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While sales productivity will always be paramount to a competitive advantage, now, more than
ever, salespeople must also focus on service quality and effectiveness to meet increased customer
demands (Bowen & Schneider 2014).
To remain competitive, salespeople
must provide excellent service while
still reaching their sales quotas
(Agnihotri et al. 2012; Ahearne, Jelinek,
& Jones 2007). When these two ideas
converge, sales-service ambidexterity is
achieved. But how can sales managers
encourage their sales associates to reach
this medium? And what difficulties will
sales associates experience along the
way?
Our Study
Because sales and service goals can often be inherently at odds with each another, we focused on
the possibility of both positive and negative effects. Building from control theory and resource
allocation logic, we developed a model that tested two main questions. First, does sales-service
ambidexterity enable salespeople to better customize and tailor their interactions to customer
needs? Second, do these dual expectations yield an internal inconsistency or erratic shift of work
focus?
Our research examined whether ambidexterity enabled one of the most prized behaviors in the
salesperson’s arsenal (i.e. adaptability), yet created the opportunity for discontent with one’s role
(i.e. role conflict). In addition, we incorporated customer demandingness as a contingency
variable (Jaramillo, Mulki, & Boles 2013) to help shed light onto how customer expectations
shaped these relationships. Customer demandingness, as a moderator, provided insight into
whether an exacting customer environment strengthened or weakened the relationship between
ambidexterity and both the positive (adaptive selling) and negative (role conflict) outcomes.
Further, we use control theory to understand the underlying rationale for the dual outcomes
emanating from the salesperson’s level of ambidexterity. The theoretical framework highlights
the means by which individuals allocate resources toward multiple, simultaneously held goals
(VandeWalle et al. 1999), as well as the downside of such a resource allocation.
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We employed an international market research company to collect salespeople and customer data
across a wide range of B2B companies and industries. The sample of sales professionals was
randomly chosen from a group of targeted companies. Each salesperson provided a list of his/her
customers, from which we randomly selected one name and invited his or her participation. The
customers were asked to report their satisfaction with the salesperson.
Findings & Implications
The results of our study showed a positive relationship between sales-service ambidexterity and
adaptive selling behavior. Likewise, there is a positive relationship between sales-service
ambidexterity and role conflict. A working relationship driven by the integration of pushing sales
growth while maintaining high levels of customer service provides the seller with a solid
foundation for dealing with a variety of customer types and needs. Those sellers who experience
lower levels of role conflict (or simply handle role conflict more efficiently) are better suited for
adaptive selling at the discretion of their customers.
Our research also found a statistically significant negative relationship between role conflict and
customer satisfaction for the salesperson. This makes sense in that, as the level of role conflict
experienced by the sales person increases, s/he may find difficulty in adequately satisfying the
needs of the customer. Connected to this finding, we uncovered a positive relationship (nonhypothesized) between ambidexterity and customer satisfaction. The level of role conflict in
these relationships served as the determining factor for overall customer satisfaction.
We examined the effect of customer demandingness on the relationships between both
ambidexterity and adaptive selling as well as ambidexterity and role conflict. The findings show
that customer demandingness interacts with sales-service ambidexterity to positively impact
adaptive selling behavior and role conflict. The more demanding a customer group is, the more
role conflict a salesperson experiences, thus encouraging higher levels of adapting selling
behaviors.
Application
Organizations are striving to implement overarching corporate strategies that focus on both
service provision and sales generation. Firms that demand that their salesforce excels in both
sales and service may find a series of positive and/or unexpected outcomes (Mittal et al. 2005).
The key for managers is to understand their firm’s strategic objectives and how best to structure
their salesforce to reach these objectives. For instance, in our research, salesperson ambidexterity
impacted both adaptiveness (a positive outcome) and role conflict (a negative outcome). Thus,
the adoption and organization-wide embrace of ambidexterity warrants careful consideration. We
submit that firms must articulate the role of the salesforce. Will it be tasked with role
specialization or role ambidexterity? The key for managers is to understand their firm’s strategic
objectives and how best to structure their salesforce to reach these objectives.
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Second, if the firm requires
ambidexterity from its salesforce, this
undoubtedly entails a rearrangement of
employee priorities and resources
(Piercy 2010), as well as the acquisition
of additional competences among
salespeople (Kindström, Kowalkowski,
& Alejandro 2015). Hence,
organizations expecting greater
ambidexterity from their salesforce
should proactively consider the
investment required for training their sales teams while acclimatizing their managers to the shift
in strategic focus (Kauppila, Rajala, & Jyrämä 2010).
Third, the relationship between salesperson ambidexterity and role conflict should be
highlighted. Hence, increasing expectations of ambidexterity placed on the salesforce may
impose a physical and psychological toll on employees, which eventually manifests itself with
negative performance effects (Gibson & Birkinshaw 2004; Jasmand, Blazevic, & de Ruyter
2012). Thus, the sales manager needs to understand how to equip his/her salesforce to meet the
resource demands required by ambidexterity. The properly equipped salesperson may be more
able to effectively manage his or her resources to meet the demands inherently required of
ambidexterity.
Fourth, managers should be mindful of the market environment in which their salesforce
operates. The customers who possess greater expectations from their ambidextrous salesperson
actually facilitate higher levels of adaptive selling techniques. Alternatively, the more demanding
the customers are, the greater the role conflict experienced by the ambidextrous salesperson.
With this knowledge, managers could proactively work with their ambidextrous salesforce to
mitigate role conflict. When the sales manager becomes aware that a salesperson is serving a
customer or group of customers with increasing demands, the manager could either: (a) provide
the salesperson with proactive support to reduce role conflict or, (b) potentially transition the
customer to a salesperson who better handles role conflict. By reducing the opportunity for role
conflict, the manager would effectively be increasing the potential for customer satisfaction with
his/her salesforce.
Conclusion
Because firms must balance revenue generation with customer retention, salespeople are
expected to maintain multiple goals and behaviors, namely sales generation and service
provision. Our research examined how sales-service ambidexterity can address this new business
landscape. We applied control theory and resource allocation logic to examine the possible
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friction stemming from sales-service ambidexterity. We modeled and tested customer-salesperson dyadic data to offer an empirical examination of how this friction manifests through both
positive and negative outcomes.
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