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Salespeople with higher levels of emotional intelligence (EI) are better salespeople, right? The 
professional world has firmly embraced the importance of EI, and EI seems intuitively of 
importance in selling given the social, interactive nature of selling, the conflicting demands 
salespeople face, and the degree of autonomy and ambiguity inherent to sales processes (Kidwell 
et al. 2011). Formally, EI can be defined as the ability to recognize, understand and manage 
emotion-laden information (Mayer and Salovey 1997; Zeidner et al. 2008).  
 
After investing a great deal in the 
training of EI, firms are starting to 
wonder if those investments are well 
spent. Why is that? One reason is that it 
matters a great deal how one defines and 
measures EI. Most EI training courses 
define EI too broadly, and depend on 
self-assessments of EI. Broad 
definitions of EI mean that we are 
including non-EI factors, such as 
personality factors, within the definition 
and measurement of EI. This results in 
ineffectual training programs. Moreover, individuals are notoriously poor at self-assessing any 
form of their own intelligence, particularly their EI. The lower one’s EI is, the more likely one is 
to rate their own EI as high. Fortunately, Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso’s (2002) MSCEIT test of 
emotional intelligence overcomes both of these limitations, it measures EI and only EI, and it is 
an ability-based test, similar to how IQ is tested, and is thus not subject to self-assessment biases. 
The importance of using ability-based EI training programs and ability-based tools for assessing 
EI cannot be over-emphasized. 
 
The second reason for disappointment is that despite the intuitive thinking that EI can directly 
affect outcomes such as sales performance, research actually suggests that there are no direct 
effects or at best the direct effects on job outcomes are quite small (Cron et al. 2005). So does 
that mean EI doesn’t matter? We argue that it does matter, but in critically different ways than 
was previously thought. More specifically, we argue that it does matter, but only under certain 
circumstances. That is, while EI doesn’t have significant direct effects on key outcomes, it does 
have important contingent effects. Therefore, we set out to develop and confirm a contingency 
model of EI in this research. Specifically, our contingency model proposed that salesperson EI 
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buffers the harmful effects of job stress (more formally known as role stress) on three work 
outcomes: emotional exhaustion, customer-oriented selling, and sales performance.  The 
underlying logic is that in lower stress environments, salesperson EI may not be as important as 
in higher stress environments. 
 
Contingency  Model  of  EI:  Research  and  Results  
 
Drawing upon the appraisal theory of emotions, the contingency model of EI maintains that EI is 
important in work settings, but only under certain conditions. The appraisal theory of emotions 
states that environmental stressors or other potential threats to an individual can impact attitudes 
and behaviors through a process that is mediated by emotions (Lazarus 1991; Scherer 1999). 
Because individuals with higher EI are better able to recognize, understand, and manage 
emotions, they are less likely to have negative emotional responses to job stress, and they are 
better at managing the negative emotions they do experience than lower EI salespeople. Lower 
EI salespeople may become overwhelmed by their negative and persistent emotional response to 
stress, which in turn can lead to long-term emotional exhaustion, and less resources to devote to 
job tasks, and more short-term thinking that is not conducive to better long-term customer 
service and performance. Role stress can be particularly harmful to salespeople’s performance in 
their interactions with buyers because the interactive nature of sales requires salespeople to 
continually appraise the client, the situation, themselves, and all the emotional sequences that 
stem from the appraisal process. Salespeople overwhelmed by job stress will not have the 
cognitive resources to devote to these tasks. 
 
We conducted a study with a Fortune 500 firm headquartered in the U.S. who is a major services 
provider. This study confirmed that higher levels of EI reduce the negative effects that role stress 
plays on salesperson emotional exhaustion. Salespeople with greater EI can better manage, and 
reduce short-term negative emotional responses to role stress that otherwise would lead to long-
term emotional exhaustion. Similarly, our research confirmed that higher levels of salesperson EI 
reduced the negative effects of role stress on customer-oriented selling and on interactional sales 
performance. Salespeople with greater EI are better equipped to deal with role stress and reduce 
negative emotional responses that can overwhelm salespeople with lower EI.  
 
Our research suggests that EI does matter, but in different ways that previously thought and that 
EI is perhaps not the silver bullet to solving all problems. Our research does support the idea that 
greater levels of EI are likely to be beneficial to salespeople when high levels of role stress are 
present in their sales jobs, but that EI may not be as relevant when role stress is lower. This 
supports the contingency view of EI, that is it is important in some cases, but not in others. This 
contingency view is supported in other sales research; for example, it was found that salespeople 
who are better able to read the emotions of customers (one aspect of EI) are not better performers 
per se, but they are better at practicing adaptive selling and customer-oriented selling (Kidwell, 
McFarland, & Avila 2007). 
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Real  Estate  Perspective  
 
Our research is especially applicable to real estate agents, because the same antecedent variables 
that our contingency model tested are found in the real estate agent role. Real estate agents 
operate in an industry that has cyclical highs and lows where pay is driven by commissions, thus 
role stress can be quite high. Additionally, real estate agents focus on customer-oriented selling 
that requires a great deal of agent investment to cultivate client-agent relationships. Because role 
stress is ever present in the demanding profession of real estate sales, our research affords real 
estate agents the opportunity to understand and manage the effect that role stress plays on the key 
outcomes of emotional exhaustion, customer-oriented selling, and interactional sales 
performance, which in turn have moderating effects on the agents’ sales performances.  
 

Real estate agents with higher levels of 
EI are better able to understand the 
source of particularly strong emotions. 
Such understanding allows those 
individuals to focus on specific 
emotions that facilitate desired thought 
processes. Sales professionals with 
higher levels of EI are also able to adopt 
multiple perspectives, and to determine 
the best emotional state to focus on 
while interacting with customers. 
Therefore, understanding the effects that 

role stress plays on sales performance, and the moderation effects that EI has on emotional 
exhaustion, customer-oriented selling, and interactional sales performance can allow real estate 
agents to better manage that role stress and ultimately limit the effect that role stress has on sales 
performance. 
 
A key implication of this is that when stress levels are particularly high, instituting EI training 
programs that are focused on managing stress can be particularly important. Additionally, while 
one’s EI can be improved through training, some people are more emotionally intelligent than 
others, thus firms may desire to use EI assessments in screening for hiring purposes when job 
stress is very high.  
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