and firms at both the firm and customer 

level. 

These research objectives are accomplished through a model that relies on 

relationship marketing theory (Morgan and Hunt 1994; Palmatier et al. 2006), and the 

dual process theory of supportive message outcomes (Bodie 2009). This model is tested 



 

15 

on customers of financial services firms in two Chilean banks. Figure 2-1 illustrates the 

conceptual model of this study. 

Conceptions of Listening 

Listening is a broad construct that can be interpersonal, active, empathetic, 

verbal, nonverbal, and has multiple dimensions (Castleberry and Shepherd 1993; 

Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Comer and Drollinger 1999; Aggarwal et al. 2005). 

Conceptualizations of listening suggest that it is comprised of three dimensions: sensing, 

evaluating, and responding (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Comer and Drollinger 1999). 

Overall, listening theorists agree on the aforementioned stages of listening, and have 

used them as a higher order construct to show various outcomes of effective listening 

like: adaptiveness, customer trust, satisfaction, loyalty, and increased salesperson 

performance (Shepherd et al. 1997; de Ruyter and Wetzels 2000; Aggarwal et al. 2005; 

Pelham and Kravitz 2008). However, most research focuses on listening as a higher-

order construct, not treat listening as a process where the salesperson takes in a 

message (sensing), then cognitively processes the message (evaluating), and then 

proceeds to respond to the message (responding)… with responding being the 

dimension with the greatest impact on outcome variables of the exchange relationship 

(Ramsey and Sohi 1997). 

Dimensions of Listening 

Sensing 

The salesperson initiates the listening process by hearing or sensing both verbal 

and nonverbal cues from the buyer/customer and the messages that the customer does 

not send (Castleberry and Shepherd 1993; Comer and Drollinger 1999). For effective 

listening to take place, the salesperson must be able to filter out any “noise” and be 

aware of the message from the buyer (Castleberry and Shepherd 1993; Comer and 
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Drollinger 1999). Ramsey and Sohi (1997) posit that customers can tell when a 

salesperson is sensing what they are communicating through eye contact, focus on the 

conversation, and the use of nonverbal behaviors. 

Evaluating 

The second stage of the listening process is evaluating. This primarily consists of 

cognitive processes that enable the salesperson to assign meaning and importance from 

the messages being received (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Comer and Drollinger 1999). This 

dimension of listening often involves the salesperson paraphrasing what the customer 

has said to avoid message distortion. Evaluating also indicates to the customer that the 

salesperson is trying to understand what the customer is saying (Ramsey and Sohi 

1997). Effective listener-salespeople must first receive verbal and nonverbal messages, 

and evaluate the cues in the sales encounter second (Comer and Drollinger 1999).  

Responding 

The last aspect of listening is responding; this component of listening is primarily 

behavioral (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Comer and Drollinger 1999). Generally, responses 

require some action from the buyer such as informing, sharing feelings, and asking 

questions, etc. (Ramsey and Sohi 1997). Salespeople can utilize questioning at this 

stage to obtain additional information from the buyer or for clarification (Roman, Ruiz, and 

Munuera 2005). This stage also involves some nonverbal behaviors such as head nods, 

eye contact, body language and facial expressions (Comer and Drollinger 1999).  

Cascading Model of Listening 

Using the three dimensions of listening, I propose a cascading model of listening, 

in which the three dimensions are related to salesperson-owned customer loyalty in a 

sequential manner (see Figure 2-1). In developing this cascading model of listening, I rely 

upon listening theory, specifically the dual-process theory of supportive message 
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outcomes (Bodie 2009). This framework suggests that first a message is received 

(sensing), then the recipient determines if they are motivated to process the message 

and processes the message (evaluating), which then impacts changes in affect and 

behavior (responding) (Bodie 2009). 

 Following the aforementioned framework, the cascading model proposes that the 

behavioral aspect of listening, responding, is preceded by two other dimensions of 

listening: sensing and evaluating. Most research on listening posits that the listening 

process that is initiated with sensing cues (verbal and nonverbal) communicated by 

customers (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Comer and Drollinger 1999). Furthermore, 

Castleberry and Shepherd (1993) posit that salespeople with effective listening “listen 

first, and evaluate second,” (p. 42). The listening process must occur in this progression 

so the salesperson does not miss any of the customer’s messages or misinterpret them 

(Castleberry and Shepherd 1993). After sensing occurs, listening progresses into the 

evaluating stage which is highly cognitive (Comer and Drollinger 1999). Given this 

process, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H1: Listening–sensing is positively related to listening – evaluating. 

H2: Listening–evaluating fully mediates the effect of listening-sensing on 
listening – responding. 

Listening and Its Relationship with Satisfaction and Loyalty 

As the dual-process theory for the processing and outcomes of supportive 

messages indicates, after a message is processed, then changes in affect and behavior 

occur (Bodie 2009). Thus, once a salesperson has sensed and evaluated messages 

provided by the customer, listening moves to the responding stage, which can be seen as 

the end result of the other two stages (Comer and Drollinger 1999; Roman, Ruiz, 

Munuera 2005). This is also the stage that has the greatest impact on outcomes of the 
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listening process like satisfaction and loyalty (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Roman, Ruiz, 

Munuera 2005).  

Listening, Customer Satisfaction, and Customer Loyalty to the Firm 

The relational mediator framework indicates that relational mediators (e.g. 

customer satisfaction) positively facilitate the impact of relationship marketing strategies 

(e.g. communication) on outcome variables (e.g. customer loyalty) (Palmatier et al. 

2007). Loyalty in research has been represented as “a customer’s intention to continue to 

do business with an organization,” (Gelbrich and Roschk 2010, p.28). In addition, these 

researchers suggest that customer loyalty is an established outcome of customer 

satisfaction. Gremler and Gwinner (2000) posit that interpersonal interaction elements 

(i.e. eye contact, language, and nonverbal gestures; all aspects of listening – responding) 

have a positive impact on satisfaction with the salesperson which, in turn, influences 

overall satisfaction (p. 91; also Ramsey and Sohi 1997). This finding is also confirmed by 

Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, and Gremler (2002), who show that satisfaction mediates the 

relationship between relational benefits and loyalty.  Given the following discussion, it is 

proposed that: 

H3: Customer satisfaction positively, fully mediates the effect of 
listening–responding customers’ loyalty to the firm. 

While customer satisfaction is shown to mediate the relationship between 

relational strategies and outcomes; researchers have shown that listening also has a 

direct effect on loyalty (Ramsey and Sohi 1997). However, other researchers have found 

no direct link between listening and loyalty (Aggarwal 2005). Researchers have posited 

the need for more research on the key drivers that impact outcomes of the firm, 

particularly in regards to relationship marketing (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, and Gremler 

2002); to provide further insight into the relationship between listening and loyalty, the 

following hypothesis is proposed: 
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H4: Listening–responding positively, fully mediates the effect of listening 
– evaluating on customers’ loyalty to the firm. 

Moderating Effect of Diligence 

Salesperson diligence has been conceptualized as a salesperson service 

behavior composed of responsiveness and reliability (Ahearne, Jelinek, and Jones 2007). 

Services literature has shown that speed and dependability are crucial in exchange 

relationships as they help in forming service quality perceptions. One aspect of service 

quality is reliability, which is performing a service dependably, accurately, and on-time 

(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1988). Furthermore, the responsiveness component 

of service quality is the view that employees will help customers and provide quick 

service (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1988). Furthermore, Crosby, Evans, and 

Cowles (1990) posit that the frequency of salesperson communication and efforts to “stay 

in touch” are key determinants of relationship maintenance, particularly in the insurance 

and banking industries (p.71). Thus, research indicates that it is not sufficient for a 

salesperson to simply respond to messages they receive, but they must be timely in their 

response and reliably so, in order for the response to have a positive impact on outcomes 

like customer satisfaction and loyalty (Morgan and Hunt 1994). Given this, the following 

hypotheses are proposed: 

H5a: Salespeople exhibiting a high (low) level of diligence will strengthen 
(weaken) the relationship between listening – responding and customer 
satisfaction. 

H5b: Salespeople exhibiting a high (low) level of diligence will strengthen 
(weaken) the relationship between listening – responding and customer 
loyalty. 
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Figure 2-1 Listening Dimensions and Related Outcomes 

Method 

Sample 

Customers of two major banks located in Bio-Bio (a province of Chile) provided 

responses for this research. Bio-Bio is Chile’s second most populous region and has a 

strong economy. Research has shown that effective problem-solving (part of effective 

listening) is central in customers’ evaluation of satisfaction in various service industries, 

such as banking, telecommunications, and insurance (Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol 

2002). Thus, the financial sector is appropriate for studying the dimensions of listening, 

customer satisfaction, and loyalty to the firm because these constructs play a critical role 
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in customers doing business with the bank and continuing to patronize the institution 

(Valenzuela et al. 2010).  

The survey was first developed in English and then translated to Spanish and 

back translated from Spanish to English to ensure translation accuracy. A total of 300 

responses were received giving a 59.8 percent response rate. From the responses, 123 

were females (41.0 percent), 152 males (50.7 percent), and 25 did not indicate any 

gender (8.3 percent). The age of the survey respondents ranged from 20 to 60 years with 

a mean of 33.41 years (SD = 8.04).  

Measures 

The major measures in this study include the three dimensions of listening: 

sensing, evaluating and responding, customer satisfaction, loyalty to the firm, and 

salesperson diligence. All constructs were measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Furthermore, constructs were measured with 

existing scales whose psychometric properties have been previously assessed. 

Tables 2-1 and 2-2 provide a description of each scale and summarize key 

psychometric characteristics for this study. Both exploratory and confirmatory factor 

analyses assessed construct validity in this study. First, exploratory factor analysis was 

used to determine the relevance of items used to measure constructs in the study. Items 

with factor loadings below 0.50 were dropped, resulting in the final items shown in Table 

2-2. Next, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted where each scale item is set 

to load only on its respective latent construct, and all latent constructs are allowed to 

correlate with each other (Gerbing and Anderson 1988). CFA shows an acceptable fit of 

the model: χ
2
 = 270.43, degrees of freedom (df) = 109, p <0.01, RMSEA = 0.086, CFI = 

0.93 (Hu and Bentler 1998, 1999). All standardized factor loadings were 0.52 or higher 

and significant at α = 0.01 (Table 2-2). Reliability of the factors was evaluated using 
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composite reliability (ρc) and average variance extracted (ρv). As shown in Table 2-1 and 

2-2, all scales demonstrate adequate measurement properties. In addition, all composite 

reliabilities (ρc) are 0.70 or above (Table 2-1), indicating that the factors analyzed are 

sufficiently reliable (Fornell and Larcker 1981). Furthermore, the average variance 

extracted measures were close to, or exceeded, the acceptable value of 0.50 (Fornell 

and Larcker 1981).  

As indicated in Table 2-1, the independent variables are not highly correlated 

with each other in bivariate relationships; this suggests that multicollinearity is not a major 

concern. However, variance inflation factors (VIF), calculated by SPSS 19, was used to 

formally confirm that multicollinearity is not of concern. The VIFs for all the variables in 

the model are less than 2.2, indicating no multicollinearity issue with the data (Hair et al. 

2010).   

Table 2-1 Correlations and Descriptive Statistics 

    LS LE LR CS LOY DI 

LS Listening - Sensing    - 
  

 
 

 

LE Listening - Evaluating 0.49*    - 
 

 
 

 

LR Listening - Responding 0.51* 0.53*    -   
 

CS Customer Satisfaction 0.25* 0.19* 0.33* -  
 

LOY Loyalty to the Firm 0.27* 0.33* 0.35* 0.56*   -  

DI Diligence 0.53* 0.40* 0.60* 0.53* 0.40* - 

Mean 
 

5.39 4.68 4.88 4.72 5.03 4.76 

Standard deviation 1.24 1.02 1.11 1.13 1.00 1.15  

Composite reliability 0.96 0.79 0.88 0.70 0.90 0.91  

Average variance extracted 0.89 0.55 0.71 0.44 0.64 0.64  

Note: * Correlations significant at 𝛼 = 0.01 
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Table 2-2 Scale Items and Statistics 

Construct Name and Items 
Factor 

loadings 

Listening (Ramsey and Sohi 1997) 
 Please think back on the interactions you had with the salesperson. Using 

the following questions, please give your opinion of how he/she performed:  

    Sensing  

    Focused only on me. 0.93 

    Kept firm eye contact. 0.97 

    Nonverbal gestures suggested he or she was listening to me. 0.94 

    Evaluating  

    Asked for more details. 0.77 

    Paraphrased my questions. 0.70 

    Tried hard to understand what I was saying. 0.76 

    Responding  

    Offered relevant information to the questions I asked. 0.78 

    Showed eagerness in his or her responses. 0.88 

    Answered at appropriate times. 0.86 

Loyalty to the Firm (Palmatier et al. 2007)  
For my next purchase or service transaction, this bank will be my first 

choice. 0.76 
Compared to this year, next year, I will do a greater amount of business 

with this bank. 0.80 

I speak well about this bank to my colleagues. 0.85 

I would be willing to recommend this bank should anyone ask my opinion. 0.87 

     I urge my colleagues to conduct their business with this bank. 0.70 

Customer Satisfaction (Ahearne, Jelinek, and Jones 2007)  

Overall, I am extremely satisfied with this bank. 0.76 

Overall, I am extremely satisfied with this bank’s salespeople. 0.69 

     Overall, I am very satisfied with the service this bank has provided me. 0.52 

Diligence (Ahearne, Jelinek, and Jones 2007)  

My salesman at _____ bank:  

Is never too busy to respond promptly to my needs. 0.71 

Makes sure I can reach him/her when I need something important. 0.85 

Returns calls promptly whenever he/she is unavailable. 0.83 

Provides information I request in a timely manner. 0.86 

Makes sure that I can always reach him/her within 24 hours. 0.78 

Provides his/her service at the time he/she promises to do so. 0.75 
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Results 

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was utilized to evaluate the hypothesized 

model relationships. SEM allows for simultaneous assessment of all hypothesized 

relationships among constructs. AMOS 22 performs the analysis using maximum-

likelihood estimation. To test the mediating effects of listening – responding and listening 

– evaluating, a model that allowed all direct paths was compare to a model in which no 

direct paths were allowed (Table 2-3). The mediation hypotheses were tested by 

comparing these two models. Table 2-3 shows the detail of both models. 

Results show that the fit of the hypothesized model is acceptable: χ
2
 = 346.85, df 

= 114, p < 0.01, RMSEA = 0.083, CFI = 0.91 (Hu and Bentler 1998, 1999). Furthermore, 

all the focal path coefficients are statistically significant. The path coefficient between 

listening – sensing and listening – evaluating is significant and positive (β = 0.75, p < 

0.01), thus H1 is supported. Also, the path coefficient between listening – evaluating and 

listening – responding is positive and significant (β = 0.82, p < 0.01), supporting H2.  

Furthermore, the path coefficient between listening – responding and customer 

satisfaction is positive and significant (β = 0.44, p < 0.01), with customer satisfaction also 

having a positive and significant effect on loyalty to the firm (β = 0.20, p < 0.01), providing 

support for H3. The path coefficient between listening – responding and loyalty to the firm 

is also positive, and significant (β = 0.55, p < 0.01), supporting H4.  

The model indicates that listening – evaluating mediates the relationship between 

listening – sensing and listening – responding; and that listening – responding mediates 

the relationship between listening – evaluating and customer loyalty to the firm; also, the 

model shows that customer satisfaction mediates the relationship between listening – 

responding and customer loyalty to the firm. To further examine these mediation effects, 

two models are compared: one model allowing for all direct paths and another model in 
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which no direct paths are allowed (see Table 2-3). The full mediation hypotheses are 

tested by comparing the fit of these two models. Full mediation is supported if the model 

allowing for direct paths does not provide a statistically significant better fit that the fully 

mediated model (Baron and Kenny 1986). The results of comparing these two models 

show that the full mediation model fits the data better than the full model allowing for all 

direct effects. Although the change in chi-square is very small and not significant (Δχ2 = 

9.23, Δdf = 5, p = 0.10), this is not the only indicator of model fit (Hu and Bentler 1999; 

Kline 2004). Since these two models have similar fit per the fit indices, the next step is to 

examine the path estimates (Kline 2004). Cheng (2001) states that in reality, the best 

fitting model is the one in which all or most of the hypothesized relationships are 

significant. Given that the hypothesized model is the most parsimonious and all paths are 

significant, the full mediation model best fits the data. 

Moderation Analyses 

Regression analysis in SPSS 21 was utilized to test the moderation hypotheses. 

First, listening – responding, diligence, customer satisfaction, and loyalty were mean 

centered. Then an interaction term was created for listening – responding and diligence. 

Next, two regressions were run, one with listening – responding, interaction term, and 

customer satisfaction as the dependent variable; and a second with loyalty as the 

dependent variable. Results show that the positive relationship between listening – 

responding and customer satisfaction strengthens at greater levels of salesperson 

diligence group (β = 0.16, p < 0.01), thus supporting H5a. However, the interaction term 

was not significant for the regression with loyalty as the dependent variable (β = 0.08, p > 

0.10), so H5b was not supported. 

 



 

26 

Table 2-3 Model Results: Standardized Estimates 

 Model with Direct 
Effects 

Hypothesized 
Model 

Sensing Evaluating 0.71*** 0.75*** 
Evaluating Responding 0.64*** 0.82*** 
Responding Customer Satisfaction 0.51*** 0.44*** 
Responding Loyalty to Firm -0.08 0.55*** 
Customer Satisfaction Loyalty to Firm .58*** 0.20*** 
Sensing Responding 0.18 Not estimated 
Sensing Customer Satisfaction 0.03 Not estimated 
Sensing Loyalty to Firm -0.07 Not estimated 
Evaluating Customer Satisfaction -0.11 Not estimated 
Evaluating Loyalty to Firm 0.37** Not estimated 
Model Statistics   
χ

2
 337.62*** 346.85*** 

df 109 114 
CFI 0.916 0.914 
RMSEA 0.084 0.083 

   *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
 

Discussion 

The purpose of this paper was to extend relationship marketing and listening 

theories by developing and testing a cascading model of listening that leads to positive 

customer and firm outcomes. Specifically, this research investigated the mediating and 

main effects of the stages of listening on customer satisfaction and loyalty, along with the 

moderating effect of salesperson diligence on the aforementioned relationship outcomes. 

The findings of this paper make numerous contributions to sales and relationship 

marketing research. 

First, I propose and test an original conceptual model of listening (called the 

“cascading model”) by laying out theoretical causal mechanisms among the dimensions 

of listening (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Bodie 2009). This is the first paper to empirically test 

the listening dimensions as a chain in which the first leads to the second, and so forth. 

Previous research suggests this process but has not empirically tested it (Castleberry 

and Shepherd 1993; Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Castleberry et al. 1999; Comer and 
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Drollinger 1999; Roman, Ruiz, Munuera 2005). The cascading model also provides 

support for the dual-process theory of supportive message outcomes (Bodie 2009).  

Second, this research adds to relationship marketing theory by showing the link 

between a specific type of communication, listening, to outcome variables. This was 

achieved by showing that all stages of the listening process must be effectively achieved 

in order for listening to impact customer satisfaction and loyalty (Ramsey and Sohi 1997); 

further highlighting that the cascading model of listening should be followed by 

researchers in studying the effects of the listening process. In addition, this research 

showed that listening – responding has both a direct and indirect effect on customer 

loyalty. Customer satisfaction was found to mediate the relationship between listening – 

responding and customer loyalty, following the relational mediator model (Palmatier et al. 

2007). In regards to hiring or selecting salespeople, managers must hire salespeople that 

display strong listening skills which can easily be evaluated in an interview (Castleberry 

et al. 2004). Research in education shows that listening can be taught, thus training 

salespeople to be effective listeners is possible (Devine 1978). It is imperative that 

managers ensure that their sales force has good listening skills, as poor listening skills is 

the most significant factor in salesperson failure (Ingram et al. 1992), and the most 

important skill that successful salespeople possess (Marshall et al. 2003). 

One of the most interesting and managerial relevant, findings comes from the 

moderator analyses. This research shows that a high level of salesperson diligence 

strengthens the relationship between listening – responding and customer satisfaction. 

Thus, salespeople need to have timely communication with their customer and keep lines 

of communication open (Morgan and Hunt 1994; Crosby, Evans and Cowles 1990). 

Managers should emphasize the importance of quick and reliable responses with 

customers. Jones and Chonko (2007) suggest that salespeople “can learn to proffer, 
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quickly, solutions to unanticipated change,” thus diligence is a trainable skill (p.380). 

However, this effect of diligence was not found for customer loyalty, this is likely because 

customer loyalty is generally reflective of all experiences the customer has had to date 

(Gelbrich and Roschk 2011).. So, the diligence effect may not hold over the long-term. 

 

Future Research Directions 

While this research provides many contributions to relationship marketing and 

listening theories, it is not without its limitations which provide opportunity for future 

research endeavors. First, this research is limited to the international banking industry; 

future research should explore other industries and contexts. One service industry that 

could be explored, especially in regards to the effect of diligence is insurance; Crosby, 

Evans, and Cowles (1990) indicate that frequency of communication and staying in touch 

are particularly important in this service industry. Furthermore, there may be other 

moderators of the relationship between listening – responding and customer satisfaction 

and loyalty. Another relevant moderator may be age group (e.g. Baby Boomers vs. 

Millennials). Pullins et al. (2011) suggests that “as the buyer population ages and the 

number of Millennial salespeople entering the workforce increases, understanding the 

challenges and strategies of this generation of salespeople are of paramount importance 

for both theory and practice,” (p. 451). It is likely that listening has varying aspects on 

outcomes dependent on the generation of the buyer and seller. Lastly, this paper utilized 

only Ramsey and Sohi (1997)’s measure of salesperson listening; future research could 

also explore the cascading model and its outcomes utilizing other measures of listening 

such as the Active Empathetic Listening scale (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). 

Further testing of the cascading model of listening will provide additional reliability and 

validity of the model.  
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Chapter 3  

Essay 3: What You Don’t Say Matters: The Development of a Relational Listening Scale 

in Sales 

 
He listened. He did it as the world’s more charming and magnetic people 
do, always asking the right question at the right time, never fidgeting or 
taking his eyes from the speaker’s face, making the other guy feel like 
the most knowledgeable, brilliant, and intellectually savvy person on the 
planet (King 2011). 

Communication is inherent in the selling process and buyer–seller relationships.  

Duncan and Moriarty (1998) suggest it is this interpersonal activity that links people 

together and forms relationships. Furthermore, these researchers posit that “when 

communication is foremost and listening is given as much importance as saying, 

interactive relationships become the focus,” (p. 2). To effectively listen, one must put the 

emphasis on the other person, confining our selfishness, which is a struggle for most 

people (Walker 1997). This struggle is likely why Ingram, Schwepker, and Hutson (1992) 

found that poor listening skills are the most significant contributor to salesperson failure. 

Thus, when the salesperson is not able to effectively listen, it is difficult to build 

relationships, which in turn results in decreased customer satisfaction, trust, and loyalty, 

as well as reduced salesperson performance (Castleberry, Shepherd, and Ridnour 1999; 

Aggarwal et al. 2005). Moreover, Wood, Boles and Babin (2008) discover in their 

exploratory study that effective listening is the most important of salesperson trait in initial 

encounters influencing impressions and feelings of trust. 

There are many types of listening such as interpersonal, relational, and active 

empathetic; with the latter type of listening frequently being referenced and investigated 

in recent sales research. Comer and Drollinger (1999) define active empathetic listening 

in sales as “a process whereby the listener: receives verbal and nonverbal messages, 

processes them cognitively, responds to them verbally and nonverbally, and attempts to 
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assess their underlying meaning intuitively by putting themselves in the customers’ place 

throughout,” (p. 18). Furthermore, Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006) built upon 

previous listening scales to develop a scale to measure active empathetic listening in 

sales (AEL). As the understanding of listening in sales progresses beyond the 

foundational research stream, it becomes evident that there are additional elements of 

the listening process that must be understood in order to continue the forward trajectory 

this stream of literature. Specifically, Pryor, Malshe, and Paradise (2013) suggest that 

additional dimensions of listening should be studied, such as the temporal dimension of 

listening, as well as other dimensions of the stages of listening. 

A deficit in sales research on listening not only involves the dimensions 

suggested by Pryor, Malshe, and Paradise (2013), but also an overall theoretical 

framework that has been empirically assessed. Halone and Pecchioni (2001) developed 

a “grounded” theoretical model of relational listening which encompasses both macro- 

and micro- levels of the listening process by investigating how relational partners account 

for listening processes. Their model suggests that there are certain macro-level 

processes that govern relational listening: pre-interaction, during interaction, and post-

interaction; however, simultaneously there are also micro-level processes in play in the 

“during interaction” process that are cognitive, affective, and behavioral (Halone and 

Pecchioni 2001). Overall, they state that “micro-level processes operate in tandem with 

those macro-level processes to provide a comprehensive portrayal of those prospective 

elements that collectively characterize the construct of relational listening,” (Halone and 

Pecchioni 2001, p.65). 

 Although individual elements of this theoretical model have been examined (e.g. 

Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006’s AEL scale), listening researchers have yet to 

develop a scale to assess the entire relational listening process. The focus of this essay 
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is on developing a measure of salesperson listening that encompasses the entire 

relational listening process, including both macro- and micro- level processes. 

Specifically, the research objectives are to: (1) develop measures to assess the macro-

level processes of pre- and post- interaction; (2) refine existing measures of micro-level 

processes (i.e. AEL) to include measures of nonverbal communication and technology; 

(3) provide an empirical assessment of the salesperson relational listening process. 

Researchers need a scale that captures the full listening process to more effectively 

assess listening in the selling process. Also, managers can benefit from understanding 

the entire relational listening process to evaluate their salespeople and develop their 

listening skills; especially since listening has been posited as the most important skill that 

successful salespeople possess (Marshall et al. 2003). The aforementioned research 

objectives are accomplished by developing a scale of salesperson relational listening that 

relies on precepts from relational listening theory (Halone and Pecchioni 2001) and 

communication theory (Mohr and Nevin 1990). 

 The material that follows details the development of a scale designed to measure 

the complete salesperson relational listening process. First, the evolution of salesperson 

listening research is reviewed, which is followed by the underlying theory for salesperson 

relational listening. Next, the scale development process is described following Churchill 

(1979) and Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006). Lastly, employing structural 

equation modeling, the data from the final study are utilized to examine the full model of 

relational listening, which provides construct validity of the scale. 

The Evolution of Salesperson Listening 

The importance of advancing listening theory and developing a framework 

surrounding listening process for salespeople was first posited by Castleberry and 

Shepherd (1993). Their conceptual paper suggests a framework incorporating 
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motivations, the listening process, adaptive selling, and performance. Motivations in their 

framework result from intrinsic and extrinsic factors. The extrinsic factors impacting 

salespeople’s motives are training, job pressure, and compensation. They suggest that 

some intrinsic factors regarding a salesperson’s willingness to listen include empathy and 

self-monitoring (Castleberry and Shepherd 1993). 

Following Castleberry and Shepherd (1993)’s seminal work, Ramsey and Sohi 

(1997) developed the Salesperson Listening scale which measures the three stages of 

listening: sensing, evaluating, and responding. The sensing component of salesperson 

listening initiates the process and is the point at which cues are received from the other 

party; this stage is represented by items such as “focused only on me” and “nonverbal 

gestures suggested he or she was listening to me” (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; p.135). From 

this stage, the listener progresses to the evaluating stage. This component of listening is 

primarily cognitive and involves the salesperson assigning meaning to the cues they have 

received and determining their importance. Ramsey and Sohi (1997) posit that the 

“salesperson must not only focus on the message but also assess such facts as buying 

motives, buying style,  buyers' communication skills, and possible objections, as well as 

determine if the appropriate buying situation knowledge exists in memory,” (p. 128). 

Representative items of this component include: “paraphrased my questions” and “didn’t 

interrupt me” (p. 135). 

Once the salesperson has progressed through the first two stages of listening, 

they move to the responding aspect. This dimension of listening involves the salesperson 

sending cues (messages) back to the customer to indicate that they have been heard 

and so the interaction may continue (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). Although 

the cues sent in this stage may be verbal or nonverbal, the items from Ramsey and Sohi 

(1997) represent only verbal cues, e.g., “used full sentences instead of saying yes or no” 
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and “answered at appropriate times” (p. 135). However as research on salesperson 

listening has progressed and other scales were developed, general items have been 

added to include nonverbal responses, e.g., “I show my customers I am listening by my 

body language (e.g., head nods),” (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006; p. 174). 

Around the same time that Ramsey and Sohi (1997) developed their scale, 

Castleberry, Shepherd, and Ridnour (1999) introduced the Interpersonal Listening in 

Personal Selling scale (ILPS). Similar to the salesperson listening scale, ILPS is a higher 

order construct composed of three dimensions (sensing, processing, and responding) 

that mirror the dimensions of Ramsey and Sohi (1997)’s scale. In addition to the two 

aforementioned listening scales, Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006), developed a 

new scale active empathetic listening (AEL) which incorporates empathy into the three 

listening dimensions. Prior to the development of AEL, researchers had explored 

empathy as an antecedent of listening, showing that empathy has a positive impact on 

listening (Aggarwal et al. 2005). Thus, the development of AEL was the first step to 

incorporate affect into listening, which is a specific micro-process in relational listening 

theory (Halone and Pecchioni 2001). 

 While a complete model of the listening process has yet to be empirically tested, 

sales researchers have provided a steady and progressive stream of research examining 

listening and various antecedents and outcomes. Sales researchers have shown that 

salesperson listening leads to many positive outcomes like satisfaction with the 

salesperson (Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Aggarwal et al. 2005), trust in the salesperson (de 

Ruyter and Wetzels 2000; Drollinger and Comer 2013), anticipation of future interaction 

(Aggarwal et al. 2005; Bergeron and Laroche 2009), and greater salesperson 

performance (Castleberry, Shepherd, and Ridnour 1999; Bergeron and Laroche 2009). 

Roman, Ruiz, and Munuera (2005) explored antecedents to the responding dimension of 
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listening, finding that education, ability to use customer knowledge, and intrinsic 

motivation all have a positive impact on listening; on the other hand, men are not as 

effective listeners as women, and commission-based compensation systems have a 

negative impact on a salesperson’s listening ability. Furthermore, research supports 

adaptive selling (Pelham and Kravitz 2008; Pelham 2009), emotional intelligence (Pence 

and Vickery 2012), and customer orientation (Pelham 2009) as antecedents of 

salesperson listening. Based on the research conducted on salesperson listening, it is 

clear that there is a need for a comprehensive model and scale of the listening in sales to 

better understand the process and advance theory. 

A Theoretical Model of Relational Listening in Sales 

Relational communication scholars suggest that in order to properly understand 

listening, “scholars must conceptually frame listening as a relationally constituted 

process,” (Pecchioni and Halone 2000, p. 70). Based on this, Halone and Pecchioni 

(2001) proposed a “grounded” theoretical model of relational listening that not only 

examines listening at the micro-level (i.e. dimensions commonly used by sales 

researchers) but also at the broader macro-level as a complete process of 

communication (see Figure 3-1). This theory was an effort to bring together various 

literature streams on relational communication and listening. Halone and Pecchioni 

(2001)’s theoretical framework was developed by qualitatively assessing how 123 

relational partners account for the listening process. The current research utilizes the 

dimensions of the relational listening framework to develop a scale of relational listening, 

which Halone and Pecchioni (2001) posit is the most notable methodological implication 

of their research. The following discussion outlines the theoretical macro- and micro- 

level processes of relational listening and their manifestation in salesperson listening 

process. 



 

35 

Macro-Level Processes 

Macro-level processes in relational listening occur across time, specifically 

Halone and Pecchioni (2001) identify three macro-level processes: pre-interaction, during 

interaction, and post-interaction. These three processes also map directly onto behaviors 

and processes in sales such as planning skills (pre-interaction), active empathetic 

listening (during interaction), and follow-up (post-interaction), to name a few. The 

following sections detail the macro-level processes in sales.  

Pre-Interaction Processes 

These processes occur prior to the interaction. As Figure 3-1 illustrates, relational 

partners expect the listener to “be open-minded,” “take time,” “make a conscious effort,” 

and show “willingness” during the pre-interaction process (Halone and Pecchioni 2001). 

Translating to sales, successful salespeople possess prospecting, planning, and sales 

call preparation skills (Marshall, Goebel, and Moncrief 2003). In addition, Ingram, 

Schwepker, and Hutson (1992) assert that relationship selling involves significant effort 

and planning, and that the foundation of relationships is communication. Furthermore, 

they posit that “failure to plan adequately for the sales presentation, as well as failure to 

concentrate on top priorities, point to inadequacies in the ability to plan,” (p. 229). Thus in 

sales, buyers may view the fact that the salesperson planned ahead for the interaction as 

a representation of taking time, and showing willingness, and vice versa. So a lack of 

planning skills may be detrimental to the next macro-level process, during interaction 

process which maps onto AEL (Ingram, Schwepker, and Hutson 1992). This leads to the 

following research questions: 

RQ1: What salesperson behaviors constitute the pre-interaction 
process? 

RQ2: Does the pre-interaction process impact the during interaction 
process in sales? 
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During Interaction Processes 

In a selling environment, during interaction processes relate to sales researchers’ 

traditional view of what constitutes salesperson listening. Referring back to Comer and 

Drollinger (1999)’s definition of AEL, i.e. “a process whereby the listener: receives verbal 

and nonverbal messages, processes them cognitively, responds to them verbally and 

nonverbally, and attempts to assess their underlying meaning intuitively by putting 

themselves in the customers’ place throughout,” (p. 18); this definition maps directly onto 

relational partners’ expectations of listeners during this process. Specifically, relational 

partners expect that the listener will “respond,” “offer feedback,” “attend to verbal and 

nonverbal cues,” and “to be involved” (Halone and Pecchioni 2001, see Figure 3-1) which 

corresponds to the aforementioned definition of AEL. 

Even more so, relational partners’ expectations of during interaction processes 

seem to relate to the responding stage of AEL which encompasses more of the 

behavioral aspects of listening. In fact, Bergeron and Laroche (2009) point out that many 

researchers indicate that “in the relational communication process, participants base the 

quality of the exchange largely on the listener’s response,” (p. 9). Furthermore, Ramsey 

and Sohi (1997) posit that the responding stage of listening has the greatest impact on 

outcomes of the listening process. Thus, how the listener actually responds is indicative 

of them sensing and processing the message, so at the macro-level responding should 

impact the post-interaction process (Bergeron and Laroche 2009). Considering this, the 

following research questions are proposed: 

RQ3: What salesperson activities constitute the  during interaction 
process? 

RQ4: Does the during interaction process impact the post-interaction 
process in a sales environment? 
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Post-Interaction Processes 

Following relational listening theory, after the macro-level processes of pre-

interaction and during interaction sequentially occur, then the post-interaction process 

takes place (Halone and Pecchioni 2001, see Figure 3-1). In sales, the post-interaction 

process is mostly closely associated with follow-up skills and customer relationship 

maintenance. In relationship selling, a significant aspect of the salesperson’s job is 

dedicated to maintaining and managing relationships (Sabnis et al. 2013). In fact, in 

Marshall, Goebel, and Moncrief (2003)’s study indicates that sales managers rate follow-

up skills second in importance for salesperson success, only to listening skills. Also, 

Reinartz, Krafft, and Hoyer (2004) find that customer relationship management in the 

“maintenance stage” of relationships increases performance. Furthermore, the 

researchers emphasize that this is particularly important “between face-to-face 

encounters with the buyer” (p. 250). Similarly, relational partners in Halone and Pecchioni 

(2001)’s study indicated that “remembering the conversation,” and “acting on it,” were 

indicative of the post-interaction process. This leads to the following research question: 

RQ5: What salesperson activities constitute the post-interaction 
process? 

RQ6: Does the post-interaction process impact outcomes in a sales 
environment? 

Micro-Level Processes 

In addition to macro-level processes of relational listening, there are processes 

that operate on a micro-level. As Figure 3-1 illustrates, micro-level processes are sub-

levels of the macro-level process during interaction (Halone and Pecchioni 2001).Micro-

level processes can be further broken down into three specific processes that comprise 

the during interaction process: cognitive, affective, and behavioral (Halone and Pecchioni 

2001). 
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Cognitive and Affective Processes 

Through Halone and Pecchioni (2001)’s research, it is evident that relational 

partners have specific notions about what constitutes the cognitive and affective 

processes. Relational partners indicated that in the cognitive process listeners should 

have the ability to “understand,” “pay attention,” “interpret,” “process what they say,” and 

“evaluate,” (Halone and Pecchioni 2001). For the affective process, relational partners 

used the following words to describe their expectations of the listener: “care,” “empathy,” 

and “emotion,” (see Figure 3-1). While cognitions and affect are two separate processes, 

early listening research indicates that both are at play in active listening. Thomlison 

(1984) states that: 

Active listening, as opposed to comprehensive listening, involves not 
only the ability to hear what is said, understand and recall facts, but also 
includes listening beyond the words to the affective or feeling component 
of the proffered message to gain an empathetic understanding of our 
communication partner. Empathy involves both the cognitive and 
affective abilities of the listener (p. 5). 

Thus, although empathy is sometimes construed as purely affective, it is actually both it is 

cognitive and affective (Thomlison 1984). Through the AEL scale, it seems that 

Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006) have effectively captured both the cognitive 

and affective micro-level processes of the during interaction component of relational 

listening. For example, the items for the processing dimension of AEL, such as “I 

summarize key points of agreement and disagreement when appropriate,” and “I ask 

questions to show my understanding of my customers’ positions,” are representative of 

the theoretical relational listening model’s cognitive process (e.g., understanding, 

evaluating, processing). Concerning the affective process, items from AEL like “I am 

sensitive to what my customers are not saying,” and “I understand how my customer 

feels,” are illustrative of the affective process in relational listening (e.g., care, empathy, 

and feeling)( Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). Thus, it seems that AEL 
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effectively captures the cognitive and affective processes of relational listening, so for this 

research the AEL items for sensing and processing were utilized to measure the 

cognitive and affective processes (for specific items see Table 3-1). 

Behavioral Processes 

In relational listening theory, the behavioral process is quite complex as it can be 

distinguished by three distinct processes: verbal, nonverbal, and interactive (Halone and 

Pecchioni 2001). Similarly, communication theory suggests that there are different facets 

of communication (Mohr and Nevin 1990); two of these facets that relate to behavioral 

processes are content and mode. The content of communication is the message, thus in 

relational listening a message can be verbal or nonverbal (Comer and Drollinger 1999; 

Halone and Pecchioni 2000). Furthermore, there is a modality, or medium, of 

communication; modality can be categorized as “face-to-face, written, telephone, or other 

modes,” (Mohr and Nevin 1990, p. 39). In today’s world, we have many other modes of 

communication involving technology such as email, smartphones, and social media. In 

fact, eMarketer estimates that American adults in 2013 will spend over 5 hours a day on 

digital media (i.e. online and smartphone); clearly, a significant portion of our lives are 

spent using technology as another mode of communication which is interactive. The 

following sections discuss the behavioral processes of relational listening: verbal, 

nonverbal, and interactive. 

Verbal. The verbal aspect of behavioral processes involves what you say, but 

more specifically the listener should “ask questions,” “ask for clarification,” and involves 

telling the other person how you feel (Halone and Pecchioni 2001). These specific 

behaviors are represented in AEL responding items, e.g., “I assure my customers that I 

am listening by using verbal acknowledgements” and “I ask questions that show my 

understanding of my customers’ position” (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). 
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Also, these items involve cognitive and affective processes of understanding and care, 

respectively. Since these items from AEL responding capture the verbal aspect of 

behavioral processes, and have been previously tested for reliability and validity, they 

were used for this research (for specific items see Table 3-1). 

Nonverbal. Nonverbal behavior can be described simplistically, but accurately, as 

“actions as distinct from speech,” that includes “facial expressions, hand and arm 

gestures, postures, positions, and various movements of the body or the legs and feet,” 

(Mehrabian 1972; p.1). Navarro (2010) estimates that 80 percent of our communication is 

nonverbal, furthermore nonverbal cues are fundamental in understanding and evaluating 

interpersonal actions (Leigh and Summers 2002). As indicated by Comer and Drollinger 

(1999)’s definition of interpersonal listening and other anecdotal evidence, the listening 

process involves more than just the words one hears; it also involves nonverbal 

communication. Nonverbal cues actually express how parties feel about each other and 

the relationship, explaining a large share of relational communications (Leigh and 

Summers 2002). For example, tapping the foot can indicate anxiety, while eye contact 

and opening the arms indicate empathy (Puccinelli et al. 2013). Relational partners 

indicated in Halone and Pecchioni (2001)’s study that they “want each other to respond 

nonverbally” by nodding their head to show understanding and making eye contact when 

interacting (p. 65).  

Another important aspect of nonverbal behaviors is that they are hard to fake, 

thus giving insight into how the other party truly feels. For example, Boshoff (2012) 

utilized electromyography to measure conscious and unconscious facial muscle 

movement which are demonstrative of emotions, in order to determine customers’ 

responses in service encounters. It is evident that nonverbal cues are important in 

relational communication and listening, however research on nonverbal communication in 
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sales is not a robust area. Furthermore, AEL only includes a catch all item to capture the 

nonverbal behavior process (i.e. “I show my customers I am listening by my body 

language (e.g., head nods),” (Drollinger, Comer and Warrington 2006, p. 174). Since 

different specific body languages constitute differing feelings, then specific items should 

be developed to indicate this behavioral process. This leads to the following research 

question: 

RQ7: What specific nonverbal behaviors represent the nonverbal 
process of relational listening? 

Interactive. The last aspect of the behavioral process of relational listening is the 

interactive quality of the interaction; relational partners feel this is represented by 

“helping,” “problem solving,” and “showing support” (Halone and Pecchioni 2001, see 

Figure 3-1). As indicated by the eMarketer study, a significant aspect of our interpersonal 

interaction with others is technology. Walker and Johnson (2006) posit that technology is 

increasingly being used to facilitate interactions and manage business relationships. 

Furthermore, today we are able to communicate of in more ways than ever allowing for 

“closer access to customers; and customers are provided with greater convenience, 

potential time saving, and faster response,” (Walker and Johnson 2006). Salespeople 

can now help and support customers faster, and regardless of whether they are face-to-

face, across town, or across the world. As technology has drastically advanced in the last 

decade and become more a part of our daily interaction with others, the use of 

technology should be explored as an aspect of the listening process and interaction 

between salespeople and their customers. However, despite its prevalence and 

importance, there is currently no measure of technology as a part of the listening 

process. This is partially due to the fact that since the last scale of listening was 

developed, Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006)’s AEL, we have been inundated 

with new ways to technologically communicate; for instance, the iPhone was introduced 
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in 2007. Given the aforementioned discussion, the following research question is 

proposed: 

RQ8: What aspects of technology represent the behavioral process of 
relational listening? 
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Figure 0-1 Theoretical Model of Relational Listening (Halone and Pecchioni 2001) 
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Preliminary Work 

The academic and practitioner literatures, along with existing scales of 

salesperson listening, were first reviewed to generate items for the relational listening 

process (Mehrabian 1972; Halone and Pecchoni 2001; Marshall, Goebel, and Moncrief 

2003; Ramsey and Sohi 1997; Castleberry, Shepherd, and Ridnour 1999; Drollinger, 

Comer, and Warrington 2006; Navarro 2010). In addition to the literature, six in-depth 

interviews were conducted with key informants (sales researchers, sales managers, and 

salespeople) to provide additional perspective into how salespeople and sales managers 

view listening in the context of sales. Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006) suggest 

that “key informants are useful sources of information in the initial stages of theory 

development and can provide insights into a phenomenon that might not be apparent in 

the literature,” (p. 164).  

From the literature review and interviews of key informants, a list of 89 items was 

generated that seem to measure the relational listening process. Examples of initial items 

include: pre-interaction, “generally, I come prepared to meetings with customers;” post-

interaction, “typically I follow-up with my customers;” nonverbal, “during interactions with 

my customers, I turn my body towards the customer(s) to show interest in the 

conversation;” technology, “I tend to take immediate action on questions or issues 

customers have during our conversation by emailing the appropriate person.” Following 

item generation a preliminary assessment of the dimensionality of the items was 

conducted (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). 

In order to assess the face validity of the pool of items, expert judges were 

utilized. Face validity can be described as the items reflecting what they are intended to 

measure (i.e. relational listening process) (Hardesty and Bearden 2004). Following a 

similar to procedure as Saxe and Weitz (1982), 38 marketing academics at a national 
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academic sales conference were surveyed. After the concept of salesperson listening 

was described, each judge was given a sheet with the 89 items and were asked to rate 

the each item as “clearly representative,” “somewhat representative,” or “not 

representative” of salesperson listening. Sixty-eight items, that at least 80% of the judges 

rated as at least “somewhat representative” of the construct, were retained in the item 

pool (Hardesty and Bearden 2004). 

 

Study 1: Survey of Customers 

Study 1 was an online survey of undergraduate students enrolled in an 

introductory marketing course at a university in the southwestern United States. The 

purpose of this study was to determine which of the pool of items were representative of 

effective listening from a customer’s perspective (Drollinger, Comer and Warrington 

2006). Table 3-1 illustrates the characteristics of the respondents in this study. 

Procedure 

An email was sent to 637 marketing undergraduate students the day before the 

survey was available online alerting them to the availability of the study. From this, 161 

surveys were received; 16 of these surveys were eliminated due to incomplete 

responses. The completed sample size was 145, for an effective response rate of 23%. 

The sample of students was 59% male, had an average age of 23, and was from diverse 

ethnic backgrounds (i.e. 49% white, 21% Hispanic, 14% black non-Hispanic, and 12% 

Asian).  

Measurement 

Participants responded to each of the 68 items by indicating how well the 

statements described if the salesperson was listening to them on a 7-point Likert type 
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scale (strongly disagree to strong agree). Similar to Ramsey and Sohi (1997), the 

following statement preceded the items in the survey emailed to the respondents: 

Think back to the last time you purchased something from a salesperson 
(like a car, computer, phone, clothing, etc.). For this survey, think about 
your interaction with the salesperson in this situation, and then indicate 
your opinion about how well the salesperson was listening to you. 

Then students were prompted to write the purchase they were thinking of in a text box in 

the survey. The largest categories that respondents recalled were electronics (37%), 

vehicle (25%), and clothing (23%); the diversity in categories indicates a variety of selling 

situations thus expanding the generalizability of the measure.  

Purification 

After data was collected, exploratory factor analysis using SPSS 19 was run in 

order to purify the measure. Purification of a group of items “involves eliminating items 

that do not discriminate between those with fundamentally different positions on a 

construct,” (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006, p. 167). The item set was 

multidimensional, as expected, however four “garbage items” were eliminated that 

produced dimensions that were not conceptually identified (Churchill 1979); all other 

items loaded on their proposed dimensions with a factor loading of 0.55 or greater. 

Examples of the items removed include: “This salesperson asked trivial questions that 

he/she could have found answers to on the Internet (reverse-coded),” and “This 

salesperson talked about things that were relevant to me.” Based on the results of this 

survey, it appears that the pool of items reflects the salesperson listening process. 

However, the study was limited to only customer’s views of salesperson listening; thus, a 

second study was conducted in order to assess whether the measure also reflected 

salespeople’s own perceptions of listening to customers (Drollinger, Comer, and 

Warrington 2006). 
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Table 0-1 Characteristics of Study 1 

  

Respondent Customers 
Sample size 145 
Age (average) 23 
Male (%) 59 
Ethnicity (%)  
   White non-Hispanic 49 
   Black non-Hispanic  14 
   Hispanic 21 
   Asian/Pacific Islander/Indian  subcontinent 12 
   Other and prefer not to answer 4 
Income greater than $50,000 (per year, %)* 16 
Product purchased (%)  

Electronics (e.g., smartphone, tablet, computer, 
or television) 

37 

Vehicle (e.g., car, truck, or motorcycle) 25 
Clothing (e.g., suit, formal dress, jacket, etc.) 23 
Cosmetics 4 
Banking/insurance 2 
Tools/equipment 2 
Furniture/home appliances 2 
Jewelry 2 
House 1 
Misc. (e.g., gift) 2 

            *21% preferred not to answer  
 

Study 2: Survey of Salespeople 

To assess whether the pool of items also reflected salespeople’s self-perceptions 

of listening to their customers, a sample of salespeople was surveyed. The purpose of 

this study was to determine which of the pool of items were representative of effective 

listening from a salesperson’s perspective, as well as further refine the item set. Table 3-

2 illustrates the characteristics of the respondents in this study. 

Procedure 

Similar to the procedure with the customer sample, an online survey was used to collect 

the data. The sample of salespeople was provided a link to the online survey allowing 

them to access and complete the survey. Following Gammoh, Mallin, and Pullins (2014) 
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procedure for obtaining a diverse sample of salespeople and firms, salesperson 

participation in the study was obtained through a combination of researcher and student 

solicitation. Approximately one-third of the sample was attained through the researcher’s 

personal contacts with businesses. However, to test the items across a more general 

population of salespeople, the sample was expanded to include a broader range of firms. 

This was accomplished by asking undergraduate students (for extra credit) to identify 

salespeople who would be appropriate, and willing, to take the survey. The students were 

provided with a link to the survey to give to those salespeople that agreed to participate. 

Also, the students were instructed that half of the respondents they recruited must meet 

the criteria of selling to get an order (versus to take an order as in the case of retail 

sales); this criterion was also verified by the researcher in order to ensure a broad range 

of salespeople were included in the sample. This method accounted for the remaining 

two-thirds of the sample. To ensure that the aforementioned sampling method was not 

biased or confounded results, exploratory factor analysis was run independently on both 

sub-samples and no differences in results were detected. 

From the above procedure, 164 complete surveys were received. The top 

industries represented were information or technology, retail, food services, finance or 

insurance, and travel (see Table 3-2 for percentages and complete list). On average, 

study respondents were 35 years old and had about 12 years of selling experience. Also, 

33% of the respondents were male, 44% had a college degree, and 48% made $50,000 

or more per year. 
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Table 0-2 Characteristics of Studies 2 and 3 

 Study 2 Study 3 

Respondent Salespeople Salespeople 
Sample size 164 205 
Age (average) 35 38 
Male (%) 33 51 
Ethnicity (%)   
   White non-Hispanic 52 61 
   Black non-Hispanic  2 9 
   Hispanic 31 18 
   Asian/Pacific Islander/Indian  subcontinent 12 8 
   Other and prefer not to answer 3 4 
Income greater than $50,000 (per year, %)* 48 55 
College degree (%) 44 53 
Experience in sales (average years) 12 12 
Industry (%)   
   Information or technology 16 20 
   Finance or insurance 12 9 
   Logistics 2 3 
   Food services 14 8 
   Entertainment 2 3 
   Real estate, rental or leasing 4 5 
   Education 1 2 
   Wholesale 1 8 
   Retail 15 14 
   Health care 1 5 
   Travel 8 3 
   Other 24 20 

*Prefer not to answer percentages are 12% and 15%, respectively. 

 

Measurement 

Salesperson participants completed a self-reported survey on the item pool as 

well as several other scales that were included for validation purposes. The relational 

listening process items were reworded so that salespeople could respond to them from 

their perspective (as opposed to the customer perspective). The salespeople participants 

responded to each of the 64 items for the relational listening process by indicating how 

well the statements described various ways they may act with their customers on a 7-

point Likert type scale (strongly disagree to strong agree). The final survey included 9 

items designed to measure sensing, 8 items for evaluating/processing, 15 items for 
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verbal responding, 10 items for nonverbal responding, 7 items for technology responding, 

7 items for pre-interaction, and 8 items for post-interaction. 

In addition to the relational listening process items, measures for empathy and 

customer orientation were also included as they are expected to correlate positively and 

significantly with the dimensions of the relational listening process (Pelham 2009; 

Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). Assessing the relationship between a 

measured construct and other constructs that it is expected to be related to, is a form of 

construct validity called convergent validity (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). 

Empathy was measured utilizing Homburg and Stock (2005)’s measure, while customer 

orientation was measured with Thomas, Soutar, and Ryan (2001)’s shortened measure. 

Principal-components factor analysis of both item sets replicated the original dimensional 

structure of both scales; furthermore, empathy and customer orientation had internal 

consistencies of α = 0.84 and α = 0.81, respectively. 

Analysis 

Assessment was made of both the dimensionality and convergent validity of the 

relational listening process. To assess dimensionality, exploratory factor analysis was 

conducted. In addition, in order to examine the convergent validity of the relational 

listening process, the Pearson correlations of the relational listening process and two 

theoretically related variables was computed. 

Principal-components analysis with varimax rotation was utilized to examine the 

dimensionality of the relational listening set. Seven factors were identified that 

correspond to the seven underlying dimensions: pre-interaction, sensing, processing, 

responding–verbal, responding–nonverbal, responding–technology, and post-interaction. 

Following Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006), items that cross-loaded or had 

loadings less than 0.50 were eliminated. Using these cut-offs, the item set was reduced 
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from 64 to 39: 6 items for sensing, 5 for evaluating/processing, 8 for verbal responding, 6 

for nonverbal responding, 5 for technology responding, 4 for pre-interaction, and 5 for 

post-interaction. The internal consistency of these dimensions was also acceptable (i.e. 

sensing α = 0.62, processing/evaluating α = 0.77, verbal responding α = 0.76, nonverbal 

responding α = 0.72, technology responding α = 0.50, pre-interaction α = 0.69, and post-

interaction α = 0.82). Next, the items were summed and averaged for correlation analysis 

in order to assess convergent validity. The correlations between the dimensions of the 

relational listening process dimensions and validation measures of empathy and 

customer orientation are shown in Table 3-3. Twelve of the fourteen correlations were 

significant at the 0.01 level. Only the correlations between the responding technology 

subscale and the validation measures were not statistically significant, thus 86% of all 

correlations were significant. In the next study, the responding technology measure will 

be further purified and re-tested to achieve convergent validity. 

Considering the results of the analyses, it seems that the item set is appropriate 

for use by salespeople, and the multidimensional scale seems appropriate for measuring 

the relational listening process. Although this study shows convergent validity for the 

measure, this is only one type of validity and it is recommended that reliability be 

assessed with new data (Churchill 1979). Following these suggestions, and to also 

further refine the measure, assess internal consistency of the measure, to assess 

discriminant and nomological validity, and to evaluate construct validity through structural 

equation modeling (SEM), a second salesperson sample was collected.  
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Table 0-3 Study 2: Correlations between Relational Listening Dimensions and Validation 

Measures 

    Empathy 
Customer 
Orientation 

PRE Pre-interaction 0.38* 0.46* 

LS Listening – Sensing 0.60* 0.67* 

LP Listening – Processing 0.54* 0.60* 

VERB Responding – Verbal 0.63* 0.72* 

NV Responding – Non-verbal 0.38* 0.47* 

TECH Responding – Technology 0.14 0.07 

POST Post-interaction 0.45* 0.59* 

       *Correlations significant at 𝛼 = 0.01 
 

Study 3: Survey of Salespeople 

Similar to the procedure for the Study 2 sample of salespeople, an online survey 

was used to collect the data. The exact same procedure regarding solicitation of 

responses via researcher and students was followed as in Study 2. For this study, 

approximately one-third of the sample was attained through the researcher’s personal 

contacts with businesses; these were primarily from a communication provider (e.g. 

cable, internet, and phone services to consumer and business customers), a wholesale 

business-to-business salesforce, and a business-to-business financial services firm. 

However, to test the items across a more general population of salespeople, the sample 

was expanded to include a broader range of firms by asking undergraduate students (for 

extra credit) to identify salespeople who would be appropriate, and willing, to take the 

survey; the rest of the student procedure was the same as Study 2. This method 

accounted for the remaining two-thirds of the sample.  
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From the aforementioned procedure, 205 complete surveys were received. The 

top industries represented were information or technology, retail, wholesale, finance or 

insurance, and food services (see Table 3-2 for percentages and complete list). On 

average, study respondents were 38 years old and had about 12 years of selling 

experience. Also, 51% of the respondents were male, 53% had a college degree, and 

55% made $50,000 or more per year. Also, the sample was ethnically diverse. 

Questionnaire 

The survey for this study included the 39 items comprising the multidimensional 

relational listening process, as well as several additional constructs to use in confirming 

nomological validity. 

Validation Constructs 

To develop a nomological network for the measure of the relational listening 

process, nomological validity must be established. Nomological validity is that the 

“measure behaves as expected in relation to other constructs,” (Churchill 1979, p. 72; 

Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). The constructs included for validation were 

customer orientation, behavioral job performance, and outcome job performance. 

Previous research suggests that each of these constructs is related to salesperson 

listening and relationship behaviors. Specifically, researchers have shown positive 

relationships with customer orientation (Pelham and Kravitz 2008; Pelham 2009), and 

performance (Boorom et al. 1998; Castleberry, Shepherd, and Ridnour 1999; Drollinger, 

Comer and Warrington 2006); furthermore, research indicates that performance should 

be an outcome of effective listening (Castleberry, Shepherd, and Ridnour 1999).  

Customer orientation (CO) was measured by Thomas, Soutar, and Ryan (2001)’s 

shortened SOCO scale, utilizing the CO dimension (see Table 3-4 for items). Exploratory 

factor analysis confirmed the dimensionality of the scale; also, the internal consistency 
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was good (α = 0.86). To measure performance, two subscales from Behrman and 

Perreault (1982) were used: quality of salesperson’s presentations (i.e. behavioral 

performance), and the degree to which the salesperson attained objectives (i.e. outcome 

performance). Exploratory factor analysis revealed that some items from each subscale 

did not load highly with the other items in the subscale; thus items that had a factor 

loading below 0.50 were eliminated. For the behavioral performance subscale, 3 of 6 

items were retained; the eliminated items were: “using established contacts to develop 

new customers,” “communicating your sales presentation clearly and concisely,” and 

“making effective use of audiovisual aids to improve your sales presentation.” From the 

outcome performance subscale, 4 of 7 items were retained; specifically, the eliminated 

items were: “generating a high level of dollar sales,” “quickly generating sales of new 

company products,” and “producing sales or blanket contracts with long-term profitability.” 

After the elimination of the aforementioned items from each subscale, the internal 

consistency of the behavioral and outcome performance subscales were good with α = 

0.89, and α = 0.91, respectively (see Table 3-4 for retained items). 

Analysis 

After conducting exploratory factor analysis on the validation constructs, all 

relational listening process items were subjected to exploratory factor analysis, 

confirmatory factor analysis, and then a structural model was run. Also, correlations with 

the validation constructs were assessed. Exploratory factor analysis was utilized to 

provide a preliminary evaluation of dimensionality and to further purify the subscales of 

the relational listening process. Next, confirmatory factor analysis confirmed 

dimensionality, as well as confirming discriminant and construct validity. Last, a structural 

model was run to confirm that the relational process is as theorized, and to establish 

nomological validity. 
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Exploratory Factor Analysis 

The relational listening process subscales were subjected first to exploratory 

factor analysis, specifically principal-components analysis with varimax rotation. Several 

items were eliminated at this point because of cross loadings or loadings less than 0.50 

on the dimension of interest. This reduced the total items to 22, specifically: 4 for sensing, 

3 for processing, 3 for verbal responding, 3 for nonverbal responding, 3 for technology 

responding, 3 for pre-interaction, and 3 for post-interaction. It is worth noting that the 

items retained for sensing, processing, and verbal responding are the AEL items; thus 

showing the reliability of this measure. The seven factors that emerged correspond to the 

underlying dimensions, and all of the internal consistency for the dimension was 

acceptable (see Table 3-5). 

Table 0-4 Scale Items and Statistics 

Construct Name and Items 
Factor 

loadings 

Active Empathetic Listening (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006)  

    Sensing  

    I am sensitive to what my customers are not saying. 0.72 

    I am aware of what my customers imply but do not say. 0.84 

    I understand how my customer feels. 0.78 

    I listen for more than just spoken words. 0.83 

    Processing  

    I assure my customers that I will remember what they say by taking notes 
when appropriate. 

0.81 

    I summarize key points of agreement and disagreement when appropriate. 0.90 

    I keep track of points my customers make. 0.84 

    Responding  
      Verbal (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006)  
          I assure my customers that I am listening by using verbal 

acknowledgements. 
0.91 

          I assure my customer that I am receptive to their ideas. 0.90 

          I ask questions that show my understanding of my customers’ 
positions. 

0.87 

      Non-Verbal (Adapted from Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006) 
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        During interactions with my customers, I do the following to show interest 
in the conversation: 

 

          Turn my body towards the customer(s). 0.86 
          Make frequent eye contact. 0.86 
          Nod my head. 0.77 

      Technology (New items)  

          In general, I use technology like smart phone, tablet, or netbook only for 
purposes related to business with my customers. 

0.76 

          I tend to take immediate action on questions or issues customers have 
during our conversation by emailing the appropriate person. 

0.72 

          Generally, I ask my customers how they like to communicate such as in 
person, phone, text, email, or social media. 

0.64 

Pre-Interaction (New items)  

    In general, I gather information from customers prior to meeting with them. 0.85 

    Generally, I come prepared to meetings with customers. 0.87 

    Typically, I have options of products/services ready for customers when we 
meet. 

0.70 

Post-Interaction (New items)  
    In general, I check-in with my customers to ensure that the product/service 

is meeting their needs. 
0.76 

    Typically, I follow-up with my customers. 0.69 

    I actively work to maintain relationships with my customers. 0.52 

Behavioral Performance (Behrman and Perreault 1982)  
Please rate your current level of performance on the following statements 
by comparing how well you perform(ed) vs. an average salesperson in 
similar selling situations. 

 

       Listening attentively to identify and understand the real concerns of your 
customers. 

0.71 

     Convincing customers that you understand their unique problems and 
concerns. 

0.85 

     Working out solutions to a customer's questions or objections. 0.83 

Outcome Performance (Behrman and Perreault 1982)  

Please rate your current level of performance on the following statements 
by comparing how well you perform(ed) vs. an average salesperson in 
similar selling situations. 

 

       Producing a high market share for your company in your territory. 0.89 

       Making sales of those products with the highest profit margins. 0.90 

       Exceeding all sales targets and objectives for your territory during the 
year. 

0.88 

       Identifying and selling to major accounts in your territory. 0.88 

Customer Orientation (Thomas, Soutar, and Ryan 2001)  

I try hard to figure out customers' needs. 0.81 

I have the customers' best interests in mind. 0.84 

I take a problem solving approach in selling products/services to 
customers. 

0.80 

Table 3-4 —Continued       
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Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

The items in the relational listening process measure were then subjected to 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS 22. Composite reliabilities and average 

variance extracted were acceptable (Hair et al. 2010, see Table 3-5). Furthermore, 

results of the CFA show acceptable fit, particularly with a more complex model, with χ
2
 

(482) = 882.8, CFI = 0.90, and RMSEA = 0.06 (Hair et al. 2010).  

Structural Model 

Following CFA, the conceptual model of the relational listening process and its 

effect on performance was tested (see Figure 3-2). The results of the conceptualized 

model as well as the model with direct paths are exhibited in Table 3-6. Results indicate 

that there are seven dimensions of the relational listening process and theorized and 

conceptualized. Customer orientation was utilized as a control variable, as it should relate 

to the listening process. Furthermore, results show that the relational listening process 

operates at macro-level and micro-level processes where pre-interaction impacts the 

during interaction (responding), which in turn effects the post-interaction (all at the macro-

level). On the micro-level, responding appears to be a higher order construct composed 

of three dimensions: verbal, nonverbal, and technology. The fit statistics of the overall 

model are consistent with the CFA results, providing strong support for the relational 

listening process.  

Nomological Validity 

As indicated by Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington (2006), “nomological validity 

is typically established by the strength of the directional relationship between a measure 

and the theoretically related constructs,” (p. 175). As proposed, relational listening 

I recommend products/services that are best suited to solving problems. 0.79 

I try to find out which kind of products/services would be most helpful to 
customers. 

0.80 

Table 3-4 —Continued       
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functions as a process at macro- and micro- levels with post interaction having a positive 

impact on performance for effective listening process. Specifically, post-interaction had a 

positive and significant effect on both salesperson behavioral (β = 0.23) and outcome 

performance (β = 0.13). Furthermore, customer orientation has a positive and significant 

relationship with all dimensions of the relational listening process, as indicated by the 

correlations (see Table 3-5). Also, after purification of the measures, technology 

responding now has a significant and positive correlation with customer orientation, as 

expected and establishing convergent validity.

Behavioral Performance

Outcome Performance

Pre-Interaction Post-Interaction

Sensing

Processing

Control:

Customer Orientation

Responding

Verbal TechnologyNonverbal

 

Figure 0-2 A Conceptual Model of Salesperson Relational Listening 
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Table 0-5 Study 3: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics 

    PRE LS LP VERB NV TECH POST BP OP CO 

PRE Pre-interaction 0.72          

LS Listening – Sensing 0.45* 0.80 

 
       

LP Listening – Processing 0.43* 0.59* 0.81        

VERB Responding – Verbal 0.49* 0.62* 0.72* 0.87       

NV Responding – Non-verbal 0.41* 0.46* 0.35* 0.55* 0.77      

TECH Responding – Technology 0.36* 0.24* 0.17* 0.23* 0.11 0.50     

POST Post-interaction 0.53* 0.40* 0.48* 0.54* 0.33* 0.28* 0.88    

BP Behavioral Performance 0.37* 0.51* 0.44* 0.45* 0.36* 0.19* 0.44* 0.89   

OP Outcome Performance 0.32* 0.41* 0.41* 0.39* 0.32* 0.20* 0.42* 0.66* 0.91  

CO Customer Orientation 0.51* 0.63* 0.56* 0.68* 0.57* 0.24* 0.47* 0.44* 0.35* 0.86 

Standard deviation 0.81 0.82 1.01 0.82 0.66 1.20 1.07 0.91 1.09 0.65  

Composite reliability 0.85 0.84 0.89 0.92 0.87 0.75 0.92 0.93 0.95 0.90  

Average variance extracted 0.65 0.57 0.73 0.79 0.69 0.50 0.80 0.82 0.79 0.65  

Note: * Correlations significant at 𝛼 = 0.01; Cronbach’s alpha on the diagonal 
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Table 0-6 Model Results: Standardized Estimates 

 Model with Direct 
Effects 

Hypothesized 
Model 

   

Sensing Evaluating 0.46*** 0.35** 
Evaluating Responding 0.58*** 0.56*** 
Pre-Interaction Responding 0.07 0.13** 
Pre-Interaction Post-Interaction 0.52*** 0.41*** 
Responding Post-Interaction 0.23 0.61*** 
Post-Interaction Behavioral Performance 0.24*** 0.23*** 
Post-Interaction Outcome Performance 0.18 0.13*** 
Behavioral Performance Outcome Performance 0.65*** 0.63*** 
Sensing Responding 0.03 Not estimated 
Sensing Post-Interaction -0.18 Not estimated 
Sensing  Behavioral Performance 0.54*** Not estimated 
Sensing  Outcome Performance 0.07 Not estimated 
Evaluating  Post-Interaction 0.25 Not estimated 
Evaluating  Behavioral Performance 0.22 Not estimated 
Evaluating  Outcome Performance -0.30 Not estimated 
Responding  Behavioral Performance -0.18 Not estimated 
Responding  Outcome Performance 0.34 Not estimated 
Pre-Interaction Sensing 0.14 Not estimated 
Pre-Interaction Evaluating 0.06 Not estimated 
Pre-Interaction  Behavioral Performance -0.02 Not estimated 
Pre-Interaction  Outcome Performance -0.09 Not estimated 
Model Statistics   
χ

2
 910.44*** 917.34*** 

df 495 506 
CFI 0.90 0.90 
RMSEA 0.07 0.06 

**p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01 

 
Discussion 

The focus of this essay was on the development of a measure of salesperson 

listening that encompassed the complete relational listening process including 

dimensions at both macro- and micro- levels of processes. Three studies were presented 

in which items were developed, and refined in order to ensure dimensionality, reliability, 

and validity of the multidimensional scale. Preliminary work utilized expert judges to 

evaluate the scale items before testing on customers in the first study. The first study 

allowed for purification and elimination of items. From the first study, the second study 
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examined the items from the salesperson perspective in that they assessed the 

effectiveness of their listening skills; this provided support for the dimensionality and 

internal consistency of the dimensions. Also, study 2 examined the relationship of each 

dimension of the listening process with customer orientation and empathy, two constructs 

that listening research shows it relates to (Drollinger, Comer, and Warrington 2006). 

Lastly, a third study was conducted utilizing salespeople in order to further refine the 

multidimensional scale for the relational listening process, as well as establish reliability 

and validity, particularly developing its nomological network. The results indicated 

reliability, as well as construct and nomological validity. Furthermore, with the third study, 

the full model of the relational listening process and outcomes was tested. Results 

indicate that the relational listening process does, in fact, occur in a sequential process, 

and that the responding dimension of listening is a higher order construct, and is the 

aspect of salesperson listening that has an impact on the next step in the relational 

listening process, post-interaction. This model also showed that the end result of the 

process, post-interaction, impacts both behavioral and outcome performance. This scale 

answers researchers’ calls for a better understanding of the complete listening process 

(Pryor, Malshe, and Paradise 2013). 

In addition, this scale development contributes significantly to listening theory, as 

it is the first research that examines the full process of listening, including macro- and 

micro- level processes. Moreover, this research is theory-driven. The scale is built upon 

relational listening theory from the communications field (Halone and Pecchioni 2001). 

Besides contributing to theory development, this scale provides the opportunity 

for researchers to further explore the impact of listening in a sales context. Future 

research should use this scale to examine the listening process and the many other 

outcomes of relationship building with customers like trust, customer satisfaction, word-
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of-mouth, etc. Also, there are likely many moderators of the listening process that may 

vary based on salesperson experience, customer experience with the salesperson and/or 

firm, industry, and ethnicity or culture (Harris 2003). For example, customer experience 

with the salesperson may sharpen the listening process, as both customer and 

salesperson have more experience with each other. Also, known effective sales 

techniques, like adaptive selling, could be examined with the relational listening process 

to evaluate if adaptive selling acts as a mediator in this process. Another future research 

direction would be to evaluate salespeople’s listening skills in conjunction with the 

relational listening process. Specifically, researchers could use Steinbrecher and 

Wilmington (1993)’s video test of listening which assesses comprehensive, empathetic, 

and critical listening skills. Also, researchers should use this scale to explore what 

customers are listening to during each of the macro-level processes (i.e. pre-, during, and 

post- interaction). Similarly, dyadic data would be useful in determining the 

aforementioned, as well as if salespeople know what customers are listening to in the 

macro-level processes. 

In addition to the benefits of the scale to sales researchers and listening theory, 

there are many managerial implications. First, the structural model of the relational 

listening process shows that the post-interaction process has an impact on outcome 

variables. Thus, managers can use this information to encourage and train their 

salespeople to not neglect follow-up, and post-interaction. Furthermore, managers can 

easily assess whether a job candidate has a natural inclination or skill of post-interaction 

by their follow up with the manager. For example, does the job candidate send a thank 

you note after the interview, or an email, or even call? These actions would all be 

indicative of a person’s inclination towards effective post-interaction listening. Even more 

so, research in education indicates that listening is a trainable skill (Costanzo 1992). 
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Thus, managers can develop training to enhance the effectiveness of salespeople’s 

relational listening process.  
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