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Building a winning team is an integral part of being a successful sales manager in any sales 
environment. In a competitive marketplace, it seems clear that salesperson performance can be 
influenced by those around them, but more often overlooked are the sources and specific 

manifestations of those influences. Our 
research aimed to address one factor of 
this phenomenon, namely personal 
identification with supervisors.  

Based on prior research, we define 
personal identification as “an 
individual’s intrapersonal perception of 
oneness with another individual.”1 What 
makes this definition of personal 
identification different from other forms 

of social identification is that it does not necessarily have to reflect reciprocity. Salespeople 
could identify strongly with their supervisors based on personal characteristics, motivations, 
work ethic, or any of several other factors, but their supervisors need not feel the same way about 
them. Of course, as with most things, this type of identification may also be reciprocal. Our 
research focuses on how personal identification with supervisors affects individuals’ motivation-
performance relationship as well as the outcome-performance relationship and turnover 
intentions among salespeople. 

Intrinsic motivation centers on salespeople’s need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, so 
that motivation is not induced by external factors but by the person’s own internal drives to 
demonstrate expertise and success. Extrinsic motivation focuses on compliance with various 
factors in the environment, which would include supervisors as a factor in supporting various 
salesperson motivations for performance and achievement. 

The Study 

To address the aforementioned issues, we measure how salespeople’s identification with their 
supervisors (or managers) influence salespeople’s intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation, 
which in turn influence three key outcomes. These outcomes include salespeople’s turnover 
intentions, outcome performance, and behavior performance. Outcome performance refers to 
such performance goals as hitting sales targets and profit margins. Behavior performance refers 
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to such accomplishments such as providing excellent customer service or writing high-quality 
sales proposals. 

What we expected to find from the study was that salespeople’s perceived personal identification 
with their supervisor would be positively related to intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. 
We also hypothesized that intrinsic motivation would lead to greater outcome performance and 
behavior performance, while being negatively related to turnover intentions. But while we 
expected similar results from extrinsic motivation for outcome performance and behavior 
performance, we expected high-performing salespeople to seek better compensation/incentive 
plans, thus predicting higher likelihood of turnover intentions. 

The Results 

The results from our survey largely indicated that our hypotheses were correct. We found that 
higher levels of salesperson identification with their supervisor do in fact lead to higher levels of 
both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. In addition, we found that all our assumptions about the 
effects of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation on results variables (performance and turnover 
intention) held to be true, as well. Among the mediated effects that we tested for, the only one 
that lacked sufficient evidence was the mediating effect of extrinsic motivation on the 
relationship between identification with supervisor and turnover intention. This confirms that 
regardless of a salesperson’s level of extrinsic motivation, their identification with their 
supervisor will not directly influence their turnover intentions. Our findings add important 
contributions to understanding how identification with supervisors can influence motivation 
levels, but also how this identification affects sales results directly.  

Real Estate Implications 

Especially within larger real estate organizations, it’s important to take note of how well 
salespeople identify with their supervisors, as that relationship will necessarily impact their 

levels of motivation and performance. 
Therefore, it could be helpful to staff 
salespeople under supervisors who share 
similar goals, worldviews, and 
motivations as themselves. Within 
independent real estate or smaller 
organizations, this impact can still be 
important to understand. For a smaller 
real estate firm, understanding personal 
identification may facilitate more 
informed hiring decisions that will result 
in better long-term success. Independent 
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real estate agents may think of themselves as their own boss but may also identify others to 
admire and learn from to help harness their own motivation. 
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