Zachary R. Hall, Michael Ahearne, & Harish Sujan

The Importance of Starting Right:
The Influence of Accurate Intuition
on Performance in Salesperson—
Customer Interactions

Salespeople make two types of judgments about customers in face-to-face interactions: those that are more
intuitive and those that are more deliberative. The authors evaluate the influence of accurate intuitive and
deliberative judgments on the performance of salespeople. To evaluate this influence, the authors employ matched
survey, observational, and objective field data obtained before, during, and after salesperson—customer
interactions. The results reveal that accurate intuitive judgments improve selling performance by enabling more
appropriate initial sales strategies. These judgments not only help increase the effectiveness of salespeople’s
selling efforts but also reduce the amount of selling time, resulting in improved selling efficiency. However,
performance is compromised when inaccurate deliberative judgments follow accurate intuitive judgments. The
findings also identify different antecedents to judgment accuracy. Intuitive accuracy is influenced by domain-
specific experience, similarity to the customer, and empathy for the customer, whereas listening skills and customer
orientation influence deliberative accuracy.
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ersonal selling continues to be an important way for either deliberative or intuitive processing of customer infor-
Pcompanies to generate revenue (Raynor and Ahmed mation. Research has evaluated the accuracy of each type of
2013). As a result, the most recent estimates avail- judgment but not the two together. Homburg, Wieseke, and
able suggest that U.S. companies spent approximately $20 Bornemann (2009) find that accurate deliberative judg-
billion in 2013 on sales training with the hopes of improv- ments of customers’ needs improve sales outcomes. In their

ing their sales forces’ selling skills (Association for Talent
Development 2013). Nevertheless, regardless of the per-
sonal selling skills taught in training, selling effectively

research, salespeople’s judgments were made after cus-
tomer interactions and involved thoughtful, more delibera-

. : ; tive analyses of information provided by customers. Simi-
requires salespeople to make accurate judgments about their

customers (Dixon and Adamson 2011; Rackham 1988; larly, Mull}ns et 'al. @014) f.md'that the accuracy of
Weitz 1981). salespeople’s relationship quality judgments, made after

many interactions with customers, improves the profit
salespeople generate from customers. However, research
regarding judgments that involve mostly intuitive processes
indicates that salespeople’s judgment accuracy about cus-
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processing styles on salespeople’s ability to make accurate
judgments an open question for additional research.

Again, the extant literature has demonstrated that the
accuracy of both intuitive and deliberative judgments is
important; however, this literature does not explain how the
accuracy of these two judgments differs, nor does it investi-
gate the effects of being accurate in these two judgments
simultaneously. Furthermore, questions remain with respect to
the link between information processing styles and judgment
accuracy. In Table 1, we summarize the present literature on
salespeople’s perceptual accuracy of customers and infor-
mation processing styles to highlight the research gaps we
address and the way our work contributes to this literature.

With these research gaps in mind, we propose an inte-
grative framework to examine perceptual accuracy in judg-
ing customers’ needs. We chose to study needs over other
customer characteristics because the cornerstone of good
marketing is understanding customers’ needs (Kotler and
Keller 2011), and salespeople’s knowledge of customers’
needs determines the appropriateness of their sales strate-
gies (Weitz 1981). Drawing from Dane and Pratt’s (2007)
work on decision making, we define “intuition” as judg-
ments that derive from rapid, nonconscious, and holistic
associations and “deliberation” as judgments that derive
from slower, conscious, and analytical associations. Thus,
our key constructs, intuitive accuracy and deliberative accu-
racy, are the extent to which salespeople’s judgments based
largely on intuition or deliberation are accurate.

Our framework examines the consequences and
antecedents of accurate intuitive and deliberative judg-
ments. We use three central tenets of thin-slice research
(Ambady 2010) as the foundation of our consequences of
accuracy framework: intuitive judgments, even in tasks that
have previously been considered primarily analytical, such
as assessing customer needs, can be accurate (Tenet 1);
accurate intuitive judgments can provide benefits in deci-
sion making (Tenet 2); and deliberation can facilitate or
derail the benefits of accurate intuitive judgments (Tenet 3).
In evaluating antecedents, we draw on cognitive-experiential
self-theory (CEST; Epstein 2003, 2010) to understand how
salespeople process information when they use intuition and
deliberation, and from this we identify potential antecedents
of accurate intuitive and deliberative judgments.

We conduct our study with field data collected from 330
salesperson—customer dyads. We obtain responses before,
during, and after the salesperson—customer interaction. Our
research makes four contributions to the literature. First, it
shows that accurate intuitive judgments of customers’ needs
improve not only performance but also efficiency by
enabling salespeople to enact tailored sales strategies early.
Second, it enriches understanding of the salesperson’s cus-
tomer perception process by showing that both intuitive and
deliberative accuracy are necessary for positive outcomes.
We find that accurate deliberative judgments do not substi-
tute for inaccurate intuitive judgments, and the benefits of
accurate intuitive judgments are wasted if followed by inac-
curate deliberative judgments. Salespeople need to be per-
ceptually ambidextrous—that is, accurate in both their
intuitive and deliberative judgments. In the context of our
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study, we find that when salespeople are perceptually
ambidextrous, selling efficiency is improved by approxi-
mately 138%, an increase of more than $1,300 in sales per
hour. Third, this research improves understanding of what
causes ineffective sales processes by demonstrating that
when salespeople make inaccurate initial judgments, show
products outside the customer’s budget, or fail to accurately
adapt their perceptions throughout the sales process, sales
outcomes are compromised. Fourth, the antecedents of
accurate intuitive and deliberative judgments are distinct.
Intuitive accuracy is improved by experience, empathy, and
salesperson—customer similarity, whereas deliberative accu-
racy is improved by customer orientation and listening
skills.

Theoretical Foundation

Intuitive Versus Deliberative Judgments

We adopted three elements in the definition of intuitive
judgments from Dane and Pratt (2007). First, these judg-
ments are made rapidly; they are quick, snap judgments.
Second, they are made unconsciously and automatically.
Third, they involve holistic associations: observed cues are
matched to patterns available in memory. This third element
is the critical component of the intuitive judgment process
because the pattern triggers a course of action associated
with it from memory (Dane and Pratt 2007; Gore and
Sadler-Smith 2011; Klein 1997). If the judgment is accu-
rate, the course of action is more likely to be appropriate. It
is this pattern-matching element of intuitive judgments that
enables early, appropriate behavior.

We also adopted three corresponding elements in the
definition of deliberative judgments. These judgments are
made (1) more slowly, (2) more consciously, and (3)
through analytical, componential associations. Appropriate
behavioral responses require integrating across the compo-
nents observed and deliberatively constructing a course of
action.

Person Perception Process

Many models propose processes by which people make
judgments about others. One widely adopted model in
social psychology research on person perception indicates
that the process has three sequential stages: categorization,
characterization, and correction (Gilbert, Pelham, and Krull
1988; Quattrone 1982; Trope 1986). Each stage provides
input to the next stage of processing. Categorization is an
automatic process by which an observer classifies a target
on the basis of the target’s similarity to a group or schema
(Macrae and Bodenhausen 2000). The process of catego-
rization is a necessary means for people to make simple,
efficient judgments about others because humans are con-
strained by cognitive resources (Bodenhausen 1988). After
categorizing the target, the observer draws on relevant
knowledge from his or her mental categories to make a pre-
diction about that target’s future behavior (Ross and Spald-
ing 1994). This part of the process, termed characterization,
is also an automatic process based on past experiences and
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knowledge (Gilbert, Pelham, and Krull 1988). The final
stage, correction, is a controlled, effortful, and cognitive
process by which observers correct their initial categoriza-
tion and characterizations of the target if they believe they
were wrong. In summary, person perception involves a
sequential process by which intuitive judgments, made
spontaneously and quickly, provide input to subsequent,
slower deliberative judgments.

Person perception research is not new to sales research.
Prior research in this area has consistently demonstrated that
the accuracy of salespeople’s judgments of their customers
is important to performance. However, that research has
examined intuitive or deliberative judgments in isolation.
For example, research has shown that salespeople’s percep-
tual accuracy of customers’ personality traits (McFarland,
Challagalla, and Shervani 2006) and emotions (Kidwell,
McFarland, and Avila 2007), which are rooted in intuitive
processing, improves sales performance. Similarly, research
has found that salespeople’s deliberative judgments of cus-
tomers’ needs (Homburg, Wieseke, and Bornemann 2009)
and relationship quality (Mullins et al. 2014) influence per-
formance. Although the sales literature has suggested that
both judgments are important for performance, a person
perception process that includes both intuitive and delibera-
tive judgments has not been evaluated. In this research, we
evaluate the interactive effects of intuitive and deliberative
judgments on sales outcomes to gain a better understanding
of the customer perception process. To predict an interac-
tive effect of these two types of judgments, we draw from
thin-slice research, a paradigm nested in the person percep-
tion literature.

Consequences of Salesperson’s
Perceptual Accuracy

Thin-Slice Research

Thin-slice research suggests that people can use brief expo-
sures to another person’s behavior (termed “thin slice”) to
make accurate intuitive predictions about that person’s
traits, intentions, and future behaviors (for a review, see
Ambady, Bernieri, and Richeson 2000). Thin-slice judgments
involve pattern matching. People intuitively recognize and
match lower-level cues, such as facial expressions and other
nonverbal cues (e.g., hand gestures, jewelry, clothing, envi-
ronment), with higher-order knowledge (e.g., schemas,
stereotypes) to categorize and characterize others (Freeman
and Ambady 2011).

Three consistent themes or “central tenets” of thin-slice
research shed light on the interactive influence of intuitive
and deliberative accuracy on the person perception process
in personal selling. First, thin-slice research claims that
many tasks that seem best suited for analytical analysis,
such as assessing customer needs, can be solved through the
intuitive system (Ambady, Bernieri, and Richeson 2000).
Second, because people make intuitive judgments uncon-
sciously and before deliberation (Ambady 2010; Epstein
2010; Gilbert, Pelham, and Krull 1988), intuitive thinking
can improve decision-making effectiveness and speed.
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Third, deliberation can either facilitate or derail the benefits
of accurate intuitive thinking (Ambady 2010). We expand
on each of these tenets in our conceptual framework.

As Figure 1 summarizes, we develop a conceptual
framework to suggest how a salesperson’s perceptual accu-
racy (including both intuitive and deliberative accuracy) in
evaluating customer needs interactively influences the per-
formance outcomes of a sales exchange. This framework
builds on prior research on salespeople’s ability to assess
customer needs that isolates the effects of deliberative accu-
racy on customer-reported outcomes (i.e., Homburg, Wieseke,
and Bornemann 2009). In the next three subsections, we
detail specific hypotheses using the tenets of thin-slice
research as our foundation.

Tenet 1: Intuitive Judgments Can Be Accurate

People spontaneously and unconsciously evaluate others
and their environment from thin slices of information
(Ambady, Krabbenhoft, and Hogan 2006). In their study on
thin-slice research, Ambady and Rosenthal (1993) investi-
gate strangers’ ability to evaluate a teacher’s effectiveness
in the classroom, a task considered deliberative (i.e., in
need of considerable observation and thought). They find
that the strangers were able to predict end-of-the-semester
teacher effectiveness after viewing brief (less than 30 sec-
onds) silent videos of the teacher’s nonverbal behavior.
This finding, accurate perception through a brief glimpse,
has been replicated in a wide range of contexts involving
tasks that are seemingly analytical, such as job performance
evaluations (Ambady, Krabbenhoft, and Hogan 2006),
intelligence evaluations (Borkenau et al. 2004), Big Five
personality trait evaluations (Carney, Colvin, and Hall
2007), and deception detection (Albrechtsen, Meissner, and
Susa 2009). We expect that a task such as assessing cus-
tomer needs, traditionally considered a deliberative task,
can be accurately assessed intuitively. With this body of
research well established in several contexts, we focus our
hypotheses on the second and third tenets of thin-slice
reseach.

Tenet 2: Accurate Intuitions Provide Benefits in
Decision Making

Prior research has linked accurate intuitive judgments to
task performance. Accurate intuition can result in larger
salary raises (Byron, Terranova, and Nowicki 2007), higher
ranks in organizations (Hall and Halberstadt 1994), and
higher ratings from supervisors (Elfenbein and Ambady
2002). This research and related research on pattern match-
ing (Klein 1997) have concluded that intuitive thinking
improves decision-making effectiveness by allowing for
better synthesis and selection from complex information
and, as a result, enhances performance. The improved
selection and synthesis of complex information also
improves the speed of decision making, enhancing task effi-
ciency as well (Dane and Pratt 2009; Klein 1997).
Therefore, we suggest that intuitive accuracy influences
sales performance in two ways. First, intuitive accuracy
improves the selling effectiveness of the salesperson’s deci-
sion-making efforts: Does the customer purchase, and if so,



FIGURE 1
Consequences of Salesperson’s Perceptual Accuracy of Customer Needs
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how much does the customer spend? Second, intuitive
accuracy improves decision-making speed, decreasing the
selling time. Together, intuitive accuracy improves selling
efficiency by enhancing the output (i.e., effectiveness) of
the salesperson’s efforts and decreasing the inputs (i.e.,
time). Thus,

H;: A salesperson’s intuitive accuracy (a) improves selling
effectiveness and (b) reduces selling time, resulting in (c)
improved selling efficiency.

For successful sales interactions, salespeople must
decide on the appropriate sales strategy for each customer
(Weitz, Sujan, and Sujan 1986). Appropriate sales strategies
are strategies tailored to match the needs of an individual
customer and thus critically depend on accurate perception
of these needs (Weitz 1981). Intuition research has indi-
cated that intuitive judgments, when accurate, improve task
speed and effectiveness when people perform appropriate
actions at the start of the task (Johnson and Raab 2003;
Klein 1997, 2008). Through intuitive pattern recognition of
information from their environment, people are able to
identify and immediately enact an appropriate course of
action rather than having to wait to deliberate and enact an
optimal action significantly later (Klein 1997). The tailoring

of initial selling behavior to the customer’s needs represents
a good first-move advantage.

When enacted initially, an appropriate sales strategy is
likely to raise sales performance (Parasuraman, Zeithaml,
and Berry 1985; Solomon et al. 1985). Evans et al. (2000)
suggest that sales performance is enhanced by initial appro-
priate behaviors because these behaviors trigger positive
expectations. In summary, intuitive accuracy’s effect on
sales performance, selling time, and selling efficiency is
explained by an appropriate, tailored initial sales strategy.

H,: The appropriateness of the initial sales strategy mediates
the relationship between intuitive accuracy and (a) selling
effectiveness, (b) selling time, and (c) selling efficiency.

Tenet 3: Deliberative Thinking Can Facilitate or
Derail Intuitive Judgments

Facilitative effects: perceptual ambidexterity. Homburg,
Wieseke, and Bornemann (2009) investigate the role of
deliberative accuracy on customer satisfaction and percep-
tions of value. They find that more accurate judgments,
made after a verbal exchange, lead to positive outcomes.
We suggest that intuitive accuracy improves salespeople’s
decision making by helping them select a more appropriate
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initial selling strategy, which in turn triggers positive cus-
tomer expectations early in the interaction. Accurate intui-
tive judgments followed by accurate deliberative judgments
should lead to positive performance outcomes because
salespeople preserve these positive expectations. How does
high intuitive accuracy paired with high deliberative accu-
racy compare with combinations in which one or the other
judgments are inaccurate?

First, what happens when a salesperson has high intui-
tive accuracy but low deliberative accuracy? Although the
salesperson may have started the sales process right and, as
a result, created positive expectations, his or her subsequent
behaviors are no longer appropriately tailored. Because
positive impressions created by positive expectations are
less sticky than negative impressions created by negative
expectations, people are likely to revise their initial positive
impressions when they observe selling behaviors that do
not fit their needs later in the interaction (Kruglanski and
Freund 1983; Kruglanski and Webster 1996; Ybarra 2001).
This research suggests that although accurate intuitions start
the interaction with positive impressions, customers revise
these impressions downward if sales behaviors are not con-
sistent with their preferences. Therefore, high intuitive
accuracy followed by low deliberative accuracy should lead
to lower sales outcomes.

Second, what happens when a salesperson starts the
interaction with low intuitive accuracy but develops high
deliberative accuracy? In this situation, salespeople begin
with a poor understanding of the customers’ needs and are
likely to engage initially in inappropriate selling behaviors;
however, they are able to uncover the customers’ needs
after conversation and deliberative thinking. Previously, we
suggested that when intuitive inaccuracy is low, the sales-
person’s initial selling behavior is likely to create negative
impressions. Initial negative impressions are more difficult
to correct and are stickier than initial positive impressions.
Customers will hold on to or isolate this negative informa-
tion and fail to revise it regardless of subsequent positive
information (Kruglanski and Freund 1983; Kruglanski and
Webster 1996). As a result, the combination of low intuitive
accuracy and high deliberative accuracy should lead to
lower sales performance.

Third, salespeople with both low intuitive and deliberative
accuracy, simply because they never get the customers’ needs
right, are unlikely to be successful. To summarize these
arguments, we suggest that selling effectiveness is the high-
est when salespeople are perceptually ambidextrous—that
is, accurate at both intuitive and deliberative judgments.

Hs,: Selling effectiveness is greater when both a salesperson’s
intuitive accuracy and deliberative accuracy are high than
when one or both of these accuracies are low.

Significant research, including that associated with
salespeople (e.g., Sujan, Bettman, and Sujan 1986), has
shown that correcting judgments is particularly effortful.
Salespeople’s updating of their intuitive judgment should
increase the interaction duration of a sales encounter. As a
result, we expect that when salespeople’s intuitive and
deliberative accuracy are the same (i.e., both are inaccurate
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or both are accurate), the amount of time selling should be
less because effortful correction is less likely to have
occurred. Illustratively, when both judgments are inaccu-
rate, we expect the sales interaction to end quickly, as sales-
people would fail to understand the customer’s needs.
When both judgments are accurate, we expect the sales
interaction to take less time, as salespeople have to spend
less effort and time understanding the customer’s needs.

Hjy,: Selling time is shorter when both a salesperson’s intuitive
accuracy and deliberative accuracy are the same than
when one is high and the other is low.

Selling efficiency is the ratio of output to input. Com-
bining the previous two arguments, we posit that selling
efficiency should be the highest when both intuitive and
deliberative accuracy are high because this combination
results in the highest selling effectiveness and the least sell-
ing time.

Hj.: Selling efficiency is greater when both a salesperson’s
intuitive accuracy and deliberative accuracy are high than
when one or both of these accuracies are low.

Deliberative effects: wasted intuition. Intuitive evalua-
tions occur unconsciously and with little effort. The per-
ceiver cannot readily identify the basis for these evalua-
tions. Should the perceiver deliberatively reflect on what
prompted these evaluations, in all likelihood the focus
would be on a different set of cues and, consequently, dif-
ferent evaluations. Accurate intuitive judgments may, as a
result, give way to inaccurate deliberative judgments
(Ambady 2010; Dane and Pratt 2007). Research on con-
sumer decision making echoes this suggestion. Nordgren
and Dijksterhuis (2009) find that deliberation impedes cus-
tomers’ decision making by influencing how they weight
information and attributes. Wilson and Schooler (1991)
demonstrate that when consumers think too much about
their purchase decisions, the quality of their choices
decreases. In their perceptions of customers, salespeople
can make accurate intuitive judgments about their needs
but, as a result of subsequent deliberation, replace them
with inaccurate judgments. This should compromise their
performance. We term this “wasted intuition.”

The sales interaction is a dynamic process during which
not only the salesperson’s perceptions of the customer’s
needs but also the customer’s needs can change. Unambigu-
ously, intuition is wasted when the customer’s needs do not
change but the salesperson inappropriately corrects an accu-
rate intuitive judgment of these needs with an inaccurate
deliberative judgment. We delineate situations in which
customer needs do not change from those in which they do,
and we evaluate situations in which needs do not change the
effects of deliberative inaccuracy following intuitive accu-
racy. Thus,

H,: When the change in customer needs over the course of the
interaction is low and intuitive accuracy is high, high
deliberative accuracy (a) improves selling effectiveness
and (b) decreases selling time, resulting in (c) improved
selling efficiency.



Antecedents of Salesperson’s
Perceptual Accuracy

CEST

Our hypotheses thus far suggest performance benefits from
intuitive accuracy and, given intuitive accuracy, from delib-
erative accuracy. Should these hypotheses receive support,
they would raise the question of how intuitive and delibera-
tive accuracy can be enhanced. We investigate a set of
potential antecedents, presented in Figure 2, to these two
types of accuracies. We relied on CEST to propose hypothe-
ses related to these antecedents.

The origins of Dane and Pratt’s (2007, 2009) conceptu-
alization of intuition and deliberation trace back to
Epstein’s (1973) dual-system theory. Epstein suggests that
humans employ two thinking styles: one that is more intui-
tive and one that is more analytical. The intuitive style is
more emotional, unconscious, holistic, and associative;
based on “vibes” and nonverbal cues; and crudely differen-
tiated and integrated — characteristic of the thinking of non-
human animals. The analytical style is more effortful,
slower, and rational; is based on logic and evidence; and
provides justification—more in keeping with science. When

the intuitive processing mode is favored, the thinking style
should enable intuitive accuracy, and when the analytical
processing mode is favored, the thinking style should
enable deliberative accuracy. Although deliberative and
intuitive processes occasionally suffer from judgmental
biases, across time and situations, both deliberative and
intuitive accuracy are likely to be enhanced by subscribing
to the corresponding style (Pacini and Epstein 1999).

Antecedents of Deliberative Accuracy

Two highly touted characteristics of salespeople are a cus-
tomer orientation and listening skills. Both require delibera-
tive processing of information. Next, we evaluate whether
these skills improve deliberative accuracy.

Saxe and Weitz (1982, p. 343) define a customer orienta-
tion as “the practice of the marketing concept at the level of
the individual salesperson and customer.” It requires under-
standing customers’ needs by asking questions, listening to
answers, and, in a problem-solving manner, using this infor-
mation to deduce the best offerings for fulfilling those needs.
Homburg, Wieseke, and Bornemann (2009) demonstrate that
salespeople with a customer orientation make more accurate
deliberative judgments about their customers’ needs. Thus,

FIGURE 2
Antecedents of Salesperson’s Perceptual Accuracy of Customer Needs

Rooted in the Rational/Analytical System
Involves a more effortful, slower, and more analytical assessment of customer needs.
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Hjs: Salespeople’s customer orientation is positively related to
their deliberative accuracy.

Listening skills have been linked with person perception
accuracy (Garland 1981). Drollinger, Comer, and Warring-
ton (2006) describe evaluative listening as a process used to
understand, interpret, evaluate, and remember verbal infor-
mation gathered during the sales interaction. The process is
largely deliberative. Homburg, Wieseke, and Bornemann
(2009) suggest that listening skills allow for the uncovering
of customers’ needs. They highlight the importance of “con-
versational skills necessary for gathering accurate informa-
tion about customer needs” (p. 66). Because listening skills
require deliberative processing to uncover a customer’s
needs, we suggest the following:

Hg: Salespeople’s listening skills are positively related to their
deliberative accuracy.

Antecedents of Intuitive Accuracy

Several perspectives on intuition suggest that domain-specific
experience enables accurate intuitive judgments. With
experience, people recognize patterns in what they observe
and link these patterns with responses that are contextually
appropriate (Dane and Pratt 2007, 2009; Kahneman and
Klein 2009). In one of the first studies on intuitive pattern
matching, Simon (1987) shows that grandmaster chess
players can play up to 50 chess games simultaneously with-
out loss of performance because they can quickly, usually
within seconds, glance at a chess board and make a move
on the basis of their experiences with chess piece forma-
tions. Thin-slice research focuses on pattern matching,
learned through experience, not of chess piece formations
but of nonverbal cues such as hand gestures, facial expres-
sions, postures, and even appearance (Ambady 2010; Weis-
buch and Ambady 2010). Through experience, salespeople
learn to piece together patterns of customers’ cues and
quickly connect the patterns with needs.

H7: Salespeople’s domain-specific experience is positively

related to their intuitive accuracy.

People’s intuitive pattern-matching ability should
improve when they are making judgments about people
similar to themselves. Because people tend to interact more
with others who are similar to themselves (in age, gender,
and ethnicity), they learn to identify patterns of nonverbal
cues in similar others earlier (Ambady, Hallahan, and Con-
ner 1999; Fiske 1993). They may also read cues in similar
others more easily because of considerable self-knowledge,
even of nonverbal behaviors. Thus,

Hg: Salesperson—customer similarity is positively related to
intuitive accuracy.

Finally, empathy is a person’s perception of another per-
son’s internal state that automatically activates a representa-
tion of that person’s state (Preston and De Waal 2002). A
highly empathic person “is skilled at decoding cues related
to another’s feelings or behavior and therefore is accurate in
predicting another’s feelings or behavior” (Losoya and
Eisenberg 2001, p. 22). Because empathy involves intuitive
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processing and is associated with understanding of a per-
son’s internal state, such as needs, we suggest the following:

Hy: Salespeople’s empathy is positively related to their intui-
tive accuracy.

Method

Research Context

To test our hypotheses, we recruited the assistance of a mid-
size U.S.-based specialty retailer. The firm permitted us to
approach different store locations and request participation
by the salespeople at these stores. We provided the firm with
a summary of our findings and detailed recommendations
on how to improve its salespeople’s perceptual accuracy.

We recruited this retailer for our study because it pro-
vides an ideal context to investigate salespeople’s intuitive
and deliberative judgments of their customers. First, this
retailer primarily sells one product line, mattresses, carrying
six to ten brands ranging in price from $199 to $4,349. The
retailer’s product selection varied enough in brand and price
for us to assess whether intuitive and deliberative judg-
ments play key roles in the final purchase decision but was
not so complex as to hamper the measurement of these two
constructs. Second, the firm operates approximately 100
stores in the research area that spans a wide range of demo-
graphics (e.g., ethnicity, income). To make our sample as
balanced as possible and to control for external factors that
might have biased our results, we asked the firm to help us
select stores that serve diverse customer populations. Third,
the retail context involved close salesperson—customer
interactions, which were necessary for testing our hypothe-
ses. Fourth, salespeople are primarily incentivized through
commission. Thus, they are motivated to identify customer
needs efficiently to maximize their earning potential. Fifth,
each store location has a glass window exterior, so sales-
people can easily see customers as they drive up to the
store, park, and enter the store.

Data Collection

Our data collection consisted of three stages: prestudy
qualitative interviews, a field study, and a salesperson post-
study survey. Initially, we conducted a series of qualitative,
in-depth interviews. In total, we completed 45 semistruc-
tured interviews with 2 sales and marketing executives, 3
store managers, 10 sales associates, and 30 potential cus-
tomers. Each interview was approximately 30 minutes long.
The primary purpose of the qualitative interviews was to
generate a list of shopping-related needs of a typical
prospective mattress customer. From these interviews, we
created an initial list of 11 needs. To validate the list of needs,
we pretested the survey and briefly discussed the shopping
needs measures with 85 customers. During the pretest, we
further refined the list by combining needs that were essen-
tially the same (e.g., support, firmness) or deleting needs
customers consistently rated as unimportant. Through this
process, we identified six shopping-related needs when cus-
tomers buy a mattress: brand, feel, financing availability,
price, product return, and salesperson service quality.



Next, we conducted an intensive field study over four
months at 15 store locations. To evaluate salespeople’s
intuitive and deliberative accuracy, we intercepted sales-
people and customers both before and after the sales inter-
action. At different times during each week, pairs of trained
interviewers (research assistants [RAs] 1 and 2) intercepted
and observed both customers and salespeople, which
resulted in the collection of five distinct pieces of data: cus-
tomer preinteraction survey, salesperson preinteraction sur-
vey, customer postinteraction survey, salesperson postinter-
action survey, and observational data. The RAs received
approximately 40 hours of training on how to administer
the survey; however, they were blind to the research
hypotheses to reduce potential biases. The RAs informed
customers and salespeople before they completed the sur-
vey that their individual responses were confidential and
would not be shared with anyone outside the research team.
We received completed surveys from 356 of the 365 cus-
tomers, for a response rate of 97.5%. We removed 26 dyads
in which the salesperson had previously interacted with the
customer from our analysis to ensure that intuitive judg-
ments were not based on prior knowledge, which left 330
first-time-encounter salesperson—customer dyads. More
than half (51%) of the customers in our sample purchased a
mattress with an average retail price of $1,203. The sales
interaction took approximately 34 minutes on average.

Finally, on completion of the field study, we surveyed
all the salespeople who participated in the field study (48 in
total). This questionnaire asked the salespeople about their
traits, competencies, and demographic information. All 48
salespeople completed their surveys. Most of the sales-
people (60%) were men. The average age of the salespeople
was 30.8 years, with an average of 3.8 years of sales experi-
ence at the firm. We paired these 48 responses with the
responses from the 330 salesperson—customer dyads from
the field study. Details of the field study regarding proce-
dure, store layout, salesperson and customer demographics,
and descriptive statistics of shopping needs appear in the
“Field Study Details” section of the Web Appendix.

Measures

Salesperson’s intuitive and deliberative accuracy. To
measure a salesperson’s intuitive and deliberative accuracy
of customer needs, we followed the approach outlined by
Homburg, Wieseke, and Bornemann (2009). Before and
after a sales interaction, customers were asked to rank in
order of importance the six needs that emerged through our
qualitative interviews. At the same time, salespeople were
asked to rank their perceptions of the customers’ impor-
tance of the needs before and after interacting with them.!
We then calculated intuitive (deliberative) accuracy by

I'We checked the level of variation in both customer and sales-
person rankings of needs to rule out the possibility that (1) all cus-
tomers had the same set of needs and (2) salespeople had the same
beliefs about customer needs regardless of the customer. As the
“Field Study Details” section in the Web Appendix shows, cus-
tomer and salesperson rankings of needs varied significantly, thus
ruling out both these possibilities.

summing the absolute value of the difference between the
customer’s and the salesperson’s preinteraction (postinter-
action) rank for each need. This method created a discrep-
ancy index,2 which measures a salesperson’s ability to
determine the magnitude or importance of a need over a set
of alternative needs (Tiggle et al. 1982). We transformed
each discrepancy index by subtracting it from the maximum
possible discrepancy index so that higher scores represented
greater accuracy.

Because intuitive judgments can inform later delibera-
tive judgments (Epstein 2010; Gilbert, Pelham, and Krull
1988), a salesperson’s deliberative accuracy may depend on
his or her intuitive accuracy. Our data show a modest rela-
tionship between intuitive and deliberative accuracy (r =
33, p < .01). We addressed the potential dependency of
intuitive and deliberative accuracy in two ways. First, we
prewhitened our deliberative accuracy measure. Prewhiten-
ing is a method often used to remove the dependency of two
variables that might have a lagged relationship (Chatfield
2003). Second, we controlled for the potential dependency
between the linear and interactive effects, intuitive x delib-
erative accuracy, by prewhitening our interaction term (e.g.,
Hennig-Thurau, Houston, and Heitjans 2009). As a result of
prewhitening, intuitive accuracy, deliberative accuracy, and
intuitive x deliberative accuracy are no longer correlated for
our analyses.

Consequences of perceptual accuracy. For the conse-
quences of intuitive and deliberative accuracy (i.e., perfor-
mance outcomes of the salesperson—customer interaction),
we obtained data from company records and from observing
the sales interaction. We measured salesperson effective-
ness by whether the customer purchased or not (purchase)
and how much the customer spent (purchase amount). For
purchase, we coded the salesperson—customer interaction as
a purchase only if the interaction resulted in the sale of a
mattress. We measured purchase amount as the amount
spent on the mattress bought. If the customer did not buy a
mattress, we recorded “$0” for the amount spent. We mea-
sured selling time as the amount of time in minutes the
salesperson and customer interacted from the start of the
interaction to the point at which the customer decided to
buy or not to buy. The distribution of selling time displayed
right-tail skewness; thus, we used the log of selling time for
our analysis. For selling efficiency, we divided the amount
spent by selling time.

Our consequences framework includes two intuitive
processing variables: appropriateness of initial sales strat-
egy and customer needs change. We measured appropriate-
ness of initial sales strategy as the extent to which the first

2Tiggle et al. (1982) identify a “profile accuracy index” as an
alternative method to the discrepancy index for calculating accu-
racy of perceptions involving multiple attributes. This approach
involves correlating the set of responses from both the perceiver
and the target. The correlations of the discrepancy indices and pro-
file accuracy indices for intuitive and deliberative accuracy were
93 and .94, respectively. The discrepancy index is also similar to
calculating Euclidean distance. The correlations of the discrepancy
index and Euclidean distance were .94 and .95, respectively.
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product shown to the customer during the sales interaction
matched the customer’s initial product preferences, which
we obtained before the sales interaction. Although other ini-
tial sales strategies exist (e.g., questioning techniques), we
chose the initial product shown because we could measure
the appropriateness of this strategy objectively and unobtru-
sively. We quantified the appropriateness of initial sales
strategy as the sum of three matched scores based on three
product characteristics: brand, feel, and budget. Brand
match was coded as 1 if the brand of the first mattress
shown was the same as the brand the customer reported
interest in before the sales interaction. Feel match was
coded as 1 if the mattress top (i.e., pillow top, memory
foam, or firm) was the same as the top in which the cus-
tomer reported interest before the sales interaction. We cal-
culated budget match as the absolute difference between the
customer’s budget and the retail price of the first mattress.
Budget match was coded as 1 if the budget accuracy was in
the top quartile of our sample and O otherwise. We calcu-
lated appropriateness of initial sales strategy as the sum of
brand, top, and budget matches, with 3 as the maximum
match and 0 as the minimum match. We calculated cus-
tomer needs change as the sum of the change in a cus-
tomer’s rank across all six shopping needs from pre- to
postinteraction, with higher values signifying greater
change.

We included customer and salesperson priors as covari-
ates in our consequences framework. While predicting pur-
chase, we controlled for how likely the customer would be
to purchase before the sales interaction (customer’s initial
purchase likelihood) and the salesperson’s perceptions of
this likelihood (intuition of purchase likelihood). We mea-
sured this likelihood on an 11-point scale (0 = “no chance
that the customer will purchase today,” and 10 = “the cus-
tomer will definitely purchase today”). While predicting
purchase amount, we controlled for how much the customer
expected to spend before the sales interaction (customer’s
initial budget) and how much the salesperson thought the
customer would spend (intuition of budget). We measured
these variables by asking for the maximum amount that the
customer was willing to spend on a mattress. These covari-
ates enabled us to test the effects of intuitive accuracy,
deliberative accuracy, and the combination of the two on
purchase and purchase amount while controlling for the
customer’s initial shopping intentions and the salesperson’s
initial impressions of those intentions.

Antecedents of perceptual accuracy. We adapted the
measures of our three latent constructs—customer orienta-
tion (Saxe and Weitz 1982), listening skills (Drollinger,
Comer, and Warrington 2006), and empathy (Barrett-Lennard
1981)—to match our context and measured each using
seven-point Likert scales. We measured domain-specific
experience as the number of years the salesperson worked
with the firm in a sales position. We evaluated salesperson—
customer similarity with three measures: gender similarity,
ethnic similarity, and age similarity. For gender and ethnic
similarity, we coded each salesperson—customer pair as 1
for a match and O for a mismatch. For age similarity, we
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used the absolute difference between the salesperson’s and
the customer’s ages. So that higher values would represent
more similarity, we subtracted this absolute difference from
the maximum absolute difference found in our sample. We
included two covariates in our antecedents framework. We
controlled for salesperson age to tease out age from
domain-specific experience. We also controlled for sales-
person gender, which was coded as 1 for women and O for
men.

As Bagozzi and Yi (1988) recommend, all Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients and composite reliabilities were greater
than .70 for latent constructs. All latent constructs demon-
strated acceptable average variance extracted and divergent
validity according to Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) sug-
gested criteria. To account for the possibility of multi-
collinearity, we examined the variance inflation factors of
all variables. The variables in our study yielded variance
inflation factors between 1.0 and 2.4, indicating no prob-
lems with multicollinearity (Kleinbaum et al. 1998). Table
WAL in the Web Appendix presents all measures and their
sources, and Table WA?2 lists descriptive statistics.

Hypothesis Testing and Results

Consequences of Salesperson’s Perceptual
Accuracy of Customer Needs

For the consequences component, we initially tested the data
to determine whether they followed a two-level framework.
Operationally, we ran a random intercept model for each
dependent variable and nested the salesperson—customer
interactions at the salesperson level (Singer 1998). How-
ever, little variance in the dependent variables occurred at
Level 2, so a two-level framework was not warranted. As
such, we tested H;, H3, and H, by using binary logistic
regression for our purchase criterion and linear regression
for purchase amount, selling time, and selling efficiency
criteria. Following Hayes (2013), we tested whether the
appropriateness of initial sales strategy mediates the rela-
tionship between intuitive accuracy and selling perfor-
mance (H,) by using an indirect-effects model with boot-
strapping methods.

Tenet 1: intuitive judgments can be accurate. Although
we did not formally hypothesize that salespeople’s intuitive
judgments are generally accurate, our data enabled us to
evaluate this phenomenon, which prior research has exam-
ined in other contexts. To do so, we estimated whether the
accuracy of salespeople’s intuitive judgments, on average,
was better than random chance. Operationally, we com-
pared the intuitive accuracy found in our data with a ran-
domly created accuracy score. We developed this random
accuracy score by simulating each salesperson’s intuitive
judgment through a random ranking of needs and matching
this with the customer responses from our data. After 1,000
simulations of the 330 salesperson—customer dyads, ran-
dom accuracy averaged 6.34, with a standard deviation of
3.50. Replicating findings documented in prior research on
a task generally considered analytic, salesperson’s intuitive



accuracy was significantly better than the accuracy based
on random chance (mean difference = 2.76, p < .01).

Tenet 2: accurate intuitions provide benefits in decision
making. H; and H, suggest that accurate intuitive judgments
can provide benefits to the salesperson decision-making
process. As Table 2 shows, the results from the main-effects
models illustrate two potential benefits. The results reveal
that intuitive accuracy has a positive, significant effect on
selling effectiveness, purchase (Model 1: b= 231, p < .01),
and purchase amount (Model 3: b =77.75, p < .01), in sup-
port of Hy,. However, intuitive accuracy does not influence
selling time (Model 5: b = —.001, n.s.), failing to support
Hip. In support of Hy., intuitive accuracy has a positive,
significant effect on efficiency (Model 7: b =2.72, p < .01).

H, proposes that intuitive accuracy provides a good
first-move advantage by enabling the salesperson to per-
form appropriate initial selling strategies. To test whether
the appropriateness of initial sales strategy mediates the
relationship between intuitive accuracy and performance
outcomes, we estimated an indirect-effects model with
bootstrapping methods (Hayes 2013). As Preacher, Rucker,
and Hayes (2007) suggest, we focus on the indirect effects.
We found that the appropriateness of the initial sales strat-
egy mediates the relationship between intuitive accuracy
and purchase (total indirect effect = .033, 95% confidence
interval [CI] = [.0131, .0619]), purchase amount (total indi-

rect effect = 17.25; 95% CI = [8.15, 28.80]), selling time
(total indirect effect = —.007; 95% CI = [-.015, -.002]), and
selling efficiency (total indirect effect = .733; 95% CI =
[.379, 1.211]) because, in all four cases, the indirect effect
was significantly different from zero. In summary, the
results indicate that the appropriateness of initial sales strat-
egy mediates the relationship between intuitive accuracy
and selling performance, in support of H,,—H,..

Tenet 3: deliberative thinking can facilitate or derail
intuitive judgments. H; and H, address the interactive influ-
ence of intuitive accuracy and deliberative accuracy. In Hj,
we investigated whether deliberative thinking facilitates
intuitive judgments. We found that intuitive accuracy inter-
acts with deliberative accuracy while predicting purchase
(Model 2: b = .026, p < .05), purchase amount (Model 4: b =
12.53, p < .01), selling time (Model 6: b =-.008, p < .01),
and selling efficiency (Model 8: b= .52, p < .01), in support
of H;,—H;.. We predicted that the highest sales effective-
ness (purchase and purchase amount) would occur when
both intuitive and deliberative accuracy were high. Figure 3
depicts these results. We found that sales effectiveness is
the highest when intuitive and deliberative accuracy are
both high (Figure 3, Panels A and B), providing further sup-
port for H3, We also found that when intuitive and delibera-
tive accuracy are the same, selling time is shorter than when
one is high and the other is low, in support of Hsy, (Panel C).

TABLE 2
Regression Results for Consequences of Salesperson’s Perceptual Accuracy

Selling Effectiveness

Purchase

Purchase Amount

Selling Time Selling Efficiency

Model 1: Model 2: Model 3:

Model 4:
Main Effects IA x DA Main Effects IA x DA

Model 5: Model 6:
Main Effects IA x DA

Model 7: Model 8:
Main Effects IA x DA

Predictor Effects

Intercept .014 .055 631.56** 633.85** 3.390** 3.390** 17.93** 18.07**
(.129) (.132) (48.15) (48.15) (.033) (.033) (1.57) (1.53)
Intuitive accuracy 231 .240™* 77.75* 80.20** —.001 —.001 2.72* 2.78**
(1A) (.043) (.044) (14.53) (14.36) (.010) (.010) (.46) (.46)
Deliberative .136** .139* 54.07***  55.56** .026* .026* 1.60** 1.66**
accuracy (DA)a (.041) (.042) (14.92) (15.01) (.010) (.010) (.47) (.46)
Interaction Effects
IA x DAa .026* 12.53** —-.008** 52**
(.013) (4.17) (.003) (.13)
Covariates
Customer’s initial 274 274**
purchase likelihood  (.050) (.050)
Intuition of purchase .084 .087
likelihood (.058) (.059)
Customer’s initial 124 126
budget (.043) (.043)
Intuition of budget .091 107
(.066) (.065)
Cox—Snell R2 .26 27
Adjusted R2 14 A7 .02 .03 a2 .16
*p < .05.
**p<.01.

aPrewhitened terms.

Notes: Two-tailed tests of significance. Models 1, 3, 5, and 7 are main-effects models. Models 2, 4, 6, and 8 include the intuitive accuracy x

deliberative accuracy interaction.
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FIGURE 3
Effect of Intuitive and Deliberative Accuracy on Selling Performance
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Finally, we found that selling efficiency is the highest when
both intuitive and deliberative accuracy are high, in support
of Hj. (Panel D).

To test whether a salesperson’s deliberation derails the
benefits of his or her accurate intuitive judgments on selling
effectiveness (Hy,), time (Hyy), and efficiency (Hy.), we
calculated the extent to which a customer’s needs changed
over the interaction. We restricted the analysis to the condi-
tion in which customer needs changed little to test whether
wasted intuition can explain the effect of high intuitive
accuracy and low deliberative accuracy on selling perfor-
mance. Because the extent to which customer needs change
is continuous, we performed a spotlight analysis for when
customer needs changed little (1 standard deviation below
the mean) rather than dichotomizing this variable (Fitzsi-
mons 2008). The results from this analysis indicate that
when customer needs change little, the interaction between
intuitive accuracy and deliberative accuracy significantly
predicts purchase (b = .05, p < .05), purchase amount (b =
13.65, p < .05), selling time (b =-.0121, p < .01), and sell-
ing efficiency (b = .071, p < .01). When isolating situations
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when customer needs change little, we found the same pat-
terns as Hjs: selling performance is lower when high intui-
tive accuracy is followed by low deliberative accuracy than
when it is followed by high deliberative accuracy. Perfor-
mance is compromised when inaccurate deliberation fol-
lows accurate intuition by needlessly altering the earlier
judgment. These results provide support for Hy,—Hy..

Antecedents of Salesperson’s Perceptual
Accuracy of Customer Needs

For the antecedents, the data structure followed a two-level
framework, with 23% and 17% of the variation in intuitive
and deliberative accuracy, respectively, residing at Level 2,
the salesperson level (Luke 2004). Thus, following the pro-
cedures Singer (1998) outlines for testing multilevel mod-
els, we tested our antecedent hypotheses (Hs—Hg) by match-
ing the salesperson—customer interaction measures (Level
1) with salesperson characteristics (Level 2) and centering
all predictor variables on their grand mean when applicable.
Table 3 presents the results of the antecedents of delibera-
tive and intuitive accuracy for four models. For both delib-



erative and intuitive accuracy, we provide the results for a
Level 1-only model (customer-level predictors) and full
model (customer- and salesperson-level predictors).

The results for the antecedents of deliberative accuracy
appear in Model 2 in Table 3. Consistent with Hs, customer
orientation (b = .792, p < .01) has a positive effect on sales-
people’s deliberative accuracy. Salesperson listening skills
also have a positive effect on deliberative accuracy (b =
689, p < .05), in support of Hg. Model 4 displays the results
for the antecedents of intuitive accuracy. Domain-specific
experience is positively related to intuitive accuracy (b =
204, p < 01), in support of H;. We found qualified support
for Hg. Gender similarity (b = 1.277, p < .01) and ethnic
similarity (b = .958, p < .01) are positively related to intui-
tive accuracy; however, age similarity is not (b = —.003,
n.s.). Empathy is positively related to intuitive accuracy (b =
621, p < 01), in support of Hg.

The previous analysis determined whether the effects of
antecedents were significantly different from zero. We also
evaluated whether the effects of these two sets of
antecedents differed between each type of accuracy. We
performed a difference-in-coefficients test for each
antecedent, for deliberative and intuitive accuracy; the last

column of Table 3 reports the results of this analysis. For
deliberative accuracy, the effects of a customer orientation
(z =-1.74, p < .05) and listening skills (z = -2.64, p < .01)
had a greater impact on deliberative accuracy than on intui-
tive accuracy. Domain-specific experience (z = 291, p <
01) had a greater impact on intuitive accuracy. Salesperson—
customer similarity had a greater impact on intuitive accu-
racy for gender (z =3.45, p < .01) and ethnic (z=1.95,p <
05) similarity but not on that for age similarity (z = 41,n.s.).
Finally, empathy (z = 1.54, p < .10) had a marginally greater
impact on intuitive accuracy. When we evaluated the effects
of the antecedents on intuitive and deliberative accuracy
while allowing the two to correlate, we found that empathy
now predicted deliberative accuracy as well (b = 426, p <
05) and had an equal impact on both accuracies (z = .76,
n.s.).

General Discussion

Theory Development

Prior research has shown that both the deliberative and
intuitive accuracy with which salespeople perceive their

TABLE 3
Multilevel Results for Antecedents of Salesperson’s Perceptual Accuracy

Deliberative Accuracy2

Intuitive Accuracy Coefficient

Difference Test

Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4:
Level 1 Only Full Model Level 1 Only Full Model z-Statistic
Intercept 10.006*** 11.490*** 7.297*** 8.689***
(.945) (1.26) (.907) (1.222)
Customer-Level Predictors (Level 1)
Gender similarity —-.099 -.387 1.630*** 1.277*** 3.45**
(.349) (.340) (.347) (.343)
Ethnic similarity .080 .006 1.298*** .958*** 1.95**
(.366) (.344) (.357) (.345)
Age similarity .003 -.012 .006 —-.003 A1
(.016) (.015) (.016) (.016)
Salesperson-Level Predictors (Level 2)
Customer orientation 792 .071 —1.74*
(.301) (.286)
Listening skills .689** —.254 —2.64**
(.264) (.241)
Domain-specific experience .002 .204 2,91
(.051) (.047)
Empathy .210 .621*** 1.54*
(.194) (.184)
Covariates
Age —-.009 -.022 -.32
(.029) (.028)
Gender -117 317 .75
(.421) (.393)
Increase in model fit Ay2 = 27.98, d.f. = 6*** Ax2 =15.03, d.f. = 6**
Pseudo-R2
Kreft and De Leeuw (1998) .000 .229 142 .247
*p<.10.
**p < .05.
***p < .01.

aPrewhitened deliberative accuracy.
Notes: One-tailed tests of significance.
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customers influences their selling effectiveness. For exam-
ple, an accurate, deliberative assessment of customers’
shopping-related needs has been shown to improve customer-
reported satisfaction and willingness to pay (Homburg,
Wieseke, and Bornemann 2009). Other research has shown
that an accurate, intuitive assessment of a customer’s traits
and emotions improves selling effectiveness when accom-
panied by appropriate influence tactics (McFarland, Challa-
galla, and Shervani 2006) and by enhancing the effects of
adaptive and customer-oriented selling (Kidwell, McFar-
land, and Avila 2007). Our study takes this research a step
further by simultaneously evaluating intuitive and delibera-
tive accuracies, suggesting that both accuracies are neces-
sary to achieve selling effectiveness. In addition, we exam-
ine the effect of both accuracies on selling time and
efficiency. Our study also investigates antecedents of intui-
tive and deliberative accuracy to determine whether they
emanate from different strengths. We use information pro-
cessing styles to identify antecedents of intuitive and delib-
erative accuracy. As a result, we integrate the perceptual
accuracy and information processing style literatures into
one framework.

Consequences of perceptual accuracy. Traditional mod-
els of person perception suggest a sequential process. First,
a salesperson categorizes and characterizes a customer by
recognizing surface-level cues and by drawing on schemas
and stereotypes. This process is automatic and intuitive.
Second, the salesperson evaluates his or her intuitive judg-
ments to determine whether they need correction. This
process is controlled and deliberative. With this framework,
we apply three central tenets of thin-slice research to inves-
tigate the influence of accurate intuitive and deliberative
judgments and suggest the process by which these effects
occur.

Consistent with demonstrations in domains other than
sales, we observe that salespeople can make accurate intui-
tive judgments of their customers’ needs. Prior research has
suggested that accuracy is better achieved through delibera-
tive thinking. The surprising accuracy of intuitive judg-
ments is the foundation of thin-slice research (Tenet 1). Our
findings show that accurate intuitive judgments improve
salespeople’s decision making during sales interactions
(this follows from Tenet 2 of thin-slice research). Accurate
intuitive judgments, when evaluated independent of delib-
erative judgments, positively affect salesperson effective-
ness by increasing the customer’s purchase likelihood and
amount spent. Evaluating a mechanism that explains the
intuitive accuracy—performance relationship, we find medi-
ation by the appropriateness of the first product shown: a
manifestation of the salesperson’s ability to start the inter-
action with appropriate selling strategies.

We also find that subsequent deliberation can facilitate
or derail intuitive accuracy (Tenet 3). We observe that accu-
rate deliberative accuracy facilitates the effect of intuitive
accuracy on performance outcomes. Figure 3 illustrates that
selling efficiency is highest when both accuracies are high.
We term high intuitive followed by high deliberative accu-
racy as “perceptual ambidexterity” to highlight our finding
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that salespeople need to be accurate in both judgments for
optimal performance benefits. We find that deliberative
inaccuracy derails the benefits of accurate intuitive judg-
ments. Focusing our evaluation on customers whose needs
stay the same over the interaction, we find that salespeople
who start with a high intuitive accuracy but, after delibera-
tion, “correct” their earlier judgments have lower selling
effectiveness, longer selling times, and, as a result, lower
selling efficiency. That is, deliberation can waste intuition.

The idea that intuitive judgments are formed uncon-
sciously, as hunches, and that introspection can cause
people to question and fallaciously “correct” our hunches is
one of the more profound ideas underlying thin-slice theory.
Demonstrating this, Wilson and Schooler (1991) asked stu-
dents to rank jams on the basis of texture and taste under
two conditions: either with or without providing justifica-
tion for the ranking. Under the first condition, students’
rankings correlated at .55 with experts’ rankings, while
under the second condition the correlation was only .11.
Providing reasons and deliberating on why they were rank-
ing the jam at a certain level was enough to replace accurate
intuitive judgments with inaccurate deliberative judgments.
Consistently, we found that salespeople who did not delib-
erate over their intuitive judgments of customer needs per-
formed better than those who did, incorrectly revising their
earlier judgments.

Antecedents of perceptual accuracy. Prior research has
not evaluated whether the same or different antecedents
drive deliberative and intuitive accuracy. Filling this gap,
we use principles from CEST (Epstein 2010) as the basis
for proposing antecedents. We suggest that when an intui-
tive processing mode is favored, this thinking style enables
intuitive accuracy. In contrast, when an analytical process-
ing mode is favored, deliberative accuracy is enabled. From
this, we identify domain-specific experience, similarity
with the customer, and empathy as antecedents that improve
intuitive accuracy. We identify a customer orientation and
listening skills as antecedents that improve deliberative
accuracy. We show that empathy does not have an effect on
deliberative accuracy when intuitive accuracy is controlled
for.

Processing style and performance: mediating role of
judgment accuracy. Research has investigated salespeople’s
preferred information processing styles and self-reported
sales performance with mixed findings. Preliminary work
in this area has found that both deliberative and intuitive
processing styles improve sales performance (Deeter-
Schmelz and Sojka 2007; Sojka and Deeter-Schmelz 2008).
In contrast, Locander, Mulki, and Weinberg (2014) find that
deliberative processing style does and intuitive processing
style does not directly affect performance. In other
domains, the effects of these processing styles on task per-
formance have been inconsistent as well (see, e.g., Arm-
strong, Cools, and Sadler-Smith 2012).

Zaki and Ochsner (2011) suggest that the accuracy of
judgments mediates the effect of processing style and per-
formance. By incorporating antecedents rooted in intuitive
and deliberative processing preferences, intuitive and delib-



erative accuracy, and performance in one conceptual frame-
work, our research provides support for Zaki and Ochsner’s
perspective by demonstrating that perceptual accuracy
serves as the bridge between processing style and perfor-
mance. Processing style enhances performance only when it
provides for accurate judgments.

Perceptual ambidexterity. Our findings indicate that for
a successful salesperson—customer interaction, salespeople
need perceptual ambidexterity (i.e., being skillful at both
intuitive and deliberative accuracy). This finding is consis-
tent with recent work in marketing on other ambidextrous
behaviors. Jasmand, Blazevic, and De Ruyter (2012) find
that service representatives’ ability to perform unrelated
and, at times, conflicting behaviors, such as service provi-
sions and cross-/up-selling activities, leads to improved
sales performance and efficiency. Rapp et al. (2013) find
that customer-facing firms must possess service ambidex-
terity to maximize the returns of both exploration and
exploitation through social media. This research suggests
that salespeople must be adept at distinct, even contradic-
tory, skills.

Managerial Implications

We began this article by stressing that personal selling per-
formance is critical to firms’ financial performance.
Although personal selling is heavily dependent on sales-
people’s judgments of their customers, important questions
remain about what makes salespeople accurate in their
judgments and about the impact of these judgments on the
outcomes of sales interactions.

Our findings inform managers that salespeople make
two types of judgments about their customers during face-
to-face encounters —intuitive and deliberative judgments—
and that these judgments affect selling performance. Impor-
tantly, we advocate that salespeople need to be able to make
both these judgments accurately, for each customer, to
ensure optimal performance. We find that when salespeople
make accurate intuitive and deliberative judgments, their
performance, judged by the amount sold per hour, improves
by more than 130%. We show that overthinking, which
leads to deliberative inaccuracy, reduces performance. Our
research provides managers with guidance on ways to
improve the performance of their sales force by identifying
factors that enhance the accuracy of intuitive and delibera-
tive salesperson judgments. Our findings also suggest that
the appropriateness of initial selling strategies is critical for
personal selling success.

Prioritizing assessment of salesperson perceptual accu-
racy. Our research highlights the importance of assessing
salespeople’s ability to make accurate judgments about their
customers during face-to-face interactions. Many sales
organizations employ sales processes predicated on sales-
people’s ability to accurately judge the characteristics of
their customers and to perform appropriate actions on the
basis of these judgments. For example, the widely adopted
SPIN sales model involves perceiving customers’ problems
and value drivers to tailor sales strategies to these percep-
tions (Rackham 1988). The Challenger sales model also

involves judging when and how to engender and maintain a
creative tension during a sales call (Dixon and Adamson
2011). Managers’ awareness of their salespeople’s ability to
make accurate perceptual judgments should improve the
successful implementation of these and other sales models.

Managers also need to be aware of their salespeople’s
ability to accurately judge their customers’ emotions and
goals, as they may be important drivers of salesperson per-
formance as well. Managers need to evaluate both the intui-
tive and deliberative accuracy of these judgments because
both are required for decision-making effectiveness, speed,
and efficiency. Because the drivers of intuitive and delib-
erative accuracy differ, pinpointing salespeople’s deficien-
cies would enable managers to tailor interventions that
improve the performance of their sales force.

Training intuitive ability. Firms in the United States
spent approximately $20 billion in 2013 on training (Asso-
ciation for Talent Development 2013). Increasingly, more
firms are using customer-oriented sales approaches, and as
a result, their sales training has evolved to a focus on diag-
nosing and uncovering customer needs (Lassk et al. 2012).
However, current approaches to training provide little guid-
ance on how managers can improve their salespeople’s abil-
ity to perceive customer needs intuitively.

Our research identifies a skill, empathy, that managers
can teach their salespeople to improve their intuitive per-
ceptual accuracy. Recent work in personal selling has sug-
gested that empathy can be trained and that this training
enhances performance (Homburg, Wieseke, and Borne-
mann 2009; Peterson and Limbu 2009). Because empathy
involves understanding customers’ perspectives, we recom-
mend that training of this type occur in the field.

Drawing from thin slices, we suggest that intuitive
accuracy requires the ability to process information from
the selling environment, particularly information about
prospective customers. Research in marketing (e.g., MacIn-
nis, Moorman, and Jaworski 1991; Sabnis et al. 2013) iden-
tifies salespeople’s motivation, opportunity, and ability as a
means for managers to improve salespeople’s ability to
process information and, as a result, improve their ability to
make accurate intuitive judgments. Managers can influence
salespeople’s motivation to process customer information
by drawing their attention to the importance of processing
customer cues (Maclnnis, Moorman, and Jaworski 1991),
coaching salespeople to actively track and learn whether
their first impressions were accurate, and creating a culture
that values the importance of first impressions. Managers
can influence salespeople’s opportunity to process customer
cues by designing storefronts that enable salespeople to
clearly view customers before the sales interaction. When
making judgments, salespeople should be coached to
process customer information quickly so that they can
process the information holistically (Maclnnis, Moorman,
and Jaworski 1991) and avoid the perils of overthinking.
Finally, managers can screen and train salespeople for their
ability to read and understand nonverbal cues using stan-
dardized tests (e.g., Profile of Nonverbal Sensitivity;
Bénziger et al. 2011; Rosenthal et al. 1979). In addition to
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training empathy, managers can improve salespeople’s abil-
ity to read and understand nonverbal cues by identifying
easily observable customer cues related to customer prefer-
ences and behaviors. For example, in our qualitative inter-
views, some salespeople indicated that they had learned that
customer posture and physique determined the customer’s
needs and budget.

There are some examples in existing research that sug-
gest that training salespeople’s intuitive accuracy may be
surprisingly simple. In a study aimed at determining which
surgeons are more likely to be sued, Ambady et al. (2002)
discovered that a concerned tone of voice, in contrast to a
dominant tone of voice, while speaking with her or his
patients significantly reduced the likelihood that a surgeon
would be sued. Ebling and Levenson (2003) examined
whether people who had little expertise in marital counsel-
ing could identify who would stay married and who would
not from a 30-second video of couples interacting. When
told what emotions to look for, nonexperts were accurate in
their predictions of marital success 80% of the time. By
encouraging salespeople to focus on specific cues, such as
tone of voice and concrete emotions, training has the
promise of improving intuitive accuracy.

Improving the sales process through appropriate initial
selling strategies. A common selling strategy involves
showing the customer the most expensive product at the
start of the sales interaction. In doing so, salespeople can
create a higher-priced anchor in customers’ minds. Accord-
ing to research in behavioral economics, sales processes
focused on anchoring and adjustment can increase how
much the customer spends. Our research suggests other-
wise. We find that inappropriate selling behaviors, such as
showing the customer a product outside his or her budget,
decrease the customer’s likelihood to purchase, lower the
amount the customer spends, and increase the amount of
time taken to sell to the customer. Managers can improve
sales performance by encouraging their salespeople to tailor
selling strategies, including the product shown first, from
the very start of the sales process.

Limitations and Further Research

Research design. We needed to evaluate both intuitive
and deliberative accuracy with practicing salespeople in a
natural environment and obtained the cooperation of one
company. This company permitted us to interview cus-
tomers and salespeople before and after the interaction and
to observe them during the interaction. Had we worked with
a different company, the nature of the product and the pur-
chase process could conceivably have led to different
effects. Although the generalizability of our findings should
be established, research that examines accuracy by collect-
ing data from both salespeople and their customers is scarce.
Obtaining a company’s cooperation is a daunting task even
when assessing only one of the two types of accuracies.

With an alternative product type, the typical customer
may enter the store not only with his or her needs already
formulated but also with a specific choice identified. In such
stores, salespeople’s ability to advocate a product that matches
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their customers’ needs early in the interaction, on the basis
of intuitive knowledge, is less likely to provide an advantage
and, as a result, may be less important for performance.
Another situation is when customers know their needs but
hold them with less certainty. This low certainty implies that
during the interaction, it is highly likely that their needs will
change. In this situation as well, intuitive accuracy of cus-
tomer needs and the consequent early advocacy of a match-
ing product would provide less of an advantage. Because in
both situations, customers and salespeople still hope to
engage in a mutually beneficial relationship, the sales-
person’s intuitive accuracy of other customer characteristics
could be important in the early stages of the relationship-
building process. Research that tests our findings with alter-
native products, sales environments, and judgments is nec-
essary to identify generalizability.

We measured accuracy using a discrepancy score.
Although discrepancy scores have been used in previous
person perception research and are considered appropriate
when used during a single encounter (West and Kenny
2010), such as a sales interaction, it is still necessary for
future researchers to evaluate them against alternative
methods of assessing accuracy to identify weaknesses. As
an alternative, we evaluated our discrepancy scores against
correlation-based scores and found validation. Furthermore,
we did not evaluate whether or the extent to which delibera-
tive accuracy was indeed a result of effortful deliberation;
rather, we used timing in the sequence to evaluate this mea-
sure, and further research that includes this evaluation
would be valuable. Finally, we measured deliberative accu-
racy after the outcome of the interaction; however, this
accuracy type would have been better measured after the
salesperson had had the opportunity to verbally interact
with the customer but before the customer made the deci-
sion to buy or not buy. Because firms would be very
unlikely to permit researchers to interrupt a salesperson—
customer exchange in the field, such research would need to
be done in a laboratory setting with students role-playing
salespeople and customers.

Trusting intuitive judgments. We demonstrated that
overthinking through deliberation can cause salespeople to
inappropriately “correct” their intuitive judgments. Research
provides insight into how managers can heighten their
salespeople’s trust in their intuition. Ames et al. (2010) find
that people trust their intuition more when they possess high
self-efficacy, prefer intuitive to deliberative processing, and
are instructed in the powers of intuition. Research has
begun to examine the question of when salespeople should
and should not trust their intuition. For example, Ames et
al. show that when people have low levels of confidence in
their intuitive judgment, they correctly abandon this judg-
ment; people have a good idea of when they are simply
guessing. In contrast, higher levels of confidence in intu-
ition do not necessarily lead to more accurate judgments.

Heightening intuition for inexperienced salespeople. As
Klein (2003, p. 36) states, “The key to using intuition effec-
tively is experience.” Our research finds that domain-specific
experience is a prerequisite for intuitive accuracy. Because



intuition is automatic and involuntary, even inexperienced
salespeople apply their intuition, only to discover that they
are wrong. This may cause them to become hyperdelibera-
tive and waste their intuition when they are right (Wilson
2009), painting a bleak picture for rookie salespeople’s abil-
ity to achieve and take advantage of intuitive accuracy.
However, research on learning goals (incremental implicit

theories) has suggested that salespeople with this orienta-
tion may be less concerned by the intuitive misjudgments
they make and consider them a part of the development
process (Plaks et al 2001). A worthy avenue for further
research would be to identify how intuitive accuracy can be
enhanced among inexperienced salespeople through learn-
ing goals or other orientations and abilities.
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