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INFLUENCING KEY ACCOUNT STRATEGY                                  
IMPLEMENTATION IN THE SALES FORCE  

 
 

Abstract 
 
 

This dissertation examines how key account (KA) managers from an organization’s 

marketing department (i.e., KA marketing managers) implement a new KA program by 

simultaneously influencing sales managers and frontline salespeople, despite not having 

the authority to direct individuals in the sales department. Specifically, this dissertation 

focuses on the effectiveness of different KA marketing manager influence tactics over 

time and considers how sales managers’ KA implementation commitment (KAIC) 

moderates the relationship between KA marketing manager’s salesperson-directed 

influence behaviors and salespeople’s KA product sales performance (KASP). Findings 

show that KA marketing managers’ use of inspirational influence tactics have no impact 

on KAIC or KASP initially, but that this impact grows and levels off over time. On the 

other hand, KA marketing managers’ use of pressure influence tactics has a positive 

initial impact on KAIC and KASP, but this impact diminishes and bottoms out over time. 

The results for KA marketing managers’ use of consultative influence tactics are mixed: 

exhibiting an effect on KAIC that grows over time, but showing no effect on KASP. 

Furthermore, I demonstrate how KAIC moderates the effectiveness of KA marketing 

managers’ salesperson-directed influence tactics in a way that may not be intuitively 

obvious to managers. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Key accounts (KAs; also called strategic or national accounts) are customers in a 

business-to-business (B2B) setting that are (1) large and important and (2) have dedicated 

resources available to them that are not offered to a firm’s average accounts (Homburg, 

Workman, and Jensen 2002). In recent years, the number of firms implementing KA 

programs has more than doubled and, across these firms, nearly 15% report that KAs 

account for more than 50% of their revenues (Gosman and Kelly 2000). The potential 

implications of such revenue dependency are clear and, overall, the rapid growth and 

high dollar-value associated with the implementation of new KA management (KAM) 

programs supports Homburg et al.’s (2002) argument that “the increasing emphasis on 

KAM is one of the most fundamental changes in marketing” (p. 38). 

Despite widespread acknowledgement of the importance of KAM, and the 

increasing number of firms implementing KAM programs, a review of the marketing 

literature provides little insight into the role of KA marketing managers during such 

implementations. Indeed, our knowledge of KAs is severely limited because previous 

research ignores three essential elements of KAM. First, while a KA relationship is often 

forged through a contract between managers at the top of the selling and buying 

organizations, it is at the micro, employee-to-employee level that KA strategy is 

translated into important organizational outcomes like strategy commitment and 

performance. In other words, KAM is not just a decision to be made by a top managers, it 

is a strategy to be implemented by an organization’s frontline employees and managers. 

To date, the vast majority of prior studies approach KA issues from a macro 

perspective, examining, for example, how top managers design KAM programs 



 

2 

(Homburg et al. 2002) or how top managers segment KA customers (Rangan, Moriarty, 

and Swartz 1992). These studies utilize key-informant based research designs that are 

well-suited for understanding the motivation behind, and the intent of, KAM programs 

but contribute very little to the field’s knowledge of how KAM programs actually 

develop within an organization. It is essential that we broaden our perspective of KAM 

by examining how KA strategies are “sold” to an organization’s frontline employees and 

managers. Research suggests that top KA marketing managers and lower level customer-

facing employees frequently display differing attitudes and behaviors toward KA 

customers (Ryals and Humphries 2007). This finding is problematic because it 

demonstrates that simply establishing a KAM program does not guarantee that 

organizational members will consistently and ubiquitously buy in to the initiative.  

Second, one of the most interesting aspects of KAM implementation is that after a 

KA relationship (i.e., contract) is established, KA marketing managers’ primary 

responsibility becomes influencing individuals in their own organization to buy into the 

KAM initiative and help support the KA customer’s needs. Indeed, practitioners note that 

a KA contract without an effective intraorganizational implementation effort to back it up 

is no more beneficial than trying to sell without a formal contract (Fleischer 2010). 

Nevertheless, whereas “previous research has stressed the multiple interorganizational 

communications links characteristic of KAM…little attention has been paid to 

intraorganizational communications issues” (Ryals and Humphries 2007, p. 322).  

Specifically, no one has examined how KA marketing managers, often housed in 

an organization’s marketing department, influence the sales force across the marketing-

sales interface. This fact is especially disconcerting since customers view the 
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communication and coordination across departmental boundaries within the selling firm 

in a KA relationship as a major source of problems, even more so than communication 

between the firm and the KA customer (Ryals and Humphries 2007). Weitz and Bradford 

(1999), in their discussion of important KA marketing manager skills and abilities, agree 

that intraorganizational influence is essential to the success of a KA partnership. They 

also point out that KA marketing managers’ influence attempts are often intended to 

“gain the support of their firms’ employees without having the authority to direct the 

employees’ activities” (p. 250), a subtle truth that potentially separates KAM from the 

domain of general management knowledge. Furthermore, KA marketing managers’ 

salesperson-directed influence attempts are not independent of their actions with sales 

managers. In other words, success in garnering the commitment of sales managers will 

have implications for how KA marketing managers should attempt to influence 

salespeople. 

Third, given that KAM is a strategy to be implemented over time, it is 

disappointing that we know so little about how this implementation process unfolds. In a 

recent review, Guesalaga and Johnston (2010) were able to find only one piece of 

published KA research that utilized a longitudinal research design. This is surprising 

since time plays such a critical role when studying how strategic initiatives are 

disseminated through an organization and how an organization’s members adapt to such 

changes (Ahearne et al. 2010a). While researchers are increasingly paying attention to the 

importance of strategic change implementation in general (Ye et al. 2007), and 

specifically to the importance of time in implementation efforts (Ahearne et al. 2010a), 
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the “long lasting and laborious process” of KAM implementation remains “completely 

neglected” (Wengler et al. 2006, p. 108 and 110). 

Overall, these research gaps demonstrate that the role of the KA marketing 

manager as an agent of intraorganizational, interdepartmental strategy implementation 

and interpersonal influence over time remains shrouded in darkness. This dissertation 

probes deep into the role of the KA marketing manager in order to answer three 

important questions. First, how should KA marketing managers go about simultaneously 

influencing sales managers’ KA implementation commitment and frontline salespeople’s 

KA sales performance during the rollout of a new KAM initiative? Second, how do KA 

marketing managers’ interdepartmental influence tactics play out over time? For 

example, are there certain strategies that are effective in the short-term but not the long-

term, or vice versa? Third, what interdependencies exist between sales managers and 

frontline salespeople that impact the effectiveness of KA marketing managers’ influence 

behaviors? Specifically, how are KA marketing managers’ salesperson-directed influence 

efforts made more or less effective by sales managers’ implementation commitment?  

The answers to these questions carry strong implications for KA marketing 

managers in terms of improving their job performance and, more generally, for 

organizations attempting to roll-out KAM (or other strategic) initiatives (e.g., new 

products, new processes, etc.) across organizational boundaries and levels. Additionally, 

results of this study are meaningful to sales executives and HR departments when 

developing training and assessment programs for KA marketing managers. In fact, 

Weeks and Stevens (1997) found that KA marketing managers believe their organizations 

fail to provide adequate training regarding the skills and abilities needed to succeed in 
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their roles. Two particularly relevant training topics that KA marketing managers 

identified as needing substantial improvement were interpersonal influence skills and 

internal selling. As the neglect of this knowledge-gap continues (Plouffe et al. 2008), not 

much has improved since Napolitano (1997) noted that most organizations believe their 

KAM programs are “failing miserably” (p. 8). 

 

BACKGROUND AND THEORY 

Context of Key Account Strategy Implementation  

Prior to launching the data collection for my empirical study, I felt it was 

important to better understand the context that KA marketing managers work within 

when trying to implement a new KAM initiative with the sales force. To achieve this, I 

engaged in personal interviews with twelve KA marketing managers who had previous 

experience with launching new KAM initiatives. These interviews were intended to 

answer two questions about the influence context at hand: (1) who are the key players 

(i.e., the specific roles) involved, and (2) what specific types of influence (i.e., influence 

tactics) do KA marketing managers employ with the sales force during the 

implementation a new KAM initiative? The answers to these two questions provide an in-

depth understanding of which influence tactics were used and what impact they are 

expected to have. 

What specific roles are involved in KA implementation? The first question 

concerned the key players involved when implementing a new KAM initiative. My 

interviews suggest that when implementing a new KAM program with the sales force, 

KA marketing managers focus their influence attempts not only on frontline salespeople, 
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but also on salespeople’s immediate supervisors. Interviewees repeatedly explained that, 

given that implementing a new KAM initiative is a difficult process to navigate, 

especially in light of their lack of formal authority, it is important that they get both sales 

managers and salespeople “on board” with the KAM program. Also, interviewees 

explained that they have differing influence objectives depending on whether they are 

interacting with sales managers or salespeople. When interacting with sales managers, 

KA marketing managers desire to influence sales managers’ behavioral commitment to 

the KAM initiative. Moving forward I will refer to this type of commitment as key 

account implementation commitment, or KAIC, which I define as sales managers’ 

acceptance of, and intent to put effort into supporting, the KA strategy. Interviewees 

informed me that when sales managers are committed to the new KAM implementation, 

they perform a significant motivational function with the frontline salespeople.  

In contrast, when interacting with the frontline salespeople, KA marketing 

managers desire to drive salespeople’s actual performance in selling to the KA-related 

customers, which could be the KA firm’s customers (as is the case in KA relationships 

that exist between partners in a distribution channel or between pharmaceutical firms and 

managed care organizations) or individuals in the KA firm itself (as is the case in KA 

relationships implemented by many technology and service firms). Keep in mind that a 

firm’s frontline salespeople already have traditional accounts to call on so, as 

interviewees repeatedly explained, KA marketing managers are primarily interested in 

influencing salespeople to call on more KA-related customers with the ultimate goal of 

increasing salespeople’s sales performance specifically to KA-related customers. Moving 

forward I will refer to this type of KA-specific sales performance as key account sales 
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performance, or KASP.  

Furthermore, interviewees revealed that one thing that marks the difference 

between really good KA marketing managers and those that are just average is the ability 

to recognize the interdependencies between sales managers and salespeople. For 

example, several KA marketing managers reported that they work especially hard to gain 

the support of sales managers, believing that the sales manager’s commitment to the KA 

initiative will then translate over to the salespeople’s effort and performance. In other 

words, the sales manager’s KAIC has the ability to make or break successful influence 

with the frontline salespeople. Likely, the validity of this belief will depend on the type of 

influence employed by the KA marketing manager, which I discuss next.  

What influence tactics are used by KA marketing managers during 

implementation? The second question concerned the specific influence tactics that are 

employed by KA marketing mangers when influencing the sales force during KAM 

implementation. The academic literature on interpersonal influence suggests the existence 

of a variety of interaction-specific influence behaviors (e.g., Frazier and Summers 1984; 

Yukl et al. 2008). My interviewees suggested that KA marketing managers primarily rely 

on three of these influence tactics. Specifically, when interacting with frontline 

salespeople and sales managers, interviewees suggested that they tend to use (1) 

inspirational influence tactics, (2) consultative influence tactics, or (3) pressure influence 

tactics. 

Inspirational influence can be defined as an attempt to arouse an emotional 

response from a target by tapping into his or her ideals and values with clear, inspiring 

messages (Yukl et al. 2008). Essentially, inspirational influence occurs when a KA 
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marketing manager attempts to motivate salespeople and sales managers by convincing 

them to agree with, or buy into, the value of the new KAM strategy. KA marketing 

managers that advocated this influence tactic during interviews believe that they can 

motivate others’ behavior, even without authority, by explaining how the KAM strategy 

will benefit the firm and the customers and getting the salespeople and sales managers 

excited about the value of the new KAM strategy. Interviewees also expressed a belief 

that if sales managers and salespeople are excited about the value of the new KAM 

strategy, they will naturally work hard to make the new KAM initiative successful.  

Consultative influence can be defined as the provision and exchange of 

information and ideas intended to improve the success of the agent’s recommended plan 

(Yukl et al. 2008). This type of influence occurs when a KA marketing manager offers to 

consult with sales managers and salespeople in order to provide information, resources, 

and assistance that will help them be more successful in selling to KA-related customers. 

Rather than trying to convince them that the new KAM strategy is valuable, a KA 

marketing manager using consultative influence tactics takes a more passive approach by 

simply offering to exchange information to make it easier for salespeople and sales 

managers succeed in selling to KA-related customers. KA marketing managers that 

advocated this influence tactic during my interviews seemed to believe that they achieve 

the best results by acting as a valuable partner in the salespeople’s and sales managers’ 

success in such a way that the salespeople and sales managers are better off as a result of 

the relationship with the KA marketing manager. 

Pressure influence can be defined as the application of threats, warnings, or 

negative appeals (Yukl et al. 2008) and occurs when a KA marketing manager attempts 
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to indirectly control salespeople’s and sales managers’ behavior by referring to the 

possibility of negative consequences if they fail to actively participate in implementing 

the new KA strategy. Since KA marketing managers do not have direct authority over the 

sales force, a pressure influence tactic is actually a fairly subtle form of pressure. KA 

marketing managers that advocated this influence tactic seemed to take for granted that 

salespeople and sales managers would buy into the value of the new KAM strategy 

simply because they were told to. They also expressed an almost combative attitude 

toward acting as a helper, or resource, to members of the sales force, stating that selling 

to KA-related customers is “the salespeople’s job” and that their primary role in 

influencing the sales force is to remind them that failure to put effort into implementing 

the new KAM strategy would likely result in negative attention or punishment down the 

road. 

Kelman’s Influence Process Theory  

I interpret the results of these interviews using Kelman’s (1958; 1961) influence 

process theory in order to develop hypotheses regarding how KA marketing managers 

(generally referred to as influence agents) use the three influence tactics discussed above 

to influence sales managers and frontline salespeople (generally referred to as influence 

targets) during KA strategy implementation. Kelman suggests three influence processes: 

internalization, identification, and compliance. Internalization occurs when “an individual 

accepts influence because the content of the induced behavior is intrinsically 

rewarding…and congruent with his value system” (Kelman 1958, p. 53) and is thought to 

gradually lead to successful influence over time. Identification occurs when “an 

individual accepts influence because he wants to establish or maintain a satisfying self-
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defining relationship to another person” (Kelman 1958, p. 53) and is thought to produce 

successful influence as the agent—target relationship develops over time. Compliance, on 

the other hand, occurs when an individual accepts influence from another person because 

s/he expects to avoid loss by conforming and is thought to be useful in gaining behavioral 

conformity in the short-run but with diminishing effects over time (Kelman 1961).  

These influence processes align well with the influence tactics suggested in my 

initial interviews. Specifically, when KA marketing managers describe inspirational 

influence tactics they appear to be attempting to tap into a target’s internalization process, 

when they talk about consultative influence tactics they appear to be attempting to tap 

into a target’s identification process, and when they describe pressure tactics they are 

clearly trying to tap into a target’s compliance process. In the next section, I develop 

hypotheses regarding how KA marketing managers use inspirational, consultative, and 

pressure influence tactics to garner the support of sales managers and frontline 

salespeople during the implementation of a new KA program. A visual depiction of the 

variables and relationships in the model is presented in Figure 1.  

 

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 

Influencing Sales Manager Commitment and Salesperson Performance 

Inspirational influence. Inspirational influence is a general approach to influence 

where an influence agent’s behaviors are intended to tap into the influence target’s 

internalization process through clear, inspiring messages (Yukl et al. 2008). Recall that 

internalization is a motivational process characterized by public conformity and private 

acceptance where private acceptance is driven by the fit of the message content with the 
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influence target’s values. As such, the desired behavior “becomes part of a personal 

system…[where] such behavior gradually becomes independent of the external source” 

(Kelman 1961, p. 66). 

In other words, inspirational influence performs a motivational function with the 

primary goal of garnering a target’s effort by encouraging their commitment to the 

requested action (i.e., not mere compliance). Marketing researchers describe this type of 

influence as an attempt to alter the “inherent desirability” of the requested action to the 

target (Frazier and Summers 1984, p. 44). Importantly, previous research suggests that 

influence operating through the internalization process is not effective immediately but 

takes considerable time to become effective at driving target outcomes (Frazier and Rody 

1991; Frazier and Summers 1984). This gradual growth in the effectiveness of 

inspirational influence occurs because it takes time for sales managers and salespeople to 

process the value of the KA marketing manager’s message, weigh the pros and cons of 

the new KA strategy, and consider how the new KA strategy aligns with their personal 

values. Indeed, the unique benefit of utilizing an influence tactic that attempts to promote 

private acceptance (i.e., commitment) is, as Kelman (1958) suggests, that the desired 

behavior is performed for intrinsically rewarding reasons. The downside to working 

through a target’s internalization process is that it takes time for a target to fully 

determine whether s/he agrees with the value of the influence agent’s message. 

Therefore, I expect that a KA marketing manager’s use of inspirational influence tactics 

will have no initial impact on sales manager’s KAIC or salespeople’s KASP, but that the 

impact on both sales managers’ KAIC and salespeople’s KASP will gradually increase 
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over time and eventually level off as they fully internalize the value of the new KA 

strategy. 

The idea inspirational influence tactics lead to target commitment has been 

heavily explored in the psychology literature (e.g., Falbe and Yukl 1992; Yukl and 

Tracey 1992). However, these studies have not considered (1) how inspirational influence 

leads to objective outcomes like performance or (2) how the effectiveness of inspirational 

influence changes over time. To explore my substantive questions and remedy these 

shortcomings from the existing influence literature, I hypothesize: 

H1: KA marketing managers using inspirational influence tactics will have (a) no 
initial impact on sales manager KAIC but (b) will have an impact on KAIC 
over time in a way that increases at a decreasing rate. 

 
H2: KA marketing managers using inspirational influence tactics will have (a) no 

initial impact on salespeople’s KASP but (b) will have an impact on KASP 
over time in a way that increases at a decreasing rate. 

  
Consultative influence. Consultative influence is a general approach to influence 

where an influence agent’s behaviors are intended to tap into the influence target’s 

identification process by providing important informational resources that contribute to 

the target’s success (Yukl et al. 2008). Recall that identification occurs when influence 

targets go along with the influence agent not because they agree with the value of agent’s 

message content (as in internalization), but rather because influence targets value the 

relationship with the agent and desire to fulfill their role as a member of the relationship. 

In this way, the message content is largely irrelevant (Kelman 1958). What does matter is 

that the influence target perceives the influence agent as a valuable partner that plays a 

vital part in maintaining the target’s role as a successful sales manager or salesperson.  

The influence agent achieves this by consulting with the target and providing 
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informational resources that assist the target’s role performance. Importantly, this 

strategy does not involve stating a request for a specific action from the target (for a 

similar discussion see McFarland et al. 2006) and is focused on exchanging information 

with targets rather than motivating targets. In other words, whereas inspirational 

influence attempts to motivate targets’ implementation commitment and performance by 

demonstrating the congruence of a specifically requested action with the target’s values, a 

KA marketing manager utilizing consultative influence simply attempts to provide the 

necessary resources to a target and assumes that motivation will come from another 

source or from the target themselves.  

Similar to inspirational influence, the effectiveness of consultative influence 

should vary over time. Specifically, I expect that consultative influence will not be 

effective at driving sales managers’ KAIC and salespeople’s KASP initially but will 

gradually become effective over time as influence targets learn to use the informational 

resources provided by the agent, come to trust and identify with the agent, and test the 

value of the relationship with the agent through the incremental use of the resources s/he 

provides. This rationale suggests a similarly shaped effectiveness trajectory as was 

hypothesized with inspirational influence. Importantly, while I suggest that these two 

influence tactics will result in similarly shaped trajectories, I do not make any hypothesis 

regarding their relative magnitudes.  

Limited research suggests that consultative influence is generally effective (Yukl 

et al. 2008). However, the effect of consultative influence has yet to be tested over time 

with objective outcome variables like sales manager KAIC and salesperson KASP. To 

remedy these limitations and explore my substantive questions, I hypothesize: 
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H3: KA marketing managers using consultative influence tactics will have (a) no 
initial impact on sales manager KAIC but (b) will have an impact on KAIC 
over time in a way that increases at a decreasing rate. 

 
H4: KA marketing managers using consultative influence tactics will have (a) no 

initial impact on salespeople’s KASP but (b) will have an impact on KASP 
over time in a way that increases at a decreasing rate. 

 
Pressure influence. Pressure influence (sometimes discussed as “threats” in the 

marketing literature, e.g., Frazier and Summers 1984, 1986; McFarland et al. 2006) is as 

a general approach to influence where an influence agent’s behaviors are intended to tap 

into the influence target’s compliance process through the use of warnings and threats 

(Yukl et al. 2008). Recall that compliance occurs when an influence target accepts an 

agent’s influence because s/he fears the consequences of noncompliance. Importantly, the 

influence target does not go along with the influencer’s recommendation because s/he 

agrees with it or because s/he values the relationship with the influence agent but because 

s/he expects to avoid punishment or disapproval by conforming (Kelman 1958). 

Compliance is a process characterized by public conformity in the absence of private 

acceptance and is extrinsically motivated through the threat of punishment. 

The academic literature has frequently tested the effects of pressure and threat 

tactics on commitment (e.g., Yukl and Tracey 1992) and other acceptance-related 

variables like agreement (e.g., Frazier and Summers 1984; 1986) using cross-sectional 

data. The results of these tests seem to confirm that pressure influence has negative 

effects on these attitudinal acceptance-related variables. This is in line with Kelman’s 

theory, which suggests that influence operating through the compliance process leads to 

conformity (i.e., effort) rather than agreement. This is also in line with motivation 

research that suggests that attempting to extrinsically motivate a target’s behavior by 
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reducing their perceived autonomy can negatively impact the target’s intrinsic motivation 

toward the task (Deci et al. 1999). However, the apparent conclusion in the literature that 

pressure influence is ineffective is premature without an explicit examination of its 

effects on targets’ attitudes and behavior (e.g., sales managers’ KAIC and salespeople’s 

KASP) over time. According to Frazier and Summers (1984) “circumstances frequently 

arise where the source… requires prompt or immediate compliance from the 

target…[which] gives rise to the need for influence strategies which are not dependent on 

the target’s perceptions of the inherent desirability of the intended behavioral response” 

(p. 46). Yukl and Tracey (1992) agree that “sometimes compliance is all that is needed to 

accomplish a task” (p. 534). Furthermore, scholars maintain that pressure-based influence 

will produce target behavior under certain moderating conditions (Frazier and Rody 

1991: Payan and McFarland 2005). I argue that one such moderator is time.  

Specifically, I argue that a pressure influence should be effective at prompting 

sales managers’ KAIC and salespeople’s KASP initially, but that this effect will decrease 

over time. There are three reasons to expect such a negative sloping effort trajectory. 

First, behavior derived from a target’s compliance process will decrease over time 

because of the agent’s inability to constantly monitor the target (Kelman 1961). Second, 

effort will diminish over time as targets test for the lower-bound of effort required to 

avoid punishment (Kelman 1961). Third and finally, diminishing effort will result 

because of targets’ tendency to retaliate by withholding effort when they perceive the 

influence agent’s behavior to be too constraining (Gaski 1986; Frazier and Summers 

1986).  
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As mentioned above, prior research on interpersonal influence has looked at how 

pressure influence impacts attitudinal commitment and agreement, but has largely 

ignored whether or not pressure influence can drive actual behavior. Furthermore, despite 

the time-based theorizing discussed in the previous paragraphs, prior research has not 

accounted for the moderating role of time in the proposed relationship between pressure 

influence and a target’s behavior. To remedy these limitations, I hypothesize: 

H5: KA marketing managers using pressure influence tactics will have (a) a 
positive initial impact on sales manager KAIC that (b) also impacts KAIC 
over time in a way that decreases at a decreasing rate. 

 
H6: KA marketing managers using pressure influence tactics will have (a) a 

positive initial impact on salespeople’s KASP that (b) also impacts KASP 
over time in a way that decreases at a decreasing rate.  

 
Sales Managers’ Influence on Salespeople’s Key Account Sales Performance 
 

Of course, salespeople are not only influenced by KA marketing managers during 

the implementation of a new KA initiative. Salespeople’s supervisors will also impact 

their KASP. Indeed, characteristics of individuals within one’s workgroup, including 

immediate supervisors, have been shown to influence one’s own beliefs and behavior 

(Hartline, Maxham, and McKee 2000; Wieseke et al. 2009). This has been shown to be 

true for the dissemination of strategic firm initiatives (Hartline et al. 2000; Wieseke et al. 

2008) as well as the individual-to-individual transfer of values or beliefs such as market 

orientation (Lam, Kraus, and Ahearne 2010) and organizational identification (Wieseke 

et al. 2009). I believe that a similar effect exists where sales managers’ KAIC will 

transfer to their salespeople’s KASP. 

Wieseke et al. (2008) outline three reasons to expect such a transfer. First, 

commitment-to-performance transfer occurs because sales managers, as leaders, serve as 

role models to their salespeople and salespeople learn how to perform their roles by 
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observing their managers. Second, sales managers’ behavioral commitment to a strategic 

KA initiative signals that they expect similar behavior from their salespeople. Third and 

finally, a sales manager’s KAIC can motivate salespeople’s KASP by suggesting that it is 

normal for organizational members to be excited about the new KA strategy. In line with 

this rationale, and consistent with the studies mentioned above, I hypothesize that sales 

managers’ KAIC will have a positive impact on salespeople’s KASP. Formally: 

H7: Sales managers’ KAIC will have a positive impact on salespeople’s KASP. 
 
Moderating the Effectiveness of KA Marketing Manager Influence Tactics 
 

Thus far I have discussed the impact of various KA marketing manager influence 

tactics on sales managers’ KAIC and salespeople’s KASP trajectories in addition to the 

role of sales managers’ commitment to the KA initiative in driving salespeople’s KASP. 

This discussion focused on the motivational function of inspirational influence tactics, the 

resource-providing function of consultative influence tactics, and the controlling function 

of pressure influence tactics. I now discuss how sales managers’ KAIC moderates the 

effectiveness of these various KA marketing manager influence tactics on salespeople’s 

KASP. In other words, I now consider how these motivational, resource-providing, and 

controlling functions are amplified or attenuated by the motivational influence provided 

by sales managers’ KAIC. 

Moderating the effectiveness of inspirational influence on salespeople’s KASP. 

Previously, I hypothesized that inspirational influence will have no initial impact on 

salespeople’s KASP, but will grow in effectiveness over time during the launch of the 

KA initiative. Now the question becomes: if a salesperson is already being motivated by 
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his or her sales manager, what effect does the KA marketing manager’s inspirational 

influence have? The literature provides rationale for two divergent predictions.  

On one hand, if the sales manager’s commitment is serving as a source of 

motivation alongside of the KA marketing manager’s inspirational influence, 

salespeople’s role expectations should be clearly perceived. In this case, salespeople 

experience a consensus of role expectations from within and outside their department 

which should foster internalization and prompt salespeople to put more effort into 

implementing the KA strategy. Indeed, a large body of literature has determined role 

perceptions to be a key driver of salesperson behavior (Walker, Churchill, and Ford 

1977). According to this line of reasoning, I would expect a positive interaction between 

KAIC and a KA marketing manager’s inspirational influence. 

On the other hand, the motivational literature paints a more conflicted picture. 

According to this stream of research, a salesperson’s response to motivational attempts 

depends on whether they appraise the situation as motivational or controlling (Deci 

1975). If salespeople perceive the consensus between their sales manager and KA 

marketing manager to be a motivational force that clarifies their role expectations, then 

their effort and performance should increase. In this case, the sales manager’s KAIC 

helps to drive internalization. However, it is possible that salespeople who receive strong 

motivational influence from both their sales manager and their KA marketing manager 

may perceive these influences to be attempts to control rather than to motivate. In this 

case, sales managers’ KAIC will not function as a motivational force that drives 

internalization, but rather as a controlling force that prompts the compliance process. 
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Indeed, the negative impact of an individual’s perceived loss of autonomy is well-

established in the literature (Deci 1975; Deci et al. 1999).  

The existing literature and theory paint a somewhat unclear picture of what to 

expect from the interaction between sales managers’ KAIC and KA marketing managers’ 

inspirational influence. However, on balance, it seems reasonable to expect that 

salespeople should interpret the situation as motivational, rather than controlling. 

Certainly, participants in my initial interviews consistently expressed a belief that they 

expect the best outcomes when they know sales managers have “bought in” to the KA 

strategy and are helping motivate their salespeople. Therefore, I hypothesize that sales 

managers’ KAIC will enhance the effectiveness of KA marketing managers’ inspirational 

influence on salespeople’s KASP. Formally, I propose: 

H8: A sales manager’s KAIC will improve the effectiveness of a KA marketing 
manager’s inspirational influence on salespeople’s KASP. 

 
Moderating the effectiveness of consultative influence on salespeople’s KASP. 

Previously, I hypothesized that consultative influence will have no initial impact on 

salespeople’s KASP, but will grow in effectiveness over time during the launch of the 

new KA initiative. I now discuss whether the motivational influence of a sales manager’s 

KAIC will amplify or attenuate the effectiveness of consultative influence. Recall that 

consultative influence serves a relational, resource-providing function rather than a 

motivational function. Therefore, I believe that a unique situation arises when salespeople 

experience the sales manager’s KAIC as a source of motivation, and the KA marketing 

manager’s consultative influence as a source of information and resources. 

Specifically, I believe that, with the sales manager’s KAIC serving a motivational 

function, the KA marketing manager’s consultative influence will become more effective 
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in driving salespeople’s KASP. In this case, all motivational influence would come from 

the sales manager, leaving the KA marketing manager to serve as an external source of 

information by which salespeople can improve their KA product selling knowledge and 

abilities. Since both motivation and ability (i.e., resources) are key determinants of 

behavior and performance (Walker et al. 1977; Weitz, Sujan, and Sujan 1986), this 

situation may be ideal for driving salespeople’s KASP. As discussed by Walker et al. 

(1977), a salesperson’s beliefs about his or her ability to perform a task has a substantial 

effect on his or her expectations of the outcome of engaging in the task, which would in 

turn affect the salesperson’s actual behavior. Motivation is only one component of what 

influences salespeople’s effort in selling new KA products. Without the informational 

resources provided when a KA marketing manager uses consultative influence tactics, the 

salesperson’s KASP will never be as high as it could be. Therefore, I hypothesize that a 

sales manager’s KAIC will amplify the effectiveness of a KA marketing manager’s 

consultative influence. Formally, 

H9: A sales manager’s KAIC will improve the effectiveness of a KA marketing 
manager’s consultative influence on salespeople’s KASP. 

 
Moderating the effectiveness of pressure influence on salespeople’s KASP. I have 

already hypothesized that pressure influence will have a positive impact on salespeople’s 

initial KASP, but that this relationship will decline and bottom-out over time. I now 

discuss whether the motivational influence of a sales manager’s KAIC will mitigate or 

amplify the detrimental impact of pressure influence on salespeople’s KASP. There are 

three specific reasons that I expect the motivational function served by a sales manager’s 

KAIC to have a positive impact on this relationship.  
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First, a sales manager’s KAIC may confirm the validity of the KA marketing 

manager’s threats. In the absence of the sales manager’s KAIC the KA marketing 

manager’s pressure influence may be interpreted as “bullying” and have a decreasing 

impact on the salesperson’s KASP. However, when the sales manager’s commitment to 

the KAM initiative is high, it may signal the legitimacy of the KA marketing manager’s 

request. Indeed, the perceived legitimacy of the agent’s suggestions is thought to 

substantially impact a target’s response (Yukl and Falbe 1990; Yukl and Tracey 1992). 

Second, even in light of the negative effects of a KA marketing manager’s 

activation of the compliance process, the sales manager’s KAIC still provides a 

motivational influence that taps into salespeople’s internalization process. When this 

happens, commitment is fostered by the sales manager’s KAIC while at the same time 

being diminished by the KA marketing manager’s actions (Kelman 1961). These dueling 

processes should interact in such a way that the sales manager’s KAIC encourages the 

salespeople to dismiss, at least in part, the KA marketing manager’s attempts to control.  

Third and related, the intradepartmental influence of the sales manager is far more 

proximal than the outside influence of the KA marketing manager. When the compliance 

process is being activated by someone perceived as an “outsider,” salespeople should 

more strongly weight the influence of the sales manager as a member of the in-group. 

Indeed, in-group favoritism is a well-documented phenomenon in social psychology 

(Brown et al. 1986). This, in turn will make it much easier for salespeople to dismiss the 

controlling intentions of the KA marketing manager’s pressure influence since their out-

group influence will be less-heavily weighted. These points provide a compelling 

justification that a sales manager’s commitment to the KAM initiative will have a 



 

22 

positive impact on the effectiveness of a KA marketing manager’s pressure influence. 

Therefore,  

H10: A sales manager’s KAIC will improve the effectiveness of a KA marketing 
manager’s pressure influence on salespeople’s KASP.  

 
 

METHOD 

Data Collection 

Research context. I collected data from the sales force of a U.S.-based, Fortune 

500 company in the B2B sector. The study context is a typical sales organizational 

structure, exhibiting a close sales manager–salesperson interaction. Furthermore, sales 

managers and salespeople interact with KA marketing managers, who are in charge of the 

introduction of the new KAM program. These KA marketing managers do not have direct 

hierarchical power over the sales force. Looking at the organizational chart, their 

relationship to the salespeople and sales managers can be characterized as a ‘dotted line’ 

influence. 

Moreover, my research setting exhibits features of a decentralized firm with 

geographically disperse sales districts, each led by a sales manager and with an assigned 

KA marketing manager. Other industries, such as insurance, financial services, 

pharmaceuticals, and retailers (e.g., clothing, electronics), also have these features. I 

conducted extensive field interviews with the KA marketing managers, sales managers, 

and salespeople before launching the survey to ensure that my measures were suitable for 

the research context. 

The KAM initiative. This study took place in the context of a new KAM initiative. 

This KAM relationship is between my focal company, a chemical manufacturer, and their 
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primary distributor, which accounts for a significant portion of the manufacturer’s total 

revenue. One of the defining features of any KA relationship is that the selling firm 

provides unique customized services to the KA customer that are not available to average 

accounts. In the particular KA relationship used in this study, the selling firm agreed to 

two such unique offerings: (1) the selling firm created a unique new product that would 

only be sold by the KA customer and (2) the selling firm offered to leverage their sales 

force to support the promotion of this new product. The KAM program rollout, organized 

by the KA marketing managers, started with information sessions and the distribution of 

product materials one month prior to the actual KAM initiative roll-out. While the 

company stated that salespeople and sales managers were supposed to work hard to call 

on the KA-related customers and support the new brand of KA-specific products, no 

specific incentives were offered to encourage their effort, leaving the KA marketing 

managers to rely on the various influence tactics discussed earlier when attempting to 

impact the sales force’s implementation behaviors. 

Data source. My study is based on a three-source data set. I obtained survey data 

to assess KA marketing manager’s influence behaviors from salespeople and sales 

managers. Furthermore, I obtained objective firm data on the individual salespeople’s 

KASP and sales managers’ KAIC (these measures are described in detail below).  

I administered surveys during the month of the start of the new KAM initiative. 

Surveys were sent to 115 sales managers and their 720 salespeople. I then paired the 

survey participants with their objective commitment and performance data over time 

from company records. In total, I had complete information from 108 sales managers and 

454 salespeople with an effective response rate of 94% for sales managers and 63% for 
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the salespeople. Incomplete data was attributable to either people failing to respond to the 

survey or missing objective data. Supplemental analyses showed that this sub-sample did 

not differ significantly from the total sample on any study variables.  

Most importantly, the data and the context of the KAM initiative satisfies the 

conditions for studying effects over time, namely (1) multiple waves of data, (2) a 

continuous outcome that changes systematically over time, and (3) a sensible metric for 

time (Singer and Willett 2003). 

Measures 

Influence Tactics. I measured the influence tactics used by KA marketing 

managers with sales managers and salespeople using adapted scales from Yukl et al. 

(2008). However, for these three influence tactics, rather than asking about the frequency 

of use of these strategies, I asked about the extent to which sales managers and 

salespeople agree or disagree that each measurement item describes the general strategy 

their KA marketing manager adopts when trying to influence them. I felt this was more 

appropriate wording given that I was looking at influence over multiple months whereas 

previous research using these scales was looking at influence over a narrower time 

period. 

Confirmatory factor analyses showed that these items loaded on their intended 

factor. Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics, internal consistency reliabilities, and 

intercorrelations of all study variables, including the objective measures discussed below. 

The reliability indexes indicated that my construct measures were psychometrically 

sound. More specifically, for all constructs, no coefficient alpha values were lower than 

.70, and average variance extracted was greater than .50. Constraining the correlation of 
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the three constructs to unity resulted in significantly worse model fit (Δχ2 [d.f.=3]= 

105.8, p <.00), suggesting discriminant validity between the three constructs. 

----- Insert Table 1 about here ----- 

Sales Managers’ Key Account Implementation Commitment. Each month the 

company has its sales managers report their district’s expected KA-related sales numbers 

for the following month. These forecasted sales numbers indicate the extent to which a 

sales manager intends to push and motivate his/her salespeople to put effort toward 

selling the new brand of products to the KA-related customers. Since sales managers 

have a certain degree of freedom regarding how to manage their sales districts, they can 

decide how much they want to push the new KAM relationship. Differences in sales 

manager’s KAIC are reflected in these forecasts. Therefore I used these forecasted sales 

numbers as a proxy to measure sales manager’s KAIC. I collected this data starting the 

month before the launch of the KAM initiative and ending five months after the start of 

the KAM initiative. 

Furthermore, in my survey I measured the sales managers’ commitment to the 

KAM strategy with Noble and Mowka’s (1999) four-item strategy commitment scale ( 

= .76). As an additional analysis, I correlated the average of this self-rated commitment 

variable with the forecasted sales numbers from the month of the survey. The correlation 

between those two variables was very high (r = .84), supporting the notion that the sales 

managers’ forecasted sales numbers from the company’s records are a good proxy for the 

manager’s KAIC. 

Salespeople’s Key Account Sales Performance. I collected salespeople’s KASP, 

relative to territory potential (i.e., the extent to which the KA-related customers are 

available in the salesperson’s territory during that monthly time period), from company 

records, covering the month of the start of the new KAM program through five months 
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after the roll-out. This company had a consulting firm set its territory potential metric 

(which is akin to a quota, though not connected to specific rewards or incentives). I used 

sales to territory potential for a number of reasons. First, the consulting firm calculated 

territory potential using extensive historical market data, therefore, thus controlling for 

seasonality to measure true salesperson KASP. Second, similar weighted performance 

metrics, such as sales to quota, have been shown to be good objective measure of 

salesperson job effectiveness (Churchill et al. 1985; Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer 2006), 

with a long history of successful application in the marketing and sales literature (e.g., 

MacKenzie, Podsakoff and Fetter 1993; Zoltners et al. 2006). 

Covariates. I controlled for two important factors that may influence the sales 

force’s response to the new KAM initiative, namely perceived quality of the new brand 

of KA-specific products and perceived internal support for the new KA strategy. Product 

quality was assessed with a four-item formative scale that included the main attributes 

considered evaluating a product in the focal category (e.g., ‘Please rate Product X on the 

following attributes – ease of use, user friendliness etc.’) (Ahearne et al. 2010b). 

Further, I interpret the perceived extent of internal support as the degree to which 

salespeople and sales managers perceive that they have received support for 

understanding and selling the new KA-specific products properly (Ahearne et al. 2005; 

Schillewaert et al. 2005). Perceived internal support was measured with a three-item scale 

adapted from Eisenberger et al. (1986). 

Analytical Approach 

The data in this study followed a three-level framework. KASP constituted an 

intra-individual, or temporally varying measure (i.e., level 1, with five repeated 

measures) that was subject to the inter-individual (i.e., level 2) influences of the 



 

27 

perceived KA marketing managers influence tactics. Furthermore, sales representatives 

were grouped in sales districts led by a sales manager. Therefore, their individual level 

variables (i.e., level 2) are determined by group-level influences from their managers 

(i.e., level 3). I employed random coefficients growth modeling techniques in the form of 

Hierarchical Multivariate Linear Modeling (HMLM, Raudenbush and Bryk 2002) to test 

my hypotheses. This analytical approach has been described in detail in the literature 

(e.g., Ahearne et al. 2010a) and thus I only describe it very briefly here. 

The level-1 (within-individual, or intra-individual) model uses time-related 

variables to predict changes in the outcome variable. In my study, KAIC and KASP 

trajectories are a function of the linear (t) and potential higher-order quadratic (t2) time 

trends. I centered time at the beginning of the change (t=1) when the KAM initiative 

began, hence the intercept term represents KAIC or KASP of an average sales manager 

or salesperson at the beginning of the period observed. 

In order to test the hypothesized shape of the effect function, I examined (a) the 

initial effect of each influence tactic, (b) whether the function is increasing or decreasing 

over time and (c) the rate of change. The effect E of a tactic T on either sales manager’s 

KAIC or salesperson’s KASP has the general form: 

E(T) = β0T+ β1tT+ β2t
2T    (1) 

Then, the assessment of the (a) initial effect of T amounts to tests of the 

coefficient β0 (since time is centered at t=1). After this, the (b) evaluation of whether the 

function E(T) is increasing or decreasing amounts to tests of whether the first derivative 

of E(T) with respect to time is positive or negative. 

2      (2) 
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Finally, the (c) examination of the rate of change (increasing/decreasing but at an 

increasing/decreasing rate), results in testing whether the second derivative of E(T) with 

respect to time is positive or negative.  

2       (3) 

Results 

I present my estimation results in two tables. Table 2 reports the estimation of my 

first time series model explaining the sales managers’ KAIC. Table 3 shows the results 

for the second time series model with sales representatives’ KASP as the dependent 

variable. 

KA Marketing Manager’s Use of Inspirational Influence Tactics. Hypotheses 1 

and 2 predicted the shape of the effect function of KA marketing managers’ inspirational 

influence on sales managers KAIC (H1) and salespeople’s KASP (H2).  

In order to test H1a (i.e. the initial effect of KA marketing managers’ inspirational 

influence on sales managers KAIC), I look at the coefficient β0. There was no significant 

initial impact indicated by a non-significant coefficient β0 (Table 2, β0 = .030, SE = .061, 

NS) supporting H1a. Furthermore, I found evidence that the effect increases significantly 

over time because the first derivative of the effect function with regards to time is 

significantly positive (  = .641, SE= .248, p<.01). The rate of change, which is 

tested by looking at the second derivative of the effect function with regard to time, is 

negative and significant (  = -.394, SE = .175, p<.05), proving that the impact 

over time increases at a decreasing rate, supporting H1b. Figure 2 visualizes the shape of 

this function. 
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Testing the shape function of KA marketing managers’ inspirational influence on 

salespeople’s KASP (H2), I did not find a significant initial impact looking at coefficient 

β0 (Table 3, β0 = .782, SE = .719, NS), which supports H2a. The effect increases 

significantly over time (  = 2.745, SE= 1.237, p<.05) at a decreasing rate 

(  = -1.744, SE = .814, p<.05), supporting H2b (see Figure 3). 

KA Marketing Manager’s Use of Consultative Influence Tactics. Hypotheses 3 

and 4 make predictions about the shape of the effect function of KA marketing managers’ 

consultative influence on sales managers KAIC (H3) and salespeople’s KASP (H4).  

Following the same approach as for H1 and H2, I tested the initial effect of KA 

marketing managers’ consultative influence on sales managers’ KAIC (H3a) by looking 

at the coefficient β0. Again, there was no significant initial impact (Table 2, β0 = .002, SE 

= .062, NS), as predicted by H3a. In order to test H3b, which assumes that the effect 

increases at a decreasing rate, I looked at the first derivative of the effect function with 

regards to time. It turned out to be positive and significant (  = .605, SE= .199, 

p<.01 at t2). The rate of change, which is tested by looking at the second derivative of the 

effect function with regard to time, is negative (  = -.296, SE = .143, p<.05). 

Summing up, the impact over time increases at a decreasing rate, supporting H3b. Figure 

4 visualizes the shape of this function. 

Looking at the shape function of KA marketing managers’ consultative influence 

on salespeople’s KASP (H4), I did not find a significant initial impact (Table 3, β0 = 

.769, SE = .739, NS), which supports H4a. However, the effect does not increase 

significantly over time (  = -2.146, SE= 1.303, NS) and the second derivative 
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of the effect function with regard to time shows no significant results either (  

= 1.230, SE = .791, NS). Therefore I find no support for H4b. 

KA Marketing Manager’s Use of Pressure Influence Tactics. Hypotheses 5 and 6 

predicted the shape of the effect function of KA marketing managers’ pressure influence 

on sales managers KAIC (H5) and salespeople’s KASP (H6).  

Again, in order to test H5a (i.e. the initial effect of KA marketing managers’ 

pressure influence on sales managers KAIC ), I look at the coefficient β0. There was a 

significant positive initial impact indicated by the coefficient β0 (Table 2, β0 = .317, SE = 

.110, p<.01), supporting H5a. Furthermore, I found evidence that the effect decreases 

significantly over time: The first derivative of the effect function with regards to time is 

negative (  = -.374, SE= .165, p<.01). The rate of change, which is tested by 

looking at the second derivative of the effect function with regard to time, is positive 

(  = .196, SE = .089, p<.05), showing that the impact over time decreases at a 

decreasing rate and supporting H5b. Figure 5 visualizes the shape of this function. 

Testing the shape function of KA marketing managers’ pressure influence on 

salespeople’s KASP (H6), I find a significant positive initial impact (Table 3, β0 = 1.624, 

SE = .609, p<.01), which supports H6a. The effect decreases significantly over time 

(  = -1.933, SE= .704, p<.01) at a decreasing rate (  = 1.129, SE = .548, 

p<.05), supporting H6b (see Figure 6). 

Direct and Moderating Effects of Sales Manager’s KAIC. First, I tested the direct 

effect of sales managers’ KAIC on salespeople’s KASP (H7). Looking at the model 

without the interaction terms (Table 3, b = .174, SE = .087, p<.05), I found support for 

H7, indicating a positive impact. 
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H8 predicted that sales managers’ KAIC would enhance the impact of KA 

marketing managers’ inspirational influence on salespeople’s KASP. However, as 

indicated by the negative, significant coefficient of the interaction term between KA 

marketing managers inspirational influence and sales managers KAIC (Table 3, b = -

.140, SE = .064, p < .05), H8 is not supported. In fact, my findings indicate that sales 

managers’ KAIC actually has an opposite effect and serves to decrease the effectiveness 

of KA marketing managers’ inspirational influence tactics. Figure 7 visualizes this 

surprising finding nicely by showing that the effect function of the KA marketing 

manager’s inspirational influence shifts downwards has less impact on salespeople’s 

KASP if sales managers’ KAIC is high. 

H9 predicted that sales managers’ KAIC improves the impact of KA marketing 

managers’ consultative influence on salespeople’s KASP. Since I did not find support for 

a direct effect of the consultative influence on salespeople’s KASP (as stated in H4b), 

there was no significant effect function that could have been amplified in the first place. 

Therefore H9 is not supported. 

In accordance with the prediction of H10, sales managers’ KAIC improves the 

impact of KA marketing managers’ pressure influence on salespeople’s KASP (Table 3, 

b = .119, SE = .057, p < .05). As Figure 8 depicts, the effect function of pressure 

influence improves if sales managers’ KAIC is high. On the other hand it shifts 

significantly down if the sales managers’ KAIC is low, supporting H10. 

----- Insert Tables 2 and 3 about here ----- 

----- Insert Figures 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 about here ----- 
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DISCUSSION 

KAM is a growing area of interest for academic marketing researchers, with 

strong practical relevance to KA marketing managers and sales managers. This 

dissertation is the first piece of research to take a fine-grained look at how KA marketing 

managers implement a new KAM initiative across organizational boundaries with their 

organization’s sales force. Using a unique longitudinal, multisource, multilevel dataset, I 

test the effectiveness of different KA marketing manager influence tactics in driving sales 

managers’ KAIC and salespeople‘s KASP during the implementation of a new KAM 

program. My findings show that inspirational influence is not effective at driving sales 

managers’ KAIC or salespeople’s KASP initially but does have an effect that grows and 

levels off over time. In contrast, pressure influence is effective at driving sales managers’ 

KAIC and salespeople’s KASP initially, but this effect decreases and bottoms out over 

time. While I hypothesized a growing effect for consultative influence (similar to that of 

inspirational influence), my results were mixed and my hypothesis only held when 

looking at sales managers’ KAIC (i.e., my hypothesis was not supported for salespeople‘s 

KASP).  

My most interesting findings come from examining the role of sales managers’ 

KAIC in moderating the effectiveness of KA marketing managers’ salesperson-directed 

influence. I found two specific effects that may not be obvious to scholars or managers. 

First, a sales manager’s KAIC has a negative impact on the effectiveness of inspirational 

influence tactics. In other words, a sales manager’s KAIC actually reduces the 

effectiveness of inspirational influence. Second, a sales manager’s KAIC has a positive 

impact on the effectiveness of pressure influence tactics. In other words, a sales 
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manager’s KAIC actually improves the effectiveness of a pressure strategy. 

I have summarized my findings in Table 4. While this research clearly adds to our 

knowledge of KAM implementation, I feel that I have also contributed to the more 

general interpersonal influence and cross-functional interaction literatures. In the coming 

pages, I discuss the theoretical and managerial implications of this dissertation and 

outline some opportunities for future research. 

----- Insert Table 4 about here ----- 

Theoretical Implications 

This study contributes to the interpersonal influence literature in a variety of 

important ways. First, this research is the first to address the effectiveness of different 

influence tactics (in KAM or otherwise) over time. It turns out that not only does the type 

of influence tactic used matter when influencing intraorganizationally, but time also plays 

a critical role in the effectiveness of these influence tactics. In other words, influence 

effectiveness varies between influence tactics but also varies within a given influence 

tactic at different points in time. It is interesting to note that the time-based predictions of 

Kelman’s influence theory (1958; 1961), proposed over a half-century ago but never 

tested longitudinally until now, seem to hold in my context. Indeed, inspirational 

influence, operating thorough the internalization process, is not effective immediately, 

but becomes effective over time. Furthermore, pressure influence, operating through the 

compliance process, is effective at prompting an immediate response but loses 

effectiveness over time. It is notable that these effects hold for both of my outcomes 

variables: (1) sales managers’ KAIC and (2) salespeople’s KASP. The robustness of 

these effects provides strong support for Kelman’s time-based predictions, at least 

regarding internalization and compliances processes. 
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Interestingly, my theoretical prediction regarding consultative influence, 

operating through the identification process, was only supported when a KA marketing 

manager’s influence was directed toward sales managers. When attempting to influence 

sales managers’ KAIC, consultative influence is not effective immediately, but becomes 

effective over time. However, consultative influence tactics were not effective at driving 

salespeople’s KASP at any point in time. I had previously suggested that consultative 

influence is best-suited for a target that is already motivated to comply with an agent’s 

request. Perhaps my findings simply indicate that sales managers find motivation by 

being more connected to the organization (relative to the frontline salespeople) and are 

held more accountable for the results of the new KAM initiative. Regardless, it seems 

apparent that frontline salespeople need more than information and resources to accept 

KA marketing managers’ request. 

Second, this study highlights the fact that interpersonal influence is a contextual 

phenomenon. Specifically, I show that a sales manager’s KAIC moderates the 

effectiveness of a KA marketing manager’s inspirational and pressure influence. 

Consider first the interaction between inspirational influence and sales managers’ KAIC. 

As mentioned in my development of this hypothesis, it seems easy to think that these two 

variables would interact in a positive way. Indeed, KA marketing managers that 

participated in my initial interviews seemed to believe that the best way to succeed in 

their jobs is to get everyone “on board” with the new KAM initiative. However, my 

results confirm the counter-prediction, based on the literature on intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation (Deci 1975; Deci et al. 1999), that an individual exposed to multiple sources 

of motivational influence could interpret the situation as an attempt to control rather than 
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to motivate. In other words, a target of influence is left to wonder: “if this new KAM 

strategy is such a good, exciting idea, why is everyone trying to cram it down my throat?” 

In this case the influence context surrounding the new KAM program becomes normative 

and controlling, prompting the salesperson to withhold effort. It is important to consider 

that interpersonal influence isn’t simply a one-to-one, dyadic exchange, but in fact is 

highly dependent upon context (e.g., managers, other members of one’s workgroup, 

timing, location, etc.). 

Third, and related to context, this study brings to light some theoretically 

interesting in-group—out-group effects characteristic of influence that occurs across 

organizational boundaries. This point is best demonstrated by the interaction between 

pressure influence and sales managers’ KAIC. I find that when a sales manager (i.e., in-

group member) has high KAIC, salespeople are more tolerant of a KA marketing 

manager’s (i.e., out-group member) use of pressure influence tactics. As I suggest when 

developing this hypothesis, I believe this is a result of the fact that the KA marketing 

manager’s behavior is easier to write-off or ignore because s/he is in a different 

department. This brings to mind somewhat of a “good cop, bad cop” scenario where it is 

acceptable for one source of influence to be coercive, so long as the more proximal (i.e., 

the more heavily-weighted) source of influence is perceived to be disconnected from the 

harsh behavior. I will discuss future research opportunities related to this below. 

Managerial Implications 

 How can KA marketing managers simultaneously influence sales managers and 

frontline salespeople when implementing a new KAM strategy? My interviews brought 

attention to three primary influence tactics used by KA marketing managers to implement 
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KAM strategy: inspirational influence, consultative influence, and pressure influence. 

Importantly, given that influence tactics represent categories of behaviors (as opposed to 

attitudes or perceptions), my empirical findings present very strong and actionable 

recommendations for managers involved in implementing KAM strategy. Knowing 

which influence tactics to use requires KA marketing managers to have an understanding 

of (1) the role of time in influence tactic effectiveness and (2) the moderating influence of 

sales managers’ implementation commitment when trying to influence salespeople’s KA 

performance. I discuss these two factors in further detail below. 

 How do KA marketing managers’ influence tactics play out over time when 

implementing a new KAM strategy? Time plays a critical role in the effectiveness of KA 

marketing manager influence tactics and should be deeply considered before a KA 

marketing manager starts interacting with sales managers and frontline salespeople. My 

results indicate that KA marketing managers can achieve successful influence in the long-

run by utilizing inspirational influence tactics (regardless of whether the influence target 

is a manager or a salesperson) or consultative influence tactics (only if the influence 

target is a manager). In contrast, immediate, short-term effectiveness can be achieved 

when a KA marketing manager utilizes pressure influence tactics (regardless of whether 

the influence target is a manager or a salesperson).  

Likely, given the long-term nature of KA relationships, and the ongoing 

participation that will be expected from the sales force, KA marketing managers will 

want to rely more on inspirational and consultative influence tactics which are intended 

to alter the “inherent desirability” (Frazier and Summers 1984, p. 44) of the KAM 

strategy. Of course, this assumes that the KA marketing manager has time on their side 
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and can survive the investment period required to tap into targets’ internalization and 

identification processes. In some cases, KA marketing managers may be evaluated in a 

narrow time frame that is not accommodating to this scenario (we will discuss this further 

in the next section). Furthermore, depending on the level of commitment of the sales 

manager, even inspirational influence tactics can be made less effective (also discussed 

further in the next section). 

 What interdependencies exist between sales managers and frontline salespeople 

during KAM implementation? Of course, the application of the preceding discussion to 

the influence of frontline salespeople must be interpreted in light of the moderating role 

of sales managers’ implementation commitment. For example, inspirational influence, 

which under normal conditions appears to be a strong long-term influence approach, is 

actual weakened by sales managers’ implementation commitment. An unsuspecting KA 

marketing manager (like those that participated in my initial interviews) may mistakenly 

believe that sales managers’ implementation commitment will enhance their attempts to 

persuade frontline salespeople. In such a case, KA marketing managers may be very 

disappointed with their results. 

 On the other hand, pressure influence, which ordinarily is a poor long-term 

approach to influence, can actually be made more effective by sales managers’ 

implementation commitment. Since pressure influence is the only influence tactic that I 

tested that is effective at driving short-term KA-related sales performance, the 

moderating effect of sales managers’ commitment seems to validate the practicality of its 

use in certain situations. If KA marketing managers can plan and act strategically, they 

may find that, if they know that sales managers’ implementation commitment is high, 
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pressure influence tactics are worth using initially but then moving away from later in the 

KAM implementation period. By utilizing such an approach, KA marketing managers 

may be able to achieve both short-term and long-term effectiveness by allowing sales 

managers to function as the long-term motivators of salespeople’s KA sales performance 

and absorbing all the negative kickback from salespeople in exchange for their effort and 

performance early in the implementation period. 

Limitations and Future Research 

As with all research, my study should be interpreted in light of a few limitations. 

First, my study takes a micro-perspective by digging deep into the launch of a KAM 

initiative across several business units in a single company in a single industry. While my 

interviews suggest that the context of this study is highly reflective of other KAM 

initiatives in a variety of industries, caution should be used when attempting to generalize 

my results to new contexts. Second, while I went to great lengths to collect longitudinal, 

multi-source, multi-level data, I was only able to gather objective commitment and 

performance data for 5 months following the start of the new KAM program. Therefore, 

this study’s results may not be useful in informing what happens over a longer time-

frame (6-12 months or even more). Third, and related to time, I was only able to collect 

survey data measuring KA marketing manager’s influence at one time period. I believe 

that I have captured KA marketing manager’s stable influence behaviors, but future 

research may want to capture time-varying survey data to assess their temporal stability. 

Fourth, KA marketing manager influence tactics were reported by sales managers and 

salespeople (i.e., influence targets). There has been some debate in the influence literature 

(e.g., Falbe and Yukl 1992) about whether it is best to ask influence agents (who may be 
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biased against admitting to using coercive influence behaviors) or influence targets (who 

may be unaware of the subtle differences between some influence behaviors) to report 

influence behaviors. Again, since I asked targets about KA marketing managers’ stable 

influence behaviors, I feel I have accurately captured this data. However, future research 

may want to see how these results hold up when the influence agent is used to report their 

own influence tactics. 

One of the more interesting findings of this study is that salespeople will actually 

tolerate pressure influence from a KA marketing manager (outside their department) 

when their immediate sales manager (inside their department) is committed to the KAM 

initiative. This finding also represents a fruitful and fascinating avenue for future 

marketing research on cross-functional interaction. Future research should dig deeper into 

how these types of in-group, out-group perceptions and prejudices can be used to 

motivate employee behavior. Perhaps KA marketing managers or other interdepartmental 

liaisons (see Kotler, Rackham, and Krishnaswamy 2006) could actually work with 

managers in other departments in order to “plan their roles” during strategy 

implementation. It would be useful to know whether the interdepartmental liaisons 

operating at different departmental interfaces can achieve strong short-term results by 

playing the role of the “bad guy” while the managers from within the target department 

play a supportive, motivational role and mitigate the negative long-term effects of the 

liaison’s coercive behavior. An official recommendation of this sort requires additional 

research on these types of cross-departmental effects. 
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TABLE 1 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelation Matrix  

 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Sales Managers           
1. Inspirational Tactics (.93)          
2. Consultative Tactics .28** (.98)         
3. Pressure Tactics -.18** -.18** (.94)        
4. KAIC .18** .21** .01 a       
5. Quality .03 -.02 -.19** .18** a      
6. Support .23** .23** -.19** .30** .54** (.89)     

Sales Representatives    

 

    

  

7. Inspirational Tactics .03 -.04 -.11** .01 .14** .07** (.96)    
8. Consultative Tactics .09** .01 -.14** .05* .12** .08** .66** (.98)   
9. Pressure Tactics -.01** -.03 .02 .01 -.01 .05* .01 -.05* (.95)  
10. KASP .03 .06** -.10** .01 .12** .09** .18** .15** .12** a

M 4.58 4.62       2.88     3.20    5.71    4.84    4.45 4.49 2.81 100.01 
SD 1.52 2.08 1.80 2.39 .88 1.32 1.58       1.63 1.61 13.19 
AVE .58 .84 .53 - - .69 .77 .86 .64 - 
           

*p < .05 (two-tailed). **p < .01 (two-tailed). 
aConstructs are measured by a single item. 
Notes: AVE = average variance extracted, Correlations based on scores disaggregated per employee are below the diagonal, and 
Cronbach’s (1951) internal consistency reliability coefficients appear on the diagonal.  
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TABLE 2 
Model 1 Results – Sales Managers’ KA Implementation Commitment 

 

Dep.var: SM’s KAIC 
Model 1

– No Interaction Terms -
Model 2  

– Full Model - 
 (S.E.)  (S.E.) 

Intercept -3.405*** 
(0.858) 

-2.802*** 
(0.939) 

Qual 0.449*** 
(0.098) 

0.446*** 
(0.099) 

Sup 0.194** 
(0.077) 

0.192** 
(0.077) 

Time 0.918*** 
(0.176) 

-0.447 
(0.549) 

Time2 -0.062* 
(0.035) 

0.184* 
(0.110) 

Pressure  0.231** 
(0.092) 

0.317*** 
(0.110) 

Consultative 0.088* 
(0.052) 

0.002 
(0.062) 

Inspirational 0.125** 
(0.050) 

0.030 
(0.061) 

Pressure* Time  -0.198** 
(0.085) 

Pressure* Time2  0.034** 
(0.015) 

Consultative * Time  0.195*** 
(0.070) 

Consultative * Time2  -0.032** 
(0.015) 

Inspirational * Time  0.226** 
(0.088) 

Inspirational * Time2  -0.043** 
(0.019) 

   
-LL -1,025.445 -1,015.133 

 Chi-Square (6) 20.62***

*p < .10; **p < .05;  **p < .05;  
Notes: Qual= perceived quality, Sup = perceived internal support. 
Time is centered at t =1, so that the coefficients for Pressure, Consultative and Inspirational in Model 2 
represent the effect of the tactic during the first period. 
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TABLE 3 

Model 2 Results – Sales Representatives’ KA Sales Performance 

 

Dep.var: SR’s 
KASP 

Model 1
– No Interaction 

Terms -

Model 2 
– Full Model - 

 (S.E.)  (S.E.)
Intercept 91.837*** 

(2.140) 
90.302***    
(3.145) 

SM KAIC 0.174** 
(0.087) 

-0.216    
(0.286) 

Time -2.173*** 
(0.619) 

-0.252    
(1.726) 

Time2 0.339*** 
(0.123) 

0.032    
(0.348) 

Pressure  0.638** 
(0.267) 

1.624***    
(0.609) 

Consultative 0.342 
(0.429) 

0.769    
(0.739) 

Inspirational 1.483*** 
(0.496) 

0.782    
(0.719) 

Pressure * SM 
KAIC 

 0.119**    
(0.057) 

Consultative * 
SM KAIC 

 0.149**    
(0.073) 

Inspirational * 
SM KAIC 

 -0.140**    
(0.064) 

Pressure* Time  -1.090**    
(0.431) 

Pressure* 
Time2 

 0.201**    
(0.097) 

Consultative * 
Time 

 -0.752    
(0.457) 

Consultative * 
Time2 

 0.137    
(0.088) 

Inspirational * 
Time 

 1.009**    
(0.449) 

Inspirational * 
Time2 

 -0.196**    
(0.091) 

   
-LL -8233.205 -8,226.016 

LR Chi-square (5) 14.37**

*p<0.10; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01; 
Notes: Time is centered at t =1, so that the coefficients for Pressure, Consultative and Inspirational in 
Model 2 represent the effect of the tactic during the first period. 
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TABLE 4 
Summary of Findings 

Hypotheses Findings 

H1a:  KA marketing managers using inspirational influence tactics will have (a) no initial 
impact on sales manager‘s KA implementation commitment. 

 

H1b:  KA marketing managers using inspirational influence tactics will (b) have an impact 
on sales manager‘s KA implementation commitment over time in a way that increases 
at a decreasing rate.. 

 

H2a:  KA marketing managers using inspirational influence tactics will have (a) no initial 
impact on salespeople’s KA sales performance. 

 

H2b:  KA marketing managers using inspirational influence tactics will have (b) an impact 
on salespeople’s KA performance over time in a way that increases at a decreasing 
rate. 

 

H3a:  KA marketing managers using consultative influence tactics will have (a) no initial 
impact on sales manager‘s KA implementation commitment. 

 

H3b:  KA marketing managers using consultative influence tactics will have (b) an impact 
on sales manager‘s KA implementation commitment over time in a way that increases 
at a decreasing rate.. 

 

H4a: KA marketing managers using consultative influence tactics will have (a) no initial 
impact on salespeople’s KA sales performance. 

 

H4b:  KA marketing managers using consultative influence tactics will have (b) an impact 
on salespeople’s KA performance over time in a way that increases at a decreasing 
rate. 

NS 

H5a:  KA marketing managers using pressure influence tactics will have (a) a positive 
initial impact on sales manager KA implementation commitment. 

 

H5b:  KA marketing managers using pressure influence tactics will have (b) an impact on 
sales manager‘s KA implementation commitment over time in a way that decreases at 
a decreasing rate. 

 

H6a:  KA marketing managers using pressure influence tactics will have (a) a positive 
initial impact on salespeople’s KA sales performance. 

 

H6b:  KA marketing managers using pressure influence tactics will have (b) an impact on 
salespeople’s KA performance over time in a way that decreases at a decreasing rate. 

 

H7:  Sales managers’ KA implementation commitment will have a positive impact on 
salespeople’s KA sales performance. 

 

H8:  A sales manager’s KA implementation commitment will improve the effectiveness of a 
KA marketing manager’s inspirational influence on salespeople’s KA sales 
performance. 

O 

H9:  A sales manager’s KA implementation commitment will improve the effectiveness of a 
KA marketing manager’s consultative influence on salespeople’s KA sales 
performance. 

NS 

H10:  A sales manager’s KA implementation commitment will improve the effectiveness of a 
KA marketing manager’s pressure influence on salespeople’s KA sales performance. 

 

 

Notes: Supported (), opposite (O), not significant (NS). 
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FIGURE 1 
Conceptual Model and Hypotheses 

 

KA Marketing Manager’s Influence 
toward Salespeople

KA Marketing Manager’s Influence 
toward Sales Managers

Inspirational Influence

Pressure Influence

Inspirational Influence

Pressure Influence

H1 (0,+,‐) *

H3 (0,+,‐) *

H5 (+,‐,‐) *

H2 (0,+,‐) *

H4 (0,+,‐) *

H6 (+,‐,‐) *

H7(+)
H8 (+)
H9  (+)
H10 (+)

Sales Manager’s Key Account Implementation Commitment (KAIC)

KAIC     
t = 1

KAIC 
t = 2

KAIC 
t = 3

KAIC 
t = 4

KAIC 
t = 5

…  …  …  … 

Salesperson’s Key Account Sales Performance (KASP)

KASP    
t = 1

KASP 
t = 2

KASP 
t = 3

KASP 
t = 4

KASP 
t = 5

…  …  …  … 

KA Marketing  Manager’s Influence Tactics Time‐Varying Sales Force Growth Outcomes

Sales Manager Level

Salesperson Level

Consultative  Influence

Consultative  Influence

 
*The notation following H1-H6 follows the format (a,b,c) where a=the influence tactic’s hypothesized initial impact, b=the 
hypothesized effectiveness slope, and c=the hypothesized rate of change in the effectiveness over time.
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FIGURE 2 
Effect of Inspirational Influence on the Sales Managers’ KAIC 

  

 
 

 
FIGURE 3 

Effect of Inspirational Influence on Salespeople’s KASP  
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FIGURE 4 
Effect of Consultative Influence on Sales Managers’ KAIC 

 

 
 
 
  

 
FIGURE 5 

Effect of Pressure Influence on the Sales Managers’ KAIC 
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FIGURE 6 
Effect of Pressure Influence on Salespeople’s KASP  

 

 
 
 

FIGURE 7 
Sales Managers’ KAIC x Inspirational Influence 

(Inspirational Influence set at the mean) 
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FIGURE 8 
Sales Managers’ KAIC x Pressure Influence 

(Pressure Influence set at the mean) 
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