An Investigation of the Comparative Moderating Effects . ... Strain and Taylor

AN INVESTIGATION OF THE COMPARATIVE
MODERATING EFFECTS OF NEED FOR AUTONOMY
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN INSURANCE AGENTS
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Comparative data from two diverse types of salespersons, insurance agents and retail salespersons, were
investigated to determine the similarities and differences among salespeople in terms of their need for
autonomy, perceived job autonomy, the relationship between autonomy and salesperson performance and
the comparative moderating effects of need for autonomy on this relationship. Although insurance agents
perceive their job environment to have more organizationally mediated autonomy than that of retail
salespersons, both retail and insurance salespersons were found to have a low (and not significantly
different) need for autonomy. The strength of the relationship between perceived autonomy and performance
also proved to be relatively low and not significantly different. The lack of support for concluding that the
moderating effects of need for autonomy on the autonomy-performance relationship is pervasive across
diverse types of selling may be due to the inability of the scales to measure these perceptions for job specific
situations. Additional research is needed to determine if more situationally job specific measures of need
for autonomy, perceived autonomy, and salesperson/agent performance will more clearly define the
relationship among these variables. This would result in the availability of better tools for sales managers
to use in managing salesperson autonomy.

and Dubinsky, 1990; Dubinsky and Yammarino,
1985; Tyagi, 1985; Dubinsky and Skinner, 1984).

OVERVIEW

Autonomy has been identified as an inherent part of a
salesperson’s job due to his/her occupying a "multi-
faceted" boundary spanning position (Yammarino and

Management of autonomy has been identified as a
critical skill in managing professionals in that

Dubinsky, 1990; Churchill, Ford, and Walker, 1994).
Salespeople often equate autonomy with selling, as a
functional part of the job (Rich, 1990; Becherer,
1982). That salesperson autonomy is important to
sales managers is evidenced by studies which have
found a positive relationship between salesperson
autonomy and salesperson performance (Yammarino
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autonomy, due to its importance to both managers
and professionals, causes disagreements between the
two in determining the extent to which management
exercises its own autonomy without excessive
incursion into the professional’s autonomy and vice
versa (Raelin, 1989). However, although autonomy
is expected as part of a salesperson's job, all
expectations are not the same. Salespeople differ in
their need for autonomy. Studies have found that
need for autonomy differs by type of sales job
(Comer and Dubinsky, 1985; Hall, 1985; Mahajan,
Churchill, and Ford, and Walker, 1984), career
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stage/job longevity (Dalrymple and Cron, 1992; Rich,
1990; Spindle, 1990), and gender (Steel, Cheladurai,
and Brown, 1987; McHenry, 1985; Parasuraman,
1984). Therefore, although it is accepted a priori that
increased autonomy leads to increased salesperson
performance, the focus of this research is to examine
the similarities and differences diverse types of sales
people have in their perceived autonomy, need for
autonomy and their relationships between perceived
job autonomy and salesperson performance.

Importance

Demonstrating that diverse types of salespeople differ
in their perceptions of job autonomy, need for
autonomy, and their effect on performance is
important so that sales managers may more effectively
manage their salespeople. Sales managers need to
realize that perceived autonomy in the job may differ
among diverse types of salespeople as may their need
for autonomy. More importantly, both types of sales
managers need to be aware that these differences may
change the relationship between perceived autonomy
and performance. That is, the positive relationship
found between perceived autonomy and performance
for both retail salespersons and insurance agents
(Strain, 1994) may be weaker for retail salespersons
than that of insurance agents. Additionally, since jobs
vary in the amount of autonomy permitted (Boughn,
1988; Comer and Dubinsky, 1985; Hall, 1985; Pinch,
1985), it is likely that salespeople in these jobs will
differ in their perception of the amount of autonomy
they have on the job.

However, despite differences in the diverging
perceptions of the amount of autonomy the job permits
as well as those associated with differences in
salesperson need for autonomy, there should be no
difference in the moderating effect of need for
autonomy on the relationship between perceived job
autonomy and salesperson performance between the
two types of salespersons.

Need for Autonomy as a Moderating Variable
It is important to consider the differences in the

moderating effects of need for autonomy on the
autonomy-performance relationship because this may
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moderate the sales manager’s ability to determine
how to more effectively manage organizationally
mediated autonomy for their salespeople. The
moderating effect of need for autonomy on this
relationship derives from differences between
salesperson perceived autonomy and the need for
autonomy. That is, it appears that while salespeople
consider autonomy to be inherent in sales positions,
the differences in need for autonomy among
salespersons may cause some of them to believe that
the level of perceived autonomy in the job is
incongruent with the salesperson's need for
autonomy. If so, then the traditional view that
increased salesperson autonomy leads to increased
salesperson performance may not persist when
salespeople perceive their job to have either too much
or too little autonomy.

Understanding the moderating effect of need for
autonomy on the relationship between job autonomy
and performance will allow sales managers a better
understanding of why it is important for sales
managers to match the level of need for autonomy
within their salespeople to that situation that can best
address that need. That is, increased congruency
between an individual's perceived autonomy and
his/her perceptions of the autonomy in that job may
result in increased performance while a lack of
congruency may result in decreased performance
(George, 1992). More specifically, it is suggested
that arbitrarily increasing an individual's perceived
job autonomy, without considering his/her need for
autonomy, as is being advocated with regard to the
employment of empowerment (James, 1992), can
result in organizational disappointment if the
employee's performance does not increase as well.

The finding of a moderating effect on the autonomy-
performance relationship (Strain, 1994) indicates that
organizations that find little or no relationship
between perceived job autonomy and performance
may have employees high in need for autonomy who
perceive the job to be low in autonomy (or at least
lower than they want) or they have employees low in
need for autonomy who are finding increased levels
of autonomy to be too much for them. In this case,
increasing the autonomy of those with high needs for
autonomy while reducing the level of autonomy for
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those low in need for autonomy may result in
increased organizational productivity. Secondly, the
comparative aspects of need for autonomy among
diverse types of salespersons should be considered.

The types of people who are attracted to the very
different operating environments involved in selling
provide a clear dichotomy in terms of need for
autonomy and perceived autonomy. For example,
insurance agents operate in an autonomously complex
external sales environment separated from immediate
supervisory control where their supervisor is likely to
be less knowledgeable of the agents’ performance
activities. Retail sales managers, on the other hand,
have close supervision over a much less complex and
more routine position that requires significantly less
product knowledge and subsequently a much lower
order of selling skills than do insurance agents
(Yammarino and Dubinsky, 1990). However, despite
these extreme differences, it is hypothesized that the
congruency effects will be the same. That is, whether
managing insurance agents or retail salespersons,
those whose need for autonomy matches their
perceived autonomy will perform better than those
whose need for autonomy is nor being satisfied. That
is, both insurance agents and retail salespersons
should manifest the same level of moderating effect in
finding need for autonomy to be a moderating variable
in the autonomy-performance relationship.

Samples

Two diverse types of salespersons were chosen to test
these hypotheses: retail salespersons and insurance
agents. Insurance agents comprised the external sales
force hypothesized to be high in both need for
autonomy and perceived job autonomy (Barker, 1991;
Rich, 1990). Retail salespersons comprised the
internal sales force and were hypothesized to be both
lower in need for autonomy and perceived job
autonomy than are insurance agents (Dubinsky and
Skinner, 1984).

Scales
A nine-item perceived autonomy scale, collapsed to
form one measure (Breaugh, 1989), was used to

measure job autonomy. The scale comprises three
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items each of measures of work method autonomy,
scheduling autonomy, and criterion autonomy on a
seven point Likert scale.

The sixteen item Personality Research Form
(Jackson, 1987) measured need for autonomy. This
scale uses sixteen true/false statements, half of which
are reverse scored to reduce left/right hand bias. The
statements were coded as 1 for low autonomy and 2
for high autonomy.

Two scales measured performance for each sample:
a supervisory rating scale and an objective measure
of performance. Linear regression, canonical
regression, and correlation analysis tested the
strength of the autonomy-performance relationships.
Moderated regression analysis determined the
moderating effect of need for autonomy on the
autonomy-performance relationship. A test for
significant difference of means tested the
hypothesized significant difference in the need for
autonomy of insurance versus retail salespersons.

HYPOTHESES

Four primary hypotheses were tested in comparing
the two diverse types of salespeople:

H,: Insurance agent perceived job autonomy is
greater than retail salesperson perceived job
autonomy.

H,: Insurance agent need for autonomy is greater
than retail salesperson need for autonomy

H,: There is a stronger association between
perceived  autonomy and  salesperson
performance for insurance agents than for retail
salespeople.

H,: The moderating effect of need for autonomy on
the autonomy-performance relationship should
be demonstrated for both retail salespersons and
insurance agents.

The comparative aspects of these hypotheses are
considered in that both insurance agents and retail
salespersons are expected to demonstrate a positive
relationship between perceived autonomy and
performance. However, due to the relatively lower
amount of supervision inherent in their job, insurance
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agents should perceive their job to be higher in
autonomy than do retail salespersons. Additionally, it
is hypothesized that insurance agents have a higher
need for autonomy than do retail salespersons.
Finally, the moderating effect of need for autonomy on
the autonomy-performance relationship is expected for
both insurance agents and retail salespersons. That is,
despite the hypothesized differences in their need for
autonomy and perceived autonomy, both insurance
agents and retail salespersons should perform more
effectively when their need for autonomy is being met
than do their counterparts with unsatisfied needs.

DATA COLLECTION

One-hundred fifty-two agents from a regional
insurance organization and 468 retail salespersons
from a large regional department store chain
participated in completing the two page survey
instrument. The insurance agency provided two
measures of sales performance data: supervisor
evaluations and the agent's production report for new
business across seven lines of insurance over a one
year period. The retail department store chain
provided supervisor evaluations and the percentage of
goal achieved for each salesperson.  Surveys
containing missing data in the form of items left
unanswered on either of the respondent perception
scales (need for autonomy or perceived autonomy) or
the supervisor evaluation scale were included in the
usable data set after substituting the mean value of all
other respondents on that item (Nie, et al., 1975).
Response rates for the insurance and retail samples
were 91.44% and 77.45%, respectively. Tests for
non-response bias support the lack of problematical
non-response bias effects on the data.

Retail Data Collection

Eleven stores, employing 1015 retail salespersons
from a large regional department store chain,
participated in completing the hand delivered survey
instrument. Of the 736 potential respondents working
the day the survey was distributed, 570 returned it
(77.45%). Of these, 102 were unusable due to
missing data in the form of non-evaluation by his/her
supervisor as well as those who had not been
employed long enough to have established a

The Journal of Marketing Management, Spring/Summer 1997

Strain and Taylor

performance goal. Surveys containing missing data
in the form of items left unanswered on either of the
respondent perception scales (need for autonomy or
perceived autonomy) or the supervisor evaluation
scale were included in the usable data sct after
substituting the mean value of all other respondents
on that item (Nie, et al., 1975). There were 468
usable responses.

Non-Response Bias Testing

A significant difference of means test determined that
the usable response mean supervisor evaluation
performance value of 3.58 (n = 468; ) did not differ
significantly from the population supervisor
evaluation mean performance value of 3.52 (N =
1015; p = .142). This analysis supports the lack of
problematical non-response bias effects on the data.

Measures of Scale Internal Consistencies
(Cronbach’s o)

Each scale was tested for internal consistency using
Cronbach's a. The results are presented in Table 1.
It is clear from these values that all scales
demonstrate sufficient internal consistency measures,
although the need for autonomy scale is barely within
tolerance (Nunnally, 1967).

TABLE 1
Retail Data Measures of Scale Internal
Consistency Using Cronbach’s o

Cronbach’s &
Supervisor’s
Evaluation 97
Perceived Autonomy .84
Need For Autonomy 71

Insurance Data Collection

Data was collected from a regional mid-western
insurance organization. One-hundred eighty-seven
agents participated in a mail survey of their need for
autonomy and perceived job autonomy. The
organization provided two measures of sales
performance data: supervisor evaluations and the
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agent's production report for new business across
seven lines of insurance over a one year period. Each
agent was mailed a one-page, two-sided survey with
an attached cover letter requesting his/her voluntary
participation. A memo from their agency senior-vice
president was included along with a business reply
mail envelope.

One-hundred fifty-eight agents (84.49%) responded to
the first wave mailing. A second cover letter
reminding the agents of the first attempt and
requesting their assistance (along with another copy of
their senior vice president's memo) was mailed to the
29 non-respondents.  Thirteen agents (77.82%)
responded to the second wave mailing. The total of
171 responses (first plus second wave) results in an
overall response rate of 91.44%. Of these, nineteen
were not employed for the entire year resulting in 152
usable responses for an effective response rate of
81.28%. Of the 152 usable responses, some had
missing values in one of the perception scales
(evaluations, perceived autonomy, need for
autonomy). In these cases, the mean response for all
respondents on this item was substituted for these
missing values (Nie, et al., 1975). This procedure was
not used for any other variable. Missing data in
objective performance data caused that case to be
deleted.

Non-response Bias Testing

To determine potential non-response bias, the mean
supervisor evaluations for the first wave (3.15; n =
158) were compared to the second wave (2.79, n =
13). No significant difference was found (t = 1.483;
p = .139). The mean response evaluation for all
responses collected (3.12; n = 171) was compared to
the population evaluation mean (3.06, n = 187). No
significant difference was found (t = 0.663; p = .491).
Finally, the mean supervisor evaluations of those
usable responses (3.122, n = 152) were compared to
the evaluation mean of the population (3.06, n = 187).
No significant difference was found (t = 0.611; p =
.541).  This analysis supports the lack of
problematical non-response bias effects on the data.
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TABLE 2
Insurance Data Measures of Scale Internal
Consistency using Cronbach's «
P man 1 o

Supervisor Evaluation .95
(13 Item Scale)

Perceived Autonomy .85
(9 Item Scale )
Need for Autonomy .70
(16 Item Scale)
Hypothesis Testing

H,: Insurance agent perceived job autonomy is
greater than retail salesperson perceived job

autonomy.

The data support the hypothesis that insurance agents
perceive themselves to have more autonomy in their
job than do retail salespersons. Insurance agents’
perception of a moderately high level of autonomy
(5.549) is significantly higher than retail salespersons
moderately low perceived autonomy (4.613; p <.01).
Table 3 summarizes these findings.

TABLE 3
Perceived Autonomy: Insurance vs
Retail Salespersons

MEAN n P t
Insurance: 5.549 152
p<.01 9.790
Retail: 4,613 468

scale is 7 - 1 (High to Low)

H,: Insurance agent need for autonomy is greater
than retail salesperson need for autonomy

The hypothesis that insurance agents have a higher
need for autonomy than do retail salespersons was
not supported. Surprisingly, outside sales insurance
agents’ low need for autonomy (1.324) is not
significantly different from the low need for
autonomy found for retail salespersons (1.310; p =
.490). Table 4 summarizes the findings.
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TABLE 4
Tests for Differences in Need for Autonomy
Mean n p t
Insurance  1.324 152
p=.49  0.787
Retail 1.310 468

Note: Need for Autonomy scale is:
1.000 - 2.000 (LOW to HIGH)

H,: There is a stronger association between
perceived job autonomy and salesperson
performance for insurance agents than for
retail salespeople.

This hypothesis is tested by determining the
correlation between perceived autonomy and
performance, measured on a common ten-item
supervisor evaluation scale, for each data set. The
two correlation’s are then tested for significant
difference using Fisher's Z-transformation (Cohen and
Cohen, 1975). The insurance agent perceived
autonomy-performance correlation of r =.232 is not
significantly different from the correlation between
perceived autonomy and supervisor evaluations of
performance for retail salespersons r = .146. The
Fisher's Z' transformation of these correlations as: Z'
=236 and Z' = .146 are not significantly different at
p =.342.

H,: The moderating effect of need for autonomy
on the autonomy-performance relationship
should be demonstrated for both retail
salespersons and insurance agents,

This hypothesis was tested using both moderated
regression analysis and moderated canonical
regression analysis. The test for the moderating effect
of need for autonomy (NFA) on the autonomy-
performance relationship is to calculate an F-statistic
comparing the coefficient of determination of the
multiple regression (equation 2) to that of the
moderated multiple regression (equation 3) as follows
(Evans, 1985): RI-R:?

1-R%
K

B

n-X -K -1

=
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Such that: R, is the coefficient of determination for
equation 3. R%is the coefficient of determination for
equation 2. The sample size is n. K, is the
number of independent variables in equation 2.
Kp is the number of variables added going from
equation 2 to equation 3.

The retail salesperson data failed to demonstrate the
moderating effect. Since the calculated F-statistic for
each measure of performance [F = 0.4740; d.f. =1,
464 (Supervisor Evaluations); 0.0000 d.f. ; 1, 464
(Percentage of Goal Achieved)] as well as for both
performance measures simultaneously [ 0.2350; d.f=
1,464 (Canonical)] are significantly less than F =
3.84,— o5 (L,~) , fail to reject the null hypothesis
and conclude that their is no support for need for
autonomy moderating the relationship between
perceived autonomy and retail salesperson
performance.

The insurance agent data found need for autonomy
moderates the relationship between perceived
autonomy and an objective measure of insurance
performance (other lines of insurance). The
calculated F-statistic is: F = 5.263; d.f. = 1,148.
Since F = 5.263 (1,148) > F = 5.02 (1,), reject the
null hypothesis and conclude that perceived
autonomy moderates the relationship between
perceived autonomy and this measure of insurance
agent performance (p < .01). Thus, the data indicate
that the moderating effects of need for autonomy on
the autonomy performance relationship exist for
insurance agents (p < .01) but not for retail
salespeople. Therefore, the fourth hypothesis is not
supported.

This procedure tests the canonical moderated
regression using the redundancy index in place of the
canonical R, The redundancy index is used in lieu
of the canonical R? to reduce the possibility of
misinterpretation due to the potential for the
canonical R? associated with the first canonical
variate to overstate the explanatory power the set of
independent variables has for the dependent variable
set (Hair, Anderson, and Tatham, 1987). The
redundancy index is determined by averaging the
squared multiple correlations between the predictor
variables (as a set) and each individual dependent

120



An Investigation of the Comparative Moderating Effects . . . .

variable . The average R? is then used to calculate the
F-statistic used for the moderated multiple regression.

CONCLUSIONS

Clearly, the lack of support for three of the four
hypotheses creates confusion on the applicability of
sales managers developing methods of managing
salesperson autonomy. Although autonomy has been
noted to be a key aspect in managing professionals
(Raelin, 1989), the results of this research generates as
many questions as answers.

Even though different salespersons do appear to
perceive differing amounts of autonomy in their job,
no difference was found in the need for autonomy
between two very diverse types of salespeople. The
indication that retail salespeople perceive their job to
be low in autonomy, and have a low need for
autonomy, is consistent with the finding that people
tend to gravitate toward jobs that fit their personal
needs (Snyder, 1983; Motowidlo, 1982; Weitz, 1981).
However, the insurance data fails to conform to this
conclusion. Insurance agents, found to have as low a
need for autonomy as retail salespeople, were working
in a job environment they perceived to be high in
organizationally mediated autonomy (significantly
higher than that perceived by the sample retail
salespersons).

These findings allow some insight into the failure to
support the third hypothesis. Since insurance agents’
need for autonomy is both low and not significantly
different form their retail salesperson counterparts,
and is inconsistent with their perceived autonomy, it is
not surprising that the relationship between perceived
job autonomy and salesperson performance is no
stronger for insurance agents than for retail
salespersons.  That is, since insurance agents’
moderately high perceived autonomy is inconsistent
with their moderately low need for autonomy (i.c.,
they already have more autonomy then they need), it
is not surprising that the correlation between perceived
job autonomy and performance, though still positive,
is relatively weak and not significantly different from
the low need for autonomy retail salespersons who
perceive they are receiving the low autonomy they
need. Indeed, it is surprising that the correlation
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between autonomy and performance for retail
salespersons is not stronger than that of insurance
agents due to the relatively higher congruence
between need for autonomy and perceived autonomy
exhibited by the retail salespeople versus that of the
insurance agents.

Most puzzling is the inability of the retail data to
demonstrate the moderating effect of need for
autonomy on the autonomy-performance relationship,
especially in light of finding them to be congruent
between their needs and their perceptions, when the
insurance agent sample did support this and their
perceptions needs were incongruent! One
explanation for these apparent inconsistencies lies in
the inability of the measurement instruments to
capture the situational effects inherent in both
salesperson need for autonomy and perceived
autonomy. Neither scale measures the salespersons’
need for autonomy/perceived autonomy on specific
aspects of the job. This could be critical to our
understanding of the effects of need for autonomy on
the relationship between perceived job autonomy and
performance.

It has been generally accepted that employee
performance is influenced by both personal and
situational variables (Pervin, 1985) in an interactive
mode (Carson, 1989). Since both situational (Davis-
Blake and Pfeffer, 1989) and personality variables
(Kendrick and Funder, 1988; Rowe, 1987) as well as
the work situation itself (Schneider, 1987) may
influence employee behaviors, it is necessary to
develop more situation-specific measures of both
need for autonomy and perceived job autonomy.

Since it has been noted that the better the fit that
exists between employee personality and his/her
workplace  environment the better  his/her
performance (Rounds, Dawis, and Lofquist, 1987),
more situationally-specific measures of perceived
autonomy, and of need for autonomy and
performance may help to eliminate error associated
with trying to assess the relationships among these
variables at the macro level and provide more robust
predictors of salesperson performance (Hough et. al,
1990;; Baehr and Orban, 1989; Day and Silverman,
1989; McHenry et al, 1985).
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Applications for Management

Sales managers should be aware that stereotyping
salespeople as to their probable perceived/need for
autonomy based on selling task may be a mistake.
Salespeople in diverse types of selling seem to be more
similar in their need for autonomy than was previously
thought. Additionally, situation-specific aspects of the
job should cause salespeople to vary in their need for
autonomy from one part of their work to the next.

If so, then the complexity of managing their
professionals’ autonomy has greatly increased for
sales managers. Instead of determining the optimum
level of congruency between each salesperson’s
overall need for autonomy and the amount of
autonomy needed on the job as a whole, the sales
manager is faced with the prospect of varying the
amount of autonomy each salesperson has on different
aspects of the job based on his/her need for autonomy
in that specific situation.

To facilitate this, better tools are needed. Specifically,
more situation-specific measures of need for autonomy
must be developed. Scales based on the three aspects
of job-related autonomy developed by Breaugh (1989)
would provide a more focused measure of job-related
need for autonomy. That is, need for autonomy based
on work method autonomy, scheduling autonomy, and
criteria autonomy may provide a better insight into the
situation-specific aspects of job-related need for
autonomy than can be derived from the more general
need for autonomy scale from the Personality
Research Form (Jackson, 1987). Sales managers
would then be better able to manage the autonomy of
their salespersons.

Limitations

Obvious limitations of this research exist.
Comparisons were made between two of the many
different types of selling jobs. Thus, the results of this
study cannot be generalized to the general salesperson
population. In not specifically measuring need for
autonomy or perceived autonomy with respect to
specific areas of the job, the analysis was unable to
determine the effects of implied relationships among
the variables. However, the results of this study are
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encouraging and provide guidance for further
research.

Recommendations

Although this research failed to find support for need
for autonomy to modify the autonomy-performance
relationship in differing types of sales jobs, the
conclusion that the problem may lie in the inability of
the measures to provide situation-specific measures
of need for autonomy, perceived job autonomy and
salesperson performance calls for future research to
correct these errors. Since it is recognized that
employee behaviors are influenced by both personal
and situational variables (Pervin, 1985), the
hypothesized moderating effect of need for autonomy
may manifest itself only under specific situational
conditions. Salespersons may have a higher need for
autonomy in the conduct of certain parts of the job
than in others. The amount of perceived job
autonomy the salesperson feels he/she has may vary
from one part of the job to another.

Thus, it may be necessary to measure salesperson
need for autonomy within the various contexts of the
job rather than on the job as a whole. This is
indicated by the observation that employees maintain
the type of work environment most congruent with
their personalities (Schneider, 1987). Additionally,
measuring perceived autonomy for that part of the
job for which there is a specific measure of
performance and comparing it to the person's need
for autonomy in that particular part of the job may
yield more conclusive indications of the specified
moderating relationship and allow more comparisons
indicative of a generalized norm of the moderating
effect of need for autonomy on the autonomy-
performance relationship across diverse types of
selling.

To provide support for generalizable comparative
study, future research must overcome these
limitations. Specifically, data should be collected
from a random sample of a wider variety of sales
organizations. This would allow for a more complete
assessment of both the differences in perceived
autonomy and need for autonomy among sales types
as well as a comparison of the strengths of the
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perceived  autonomy-performance  relationship.
Testing for the moderating effect of need for autonomy
on the relationship between autonomy and perform-
ance among many different types of sales organiza-
tions would allow for a more complete understanding
of the conditions under which this relationship exists.
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