AN INVESTIGATION OF THE THEORY PRACTICE GAP IN PROFESSIONAL
SALES
Ellen Bolman Pullins, Hanna Timonen, Timo Kaski, and Mari Holopainen
This article considers the theory-practice gap in professional sales. Scholars note a discrepancy
between scholarly knowledge and the practice of selling. We study three exemplar gaps using an
extensive qualitative dataset, mainly in-depth interviews, in order to better understand why these
gaps exist. Theory-practice gaps in listening, follow-up, and adaptability have not been empirically
conﬁrmed in light of rapid change in the sales ﬁeld. After conﬁrming these gaps, we explore
antecedents, uncovering several underlying reasons for gap formation. We consider theoretical
and managerial implications. In particular, we elaborate on the need for theory to be more relevant
and contextualized.

Throughout the history of sales research, scholars have
identiﬁed a gap between theory and practice: the discrepancy that exists between what is being taught in classrooms and sales training, and the actual everyday practice
of selling. This gap has been prevalent since the earliest
work in selling and sales management. The extant sales
literature provides organizations a number of theoretical
approaches, frameworks, and practices that claim to
improve sales performance, in this changing sales landscape. However, while opinions abound, little scientiﬁc
investigation has considered why the gaps persist.
Given this gap between scholarly sales theory and sales
practice, this article contributes by: 1) conﬁrming these
gaps in several exemplar constructs, 2) investigating
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potential antecedents for the gaps, and 3) exploring
ideas for making theory and research more relevant and
contextualized to help address these gaps. Our primary
contribution comes from our qualitative investigation of
what salespeople know theoretically, versus what they do
practically, and what antecedents seem to underlie this
gap. We believe this will shed light on how these gaps
might be better addressed in the sales academy.
It is commonly considered that the main mission of
scholarly research is to develop knowledge which translates into skills to advance the practice of that profession. As Herbert Simon wrote in the 1960s,
management programs should “develop new knowledge that may be relevant to improving the operation
of business” (1967, p. 5). However, several scholars
have voiced concerns that the gap between theory
and practice in various professional domains is widening (e.g., Anderson, Herriot and Hodgkinson 2001;
Baldwinsdottir, Mitchell and Norreklit 2010; Rynes
2007). This theory-practice gap between formal knowledge produced by scholars and the applied knowledge
practitioners need has actually been a persistent concern in the applied social sciences in general (Argyris
and Schön 1974; Lupton 1983; Starbuck 2006), and in
the business domain in particular (e.g., Shapiro,
Kirkman and Courtney 2007).
So, the question of research impact on practice is
central to all business research. Discussions about the
lack of relevance to managerial practice are abundant
in management research (e.g., Starkey and Madan
2001), and similar concerns have also been raised and
addressed in several specialty ﬁelds, including marketing (e.g., Ankers and Brennan 2002).
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Certainly, examples of tension in the business
domain are substantial, and it is not our intent to
review them all here, but as an illustration, we mention
examples from the marketing capabilities and marketing strategy literatures. Kwaku (2005) and Vorhies, Orr
and Bush (2011) note the challenges in rigidity versus
dynamic capabilities in other domains. Kwaku (2005)
explores these issues in the new product innovation
space, while Vorhies and colleagues (2011) explore
them as they relate to customer-focused marketing
activities. Both works point to the need for continuous
adaptability of ﬁrm capabilities to address the changing
marketplace. Today’s rapid change points to both a
challenge for ﬁrms in adapting capabilities fast enough
to keep up with their customer needs, as well as a need
for academics to offer guidance on how to adapt, rather
than give static solutions. Day elaborates on the reason
for this gap as the inability to keep up with rapid
change in the marketplace (e.g., Day 2011).
The marketing strategy literature also has concerns
here (e.g., Day and Moorman 2013; Reibstein, Day and
Wind 2009). Reibstein and colleagues (2009) note that
the ﬁeld has long been characterized by marketing
research versus relevance issues, but that the divergence between academic research and practical concerns is increasing with the rapidly changing
environment. They see that relevance is especially lacking in more strategic aspects, and that scholarly
researchers increasingly start with their own interests,
and not speciﬁc applications or practical problems.
Reibstein and colleagues (2009) propose that academic
researchers need to focus their orientation on practice
and increase the relevance of their work. They note
that academic institutions may need to change to support this orientation. This stream of work does identify
the difﬁculties for practice itself in keeping up with the
ever-changing environment.
In the ﬁeld of sales, given these gaps also exist, it is
important to explore research impact, relevance and
implementation of scholarly sales research. Some concerns have been presented in the sales literature. For
example, Töytäri and colleagues (2011) identiﬁed a gap
between theory and application in value-based selling,
showing that practical activities related to value-based
selling remain sparse. In addition, the theory-practice
gap in sales may be exacerbated by the continuously
changing approach to sales, from early transactional to
simple need satisfaction and relationship selling models,
to a more complex collaborative and value co-creating

model. There has been ongoing development of new
theories, frameworks, strategies, and processes for selling
in recent years (e.g., Borg and Young 2014; Töytäri and
Rajala 2015; Töytäri et al. 2011; Weitz 1981). Most
recent approaches suggest that sales happen through
exploring customer needs and ﬁnding suitable solutions
together. Interaction becomes a core unit of analysis as
value is created with customers in a dialogue. Several
author teams call for rethinking the sales process (e.g.,
Barber and Tietje 2008; Dixon and Tanner 2012; Sheth
and Sharma 2007), and we do not yet have evidence on
how new value co-creating collaborative processes are
received or implemented, or even if revision to the selling process is the appropriate approach.
So, there is clearly acceptance of the gap between
theory and practice in sales. Should we as sales scholars
be more concerned about how our research is impacting actual sales practice? If theory is the basis for understanding the reality of sales, it would seem reasonable
to assume that what we tell managers and salespeople
relates with what they experience in the ﬁeld. It should
also follow that if a gap is indeed identiﬁed between
sales theory and sales practice, we need to reduce it.
Otherwise, how can we determine what kind of knowledge and what kind of changes are actually going to
help practitioners to improve selling results?
Given the ongoing acknowledgment of this gap, our
purpose is to conﬁrm the existence of the gap today,
and to uncover antecedent reasons for the gap. We seek
perspective from marketing and management literatures on how sales scholars can work to close this gap
to further the understanding of professional sales and
better align with practicing managers. We do this by
selecting certain constructs where gaps are prevalent in
our dataset and use them as exemplars of gaps in sales
practice in order to explore antecedents.
Following a brief introduction of three well-accepted
gaps (listening, follow-up, and adaptability), we introduce our method and ﬁndings. We base our study on
an extensive qualitative research project on sales interaction conducted in Finland, with salespeople from six
sales organizations, along with their customers. The
dataset used for this study includes 39 in-depth interviews, with additional data from video-recorded sales
meetings and other interviews. We ﬁrst establish that
these three gaps are in fact still problematic in this
context, and we explore the potential antecedents
behind these gaps. Next, based on our ﬁndings, we
look to other literatures, especially management and
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marketing, to propose speciﬁc strategies to aid in closing the gap between scholars and practitioners, as they
stem from our ﬁndings.

COMMONLY IDENTIFIED GAPS IN PRACTICE
As discussed above, the gap between scholarly sales
research ﬁndings and the practice of selling are prevalent and important. While the gap areas are numerous,
we select only three of these gap areas to explore
further. We chose these particular gaps because they
emerged prominently in our study, identiﬁed both
salespeople and customers, and because they are also
all longstanding and well recognized in the literature.
By choosing these prevalent gap areas to explore we
have sufﬁcient data and believe it increases the likelihood that we can identify antecedents that might
shed light on other gaps, as they are theoretically representative. Therefore, we speciﬁcally undertook consideration of theory-practice gaps in listening, follow-up,
and adapting by salespeople. Since each topic has been
widely researched, both alone and as part of the sales
process, we do not attempt a full literature review, but
just a brief introduction of each.
Listening in sales is deﬁned as “the cognitive process
of actively sensing, interpreting, evaluating and
responding to the verbal and non-verbal messages of
present or potential customers” (Castleberry and
Shepherd 1999, p. 36). Researchers ﬁnd listening is
important to develop buyer-seller relationships (Pryor
et al. 2013), buyer trust and satisfaction (Aggarwal et al.
2005), retain customers (Román 2014), and to performance (Drollinger and Comer 2013).
Follow-up has been a part of the sales process from
the earliest work in the area, and is important to complex selling and value co-creation. Ahearne, Jelinek and
Jones (2007), developed a series of “salesperson service
behaviors,” similar to follow-up showing that these
behaviors impacted customer satisfaction, trust, and
customer share of the market.
For decades, the need for follow-up has been addressed
as an area for improvement. For example, Maken (1990)
suggested that better follow-through would lead to
improved sales performance. Later, Williams, Everett
and Rogul (2009) indicated that effective follow-up was
more important than ever, given the changing selling
environment. Most recently, we’ve seen evidence that
follow-up in value-based selling is lacking. Töytäri and
Rajala (2015) noted value assessment and monitoring
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were important parts of ongoing value-based selling relationships, and that in some cases, ﬁrms had good capability, but that it was clearly lacking in other cases. With
the important role that follow-up can play, and evidence
that it is often weak or lacking, this represents an important accepted gap for consideration.
Ever since Weitz (1981) ﬁrst introduced a contingency framework in personal selling, along with the
idea that adaptability is a key construct in sales effectiveness (and perhaps even before), the ﬁeld has recognized the importance of adaptive selling. Adaptive
selling is “the degree to which they alter their sales
presentation across and during customer interactions
in response to the perceived nature of the sales situation” (Spiro and Weitz 1990, p. 61). This construct has
been extensively researched for a number of years
(Goad and Jaramillo 2014), as adaptability seems to
have high variability in actual execution. From its
early roots, researchers knew that salespeople adapting
was both important and not done well (e.g., Spiro and
Weitz 1990). Despite this abundance of research and
heavy emphasis on its importance, managers still
bemoan the salespeople’s ability to execute (Del Santo
and Wollan 2013; Delvecchio et al. 2004). With the
importance and the variability in the sales force to
adapt to customer needs, this appears to be another
gap relevant to examine.
Additional extant literature on each area is identiﬁed
in Table 1. We believe these exemplars will provide
evidence of the theory-practice gap, and allow us to
further explore antecedents to better understand ways
to advance research and address gaps in the future.

METHODOLOGY
In order to explore what kind of potential antecedent
reasons can explain theory-practice gaps in sales, we
used grounded theory. Grounded theory is a qualitative
research method that aims at the development of theory
of a phenomenon grounded in data from participants
who have experienced that particular phenomenon
(Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1998).
Grounded theory consists of systematic, yet ﬂexible
guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative data
(Charmaz 2006) in order to obtain a deeper understanding of the studied phenomenon, and develop explanations and theory, rather than provide empirical
generalizations. Grounded theory is one of the most
widely used qualitative research methods across a wide

Source

Perspective

Gap 1: Listening
Roman (2014)
Control systems impact salesperson listening and influence of listening on customer retention.
Roman, Ruiz, and Munuera (2005) Salesperson listening effectiveness is affected by several variables including method of compensation, ability to use customer knowledge,
intrinsic motivation, gender, education and experience.
Pryor, Malshe, and Paradise (2013) Listening has both cognitive and affective characteristics. There is a link between the salesperson’s listening and the impressions of affective
and cognitive empathy created and maintained over the course of sales interactions, which may impact relationship development.
Comer and Drollinger (1999)
The most effective level of listening combines empathy with the techniques of active listening. Active, empathetic listening can facilitate
personal selling.
Ramsey and Sohi (1997)
Listening is a higher-order construct composed of three dimensions: (a) sensing, (b) evaluating, and (c) responding.
Sabnis, Chatterjee, Grewal, and
Lilien (2013)
Moore, Raymond, and Hopkins
(2011)
Smith, Gopalakrishna, and
Chatterjee (2006)
Dubinsky (1981)
Locander, Mulki, and Weinberg
(2014)
Friend, Curasi, Boles, and Bellenger
(2014)
Verbeke, Dietz, and Verwaal (2011)
Ahearne, Jones, Rapp, and Mathieu
(2008)
Keillor, Parker, and Pettijohn (1999)
Porter and Inks (2000)

Gap 2: Follow-Up
With experience, lead follow-up volume decreases but quality increases.
Results show that social media tools are used most often during prospecting and follow-up after a sale.
Lead volume could hurt downstream sales because of delays in sales follow-up when sales force time is redirected here.
Follow-up identified as an essential stage in the process.
Gap 3: Adaptability
Intuition moderates the significant role that regulation of emotions and deliberation play in encouraging adaptive selling behavior.
Adaptability has multiple drivers and is often a common cause of failure for key account managers.
Adaptability is one of the five most critical components of salesperson performance.
IT Use can improve salesperson’s adaptability.
Adaptability was not significantly related to the salesperson’s satisfaction with their performance.
Suggests an elaborate knowledge structure will influence salesperson’s tendency to practice adaptive selling.
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Table 1
Findings from Extant Literature
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range of disciplines and subjects (Bryant and Charmaz
2007; Locke and Velamuri 2009), and also becoming
more prevalent in sales research (Geiger and Turley
2003; Johnson 2015).
Grounded theory is especially salient for examining
potential antecedent reasons for theory-practice gaps
for two reasons. First, the ﬁeld of sales is currently
evolving at an increasing rate, with the nature of customer sales interactions rapidly changing (Jones et al.
2005). So, although theory-practice gaps have been
recognized in previous research, these developments
might substantially inﬂuence how sales are conducted
in practice, thus requiring us to reconsider our current
understanding of them. Second, as we have demonstrated in our literature review, previous research has
yet to investigate the main research question addressed
in our study, namely the potential antecedent reasons
behind these theory-practice gaps. Grounded theory is
well suited for inductive theory development in these
kinds of areas where theory is either still evolving or in
need of updating (Locke 2001). In addition, grounded
theory is also especially appropriate in providing deeper insights into the social dynamics of complex phenomena. Through a special focus and inclusion of
different participant perspectives (Glaser and Strauss
1967), grounded theory is able to create a deeper picture of an emergent theory on social phenomena, such
as why salespeople are not applying their theoretical
knowledge in their everyday sales work.
The study reported in this article draws its data from
a larger research project on B-to-B sales in six companies in various ﬁelds of business services and business
solutions in Finland. In this larger research project,
multiple types of data were collected in both these
sales organizations and in their customer organizations: in-depth interviews with both salespeople and
customers, ﬁeld observations in internal meetings and
events, ﬁeld observations in customer events, videorecordings of sales meetings between salespeople and
customers, and various types of shorter interviews (e.g.,
interviews during ﬁeldwork, interviews debrieﬁng the
video-recorded sales meetings, interviews following up
on sales cases).
Following the grounded theory sampling recommendations from Glaser and Strauss (1967), the study
moved from a broad initial sample to a more focused
one in the later research stages. During the ﬁeld stages
of the research project, initial analysis was conducted
upon a broad initial sample of 63 in-depth interviews
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with salespeople and 25 in-depth interviews with their
customers.1 This initial analysis revealed various issues
related to problems in sales process and sales interaction, some of which related to how salespeople understood certain theoretical concepts, and how they were
implementing other theoretical concepts, even when
understood. As a result, in the initial analysis we identiﬁed several sales-related theory-practice gaps, including listening, follow-up, and adaptability. Following
these initial insights, this study concentrates on a
more focused data sample in order to analyze potential
antecedents for these three theory-practice gaps.

Sampling
Compared to the ﬁeld stages of the research project
where a wide range of incidents were covered, for the
data analysis for this study we followed the nonrandom
sampling scheme of theoretical sampling (Strauss and
Corbin 1998) focused on the theoretical relevance of
the characteristics of the sample units in order to
improve the completeness of the theoretical framework
(Glaser 1998). Our sampling focused on speciﬁc sellerbuyer dyads from our research project, where we had or
could still collect sufﬁcient empirical data to analyze
the observed theory-practice gaps in more detail. In
this, we considered that in order to gain sufﬁciently
rich data to explore the reasons behind these gaps in
detail, the seller-buyer dyads needed to have 1) indepth interviews with salespeople, 2) in-depth interviews with customers who had done business with
these speciﬁc salespeople, and 3) access to additional
data demonstrating a speciﬁc theory-practice gap in
sales interaction. As a result, four seller-buyer dyads
were chosen from three different sales organizations.
These dyads provided empirical data to analyze three
theory-practice gaps in more detail: listening, followup, and adaptability.
The dataset sampled for the analysis consists of 24
in-depth interviews from 16 employees of three sales
organizations, and 15 in-depth interviews from nine
employees of four of their customer organizations.
The dataset is described in more detail in Table 2.
Although the in-depth interviews form the main data
used in the analysis, the inductions that were made in
the analysis process are also based on understanding
gained through other data sources; for example, understanding of sales calls was also based on video-recordings of sales meetings, interviews debrieﬁng these sales
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meetings, or interviews following-up on the future
developments of the sales cases. This additional data
is also noted in Table 2.
The contact to the sales companies was made
through senior management, who encouraged people
from selected business lines to participate. Interviews
were held with business managers, sales managers, and
sales representatives. These people worked under various job titles, but all had sales and/or sales management responsibilities within their organization. The
variation in roles of the interviewees also provided a
broad perspective on different levels of the sales organization. The interviewees from the customer side were
ﬁrst selected based on their participation in videorecorded sales meetings, after which a snowball sampling technique was used to identify other essential
participants and key decision makers in the company’s
purchasing processes.
In the interviews, we used a thematic set of questions on various aspects of the sales/customer organization and seller-buyer interaction. This kind of interview
protocol framed the topic of the interviews while allowing informants to guide the interview. The researchers
focused on soliciting examples, clariﬁcations, and
related details as they spoke. All interviewees were
assured of the conﬁdentiality and anonymity of the
interviews. The interviews were conducted face-toface, audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim, averaging around 59 minutes, representing more than 37
hours of audio recordings in total. The interview quotes
presented in the ﬁndings sections come from interview
transcriptions mostly in Finnish, translated to English
by a professional translator.

Data Analysis
The data analysis followed the general analytical principle of grounded theory, constant comparative
method, which involves the simultaneous coding and
analysis of data (Glaser and Strauss 1967). As explained
by Locke (2001), “The constant comparative method is
a procedure in which two activities, naming data fragments and comparing data incidents and names, occur
in tandem” (p. 25). With constant comparison, all new
data are compared to earlier data iteratively to enable
adjustment of theoretical categories based on the
ongoing analysis.
The data analysis involved both open and axial coding techniques (Strauss and Corbin 1998). First, in vivo

codes (concepts based on the actual language used by
the informants) were generated through an open coding process on various issues related to the three identiﬁed theory-practice gaps: listening, follow-up, and
adaptability. These in vivo codes were then reﬁned
and grouped into higher-level concepts (ﬁrst-order categories) through a process of comparing similarities and
differences until the consistencies and constancies can
be identiﬁed in the data (Locke and Velamuri 2009). In
this phase, we investigated reasons explicitly identiﬁed
by salespeople, reasons explicitly identiﬁed by customers, and contextual factors. In this constant comparison process, these reasons were also compared and
contrasted against existing literature. The resulting
higher-level concepts form the basis of the antecedents
inﬂuencing the formation of theory-practice gaps in
sales proposed in our ﬁndings. Finally, a process of
axial coding was used to explore the relationships
between and among the concepts, resulting in the
categorization of the concept under different domains
related to sales (second order themes) (Strauss and
Corbin 1998).

Research Quality
In order to ensure trustworthiness of our data and analytical rigor, we took a number of steps following Lincoln
and Guba (1985). First, we ensured that our data management process was comprehensive and rigorous. We meticulously managed our data, including contact records,
interview transcripts, video recordings, and ﬁeld notes, as
they were collected, using a computer-based qualitative
data management program. Second, we followed a process
of peer debrieﬁng within the research team. We engaged
team members not involved with the ﬁeld research and
data analysis to discussions on emerging patterns in the
data. This served as a sounding board for evolving ideas,
and questions about the data collection and analysis procedures. Finally, we veriﬁed our interpretations and the
accuracy of the ﬁndings using a comprehensive and transparent member checking procedure (see Locke and
Velamuri 2009). We shared our ﬁndings in six half-day
workshops open to all research participants, one in each
of the six companies that were involved in the research
project. In each workshop, we presented our ﬁndings on a
company-speciﬁc level, offering researcher portrayals and
interpretations of observed events and practices. These
portrayals and interpretations were anonymized in order
to respect the conﬁdentiality and anonymity of individual

Table 2
Data Set Information
N

Role

Industry

Size

Level

Job title

Sex

Experience*

Interviews

1
2

Sales
Sales

Business services
Business services

SME
SME

Junior
Junior

Specialist
Specialist

F
F

Low
Low

1
1

3
4

Sales
Sales

Business services
Business services

SME
SME

Junior
Junior

Specialist
Specialist

M
F

Low
Medium

1
1

5
6
7

Sales
Sales
Sales

Business services
Business services
ICT solutions

SME Junior Specialist
SME Senior CEO
Large Junior Sales Representative

F
F
M

High
Medium
Medium

1
1
2

8
9

Sales
Sales

ICT solutions
ICT solutions

Large Junior
Large Junior

M
M

Medium
Medium

2
2

10
11
12
13

Sales
Sales
Sales
Sales

ICT
ICT
ICT
ICT

Large
Large
Large
Large

Business Consultant
Key Account Manager
Sales Manager
Director of Sales and
Marketing
Large Middle Sales Manager

F
M
M
M

Medium
High
High
High

2
2
2
1

F

High

2

Large Middle Business Area Manager

M

Medium

2

Large Senior Director of Sales

M

High

1

Large Middle Corporate Responsibility
Manager
SME Junior Development Manager

F

Medium

1

M

High

1

solutions
solutions
solutions
solutions

14 Sales

Staffing and recruitment
services
15 Sales
Staffing and recruitment
services
16 Sales
Staffing and recruitment
services
17 Customer ICT services
18 Customer Research services
19 Customer Retail

Sales Representative
Sales Representative

Junior
Middle
Middle
Senior

Medium

2

M
F
M

Junior
Medium
Medium

2
2
2

23 Customer Transportation services

Large Senior CEO

M

High

2

24 Customer Transportation services
25 Customer Transportation services

Large Senior Head of Facilities
Large Senior Sourcing Director

M
F

High
High

1
2

Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meeting, 1
debriefing interview

Participating in 2 video-recorded sales meetings, 2
debriefing interviews
Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meeting, 1
debriefing interview

Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meetings, 1 followup interview

Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meeting, 1
debriefing interview
Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meeting, 1
debriefing interview

Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meeting
Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meeting, 1
debriefing interview
Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meeting, 1
debriefing interview

23

Notes: *Experience level: Low experience 0–3 years, medium experience 4–9 years, high experience over 10 years.

Participating in 1 video-recorded sales meeting, 1
debriefing interview
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M

20 Customer Retail
21 Customer Retail
22 Customer Transportation services

Large Middle Customer Relationship
Manager
Large Middle Purchasing Manager
Large Senior Area Director
Large Junior Advisor

Additional data
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research participants. We asked workshop participants to
offer their views on our interpretations of the data and the
credibility of the ﬁndings, often in the form of interactive
discussion in small groups. On a general level, our data
interpretation and ﬁndings resonated well with workshop
participants; on a detail level, our interpretation on speciﬁc
events and practices were sometimes slightly revised based
on workshop feedback.

director responsible for corporation’s all operational
facilities described his experiences in the following way:

FINDINGS

Also, when salespeople fail to actively listen, customers are disenchanted, and various negative feelings
may emerge. One managing director described his feelings in the following way:

In this section, we present our ﬁndings on three identiﬁed theory-practice gaps: listening, follow-up, and
adaptability.

Listening Gap
There is little question that most salespeople know they
need to listen to customers or that a dialogue is better than
a canned one-sided presentation (Castleberry and
Shepherd 1993). Our sales interviews show that salespeople indeed have this knowledge. For example, when
prompted on what is important in selling, salespeople
often pointed out the signiﬁcance of listening to the
customer:
The ability to listen is everything. The customer can
usually, if you give them a chance, they can usually
give you all the necessary information in just one
meeting or one phone call. You just need the ability
to ﬁnd it. (Business Consultant)
It’s listening to the customer. [. . .] they really start to
bother me, the sellers who try to make me buy something.
I’ll tell you when I need something, I will contact you, and
then I want you to listen to me, and sell me what I need.
Listening to the customer, that is absolutely [the key].
(Specialist)
It is clear that salespeople see listening as a basic
interpersonal skill than needs to be mastered in sales
today. However, in our analysis, we found clear evidence of a theory-practice gap in listening; salespeople
don’t necessarily implement listening well. In our
interviews, the customers told about problems in both
listening to what the customer is saying, and in understanding what he is truly trying to express, and these
problems were also visible in several video-recorded
sales meetings.
Problems with listening often result in lack of common understanding. For example, one experienced

It is the salesperson’s skills, whether he understands
what we are trying to say and whether he understands
what we mean. . . it’s very important that both parties
can ﬁnd certainty that we are talking about the same
matter in the same way. Because sometimes it is a
shame to realize. . . it simply means something different
to us. (Head of Facilities)

It’s sometimes frustrating to listen to the pitch about
the product or the service when you know that it
doesn’t suit you. . . And they talk for an hour, and
ﬁve minutes in you realize that it is not going to
work, that you are not interested. (CEO)
Multiple customers also made note that salespeople
were not able to turn meetings into a dialogical two-way
exchange of ideas. Customers feel that meetings often
become monologues, instead of a constructive dialogue
that would beneﬁt both parties. A particularly vivid example of this was told us by one of our interviewees called
Carsten. Carsten is an experienced CEO who typically
meets hundreds of new potential partners every year.
When meeting a sales representative of a company who
was selling a technical production solution to enhance
Carsten’s service business, a nice dialogue emerged in the
beginning. Excited by this promising start, Carsten told the
sales representative extensively how his ﬁrm’s service production worked, and about his own plans to develop it.
After some specifying questions, the sales representative
opened his laptop, and then a monologue ensued, completely ignoring the previous discussion. In that moment,
Carsten told us that he felt that the sales representative did
not listen to him, or even didn’t understand the situation
at all. Carsten became frustrated and ended the meeting in
a hurry. So, it is evident that failing to listen to the customer may cause feelings of frustration, annoyance, and
even anger, and that these feelings can diminish customers’ perception of the trust and credibility of the sales
organization, which in turn may lead to losing the sale.
As we analyzed our dataset, we were able to identify
antecedents to the listening gap. These antecedents are
detailed in Table 3, falling under three sales domains:
salespeople, sales process, and sales management and
organizational environment. Based on our analysis,
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salesperson’s capability to listen is not only a question
of the salesperson’s personal skills. As an activity, listening is also affected and framed by the organizational
support given to salespeople in the form of internal
collaboration between teams and/or departments, freedom to be innovative on sales calls, as well as culture
and sales management that promote not just outcomes
but knowledge sharing and shared learning.

Follow-up Gap
A core element of all sales processes, follow-up with customers, both during the sales process after the sale, is
identiﬁed as an essential part of sales work by salespeople.
For example, when describing his sales process, one business consultant described this part in the following way:
So we do little checks like, this is the stage we’re in
right now, and now we’re doing this, this still needs to
be done. (Business Consultant)
Salespeople also perceive the need to follow-up after
sales. A key account manager explicitly told us how
important it was to his business, noting that despite
how good the service is, there are always some product
failures or little problems that need to be quickly
addressed. One of his colleagues told how he is systematically doing after-sale follow-up:
So I do try to do everything within the agreed time, with
the agreed customers. I have a sort of a bible where I
write this stuff. And occasionally I will stop and have a
read, and it’s like, oh yeah, this customer. . .that hasn’t
been done, so let’s do it. (Sales Representative)
So, salespeople know that following up is part of the
job, and that the task does not stop with a signature.
However, in our interviews, customers repeatedly complained that salespeople did not follow-up in a timely
or thorough manner, or even that they completely
failed to follow-up. This was also evident in some of
the debrieﬁng interviews on video-recorded sales meetings. In other words, this basic activity was not implemented as often as could be expected, based on how
salespeople described the practice; there is a theorypractice gap in follow-up.
Many of the customers expressed their sentiments
on the lack of follow-up in a very frankly manner:
It’s not enough that they just send a Christmas card—
I would maybe like them to get in touch after the sale,
to ask whether the product or service has met the
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expectations and so forth, at least some kind of contact. (Sourcing Director)
In many cases, even small delays were identiﬁed and
perceived relevant by customers. For example, a managing director says:
The initial meeting went quite well. We agreed that we
would continue the discussion. There were a few matters that had to be checked, and the salesperson was
going to send the minutes at some point on Friday. I
don’t really know. . . hmmm. . . it’s now Monday evening and I haven’t heard anything. (CEO).
Based on this small delay, the business buyer indicated
concerns about the overall negotiation process and the
credibility of the supplier to keep to its promises.
In many cases, lack of follow-up can even cost salespeople business they could have otherwise had. In
following up on one of the sales meetings we had
observed, one of our interviewees, Beth, told us how
she had a large customer whom she initially knew very
well. She had brought along a support person to the
sales meeting, and thought that he was following up
on the customer; he thought she was. So while she got
the initial business, there was no additional business
to follow. As we interviewed the customer, an area
director, she told us that the level of activity and
delay in follow-up caused her to turn to a competing
agency for their subsequent recruitment needs. So, the
follow-up gap may not always affect the outcome of
an individual sales call, but it inﬂuences the overall
image and perception that the customer has about the
company. The experiences and the perceived quality
of the sales and service processes affect the customer’s
willingness to buy from the company later on.
As we analyzed our dataset, we were able to identify
antecedents to the follow-up gap. We identiﬁed six
antecedents, detailed in Table 4, that fall under four
sales domains: salespeople, sales interaction, sales process, and sales management and organizational environment. Based on our analysis, gaps in follow-up
don’t solely depend on unsystematic work habits, or
delays in contacting customers. Problems with organizational culture and/or internal processes within the
sales organization, such as valuing business or unclear
roles between salespeople and others involved with
the sales process, may lead to a situation where the
salespeople don’t have enough resources to handle all
sales follow-up in an appropriate manner. Lack of
resources like time can create problems, as can

Domain
Salespeople

Sales process

Sales management
and organizational
environment

Antecedent

Explanation

Salespeople have insufficient or erroneous knowledge about the
customer’s context (company, business, market, etc.).
Insufficient knowledge can also result from insufficient
preparation. For the customer, it can feel like the salesperson
is speaking a different language than they are.
Fixed mind-set
Salespeople may have a fixed mind-set about certain things
concerning the sales interaction or the sales process. For
example, salespeople might talk too much or even be pushy,
ignoring customer cues on how to interact with them.
Mental pressure
Salespeople can be under high mental pressure, as sales
objectives are usually very high, and on the other hand, many
sales cases do not result in sales and may be seen as defeats.
If these feelings are not adequately addressed, salespeople
may be less capable of reading customer cues.
Insufficient social
There might be insufficient social support within the sales
support
organization. As a result, there might be less collaboration on
customer cases, and limited knowledge sharing. Salespeople
may not ask for advice, and they don’t learn from one
another.
Overly strict
If the internal policies and guidelines are too strict, salespeople
internal policies
don’t have enough degrees of freedom. For example,
and guidelines
salespeople might be restricted by predefined services or
solutions. This can come across as a fixed mind-set or arrogant
selling that doesn’t listen but only tries to persuade customers
behind these fixed services or solutions.
Unsuited outcome- Outcome-based sales management and numbers-centric
management systems create incentives that lead to
based sales
management
salespeople emphasizing quantity instead of quality. For
example, measuring the number of customer calls can lead to
systems
many easy calls and decrease time spent on more difficult or
riskier customers with large potential. This may lead to
salespeople offering canned solutions to tackle more
prospects in a given time.
Insufficient or
erroneous
customer
knowledge

Illustrative quotes
They probably know in great detail, which way the button goes
in any given situation. But to be able to better look at it from
this side of the table, so to speak. To put themselves in the
customer”s situation. (Head of Facilities)
If [the salesperson] is too aggressive, pushy. That they are, views
and opinions are too assertive, this is like this and so on. [. . .]
not sure if [they] know and understand this organization so
that it would work here. (Sourcing Director)
In [our] work it is very straining when cases aren’t advancing or
we lose them. Especially when your own sales numbers are
lagging behind. . . that pressure is not good for you. . . some
kind of peer support would be necessary. (Sales
Representative)
. . . are afraid to ask for advice, or don’t know how to ask for
advice, these kinds of things. . . less experienced sellers might
ask more easily than experienced ones. An experienced (seller)
thinks that I should know this, but I’m afraid to ask or
something else. (Sales Representative)
I will remember if someone has given a negative [impression]. If
someone is very. . . nervousness doesn’t bother me at all, but
a sort of arrogance, or a person who asks but doesn’t listen.
That also stays in my mind. (CEO)

One can see that they often come to meet just because they
have to do lot of visits. (CEO)
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Table 3
Antecedents Related to the Formation of a Listening Gap

Table 4
Antecedents Related to the Formation of a Follow-up Gap
Domain
Salespeople

Antecedent

Explanation

Illustrative quotes

Fixed mind-set
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Salespeople may have a fixed mind-set about certain things
But anyway it will be accepted or it won’t be accepted, or it’s
concerning the sales interaction or the sales process. For
possible that it takes some time before the customer calls back
example, they might expect the customer to be the one
that they need [the service]. (Sales Manager)
initiating the contact at certain points, like calling with their
decision on the sent offer. However, the customer may expect
salespeople to be the active party.
Lack of
Salespeople can lack perseverance when pursuing customer cases. Sometimes you just see that the customer has a bad day or
perseverance
As a result, they might prefer working on cases that seem more
something. . . Then I know it’s not going to work. If you don’t
accessible and easier to deal with instead of cases that might be
have a connection, there is almost nothing to do. I try to
hard but more lucrative.
transfer the case to someone else, and take another [case].
(Sales Representative)
Sales interaction
Contact person
If the contact person at the customer organization changes during In fact, the contact person changed there, so maybe there was a
pit, you know like it’s one of the pitfalls in sales when the
changes during
the sales process, the salesperson needs to adapt to different
contact person changes. Then you should be extra active in
the sales
service expectations and communication styles. If the contact
contacting the customer, to keep up the contact. (Area
person at the sales organization changes during the sales
process
Director)
process, it creates uncertainty for the customer. The new
salesperson needs to adapt to the customer and communicate
more.
Sales process
Unclear division of There might be unclear division of work between different
So the consultant asked me “what do I do in this situation?” And
work
functions and/or roles within the sales organization. For
he’s experienced, been in the business 15 years. This is what I
example, service production might inform the customer on
mean, [at the company] the consultants should courageously
certain things while expecting sales to be responsible for the
take their role in the (sales) process. (. . .) And how we solved
follow-up, especially if there are problems that need to be
this, I asked him does he want “should I call the customer or will
discussed.
you?” and he said “you call” and I will call, like, after this
meeting. (Sales Manager)
There might be insufficient collaboration and knowledge sharing It’s not always high-quality input you get from others, and the
Sales management Insufficient
responses, not only from technical people who will respond to
between different functions, departments, teams and/or roles
internal
and
some technical questions, but also from managers. . . they just
within the sales organization. Employees in other functions and/
collaboration
organizational
try to answer something so that they can go on with other
or roles might not be sales-oriented, or they might not offer
environment
things, not understanding the big picture, how big the loss is for
sufficient support for salespeople to effectively follow-up on
the company if a salesperson performs badly. . . [these people]
sales cases.
neglect to do certain things, don’t answer, and so on. It will
create a lot of negativity at the [customer’s] end. (Sales
Representative)
Unsuited outcome-based sales management, especially numbers- I am measured by the number of customer visits. . . basically it
Unsuited
centric management systems, creates incentives that lead
outcome-based
means that the more I book and carry out customer visits, the
salespeople to emphasize new customer recruitment over
management
better I do. (Sales Representative)
systems
follow-up on existing customers.
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unexpected events (e.g., personnel changes) that
require more work.

Adaptability Gap
Since Weitz, Sujan and Sujan (1986) introduced a framework for selling adaptability, deﬁned in terms of altering
the sales talk and beneﬁts provided in the interaction, the
concept has been relatively prevalent in sales. In our interviews, both salespeople and customers highlighted the
need for adaptability as an essential part of successful selling. For example, many salespeople described their sales
approach as being adapted according to the customer:
(We) rarely draw ready-made solutions from a hat, so
it is, so (the customer) feels that this person somehow
understands what you want and what you need, and
then can even describe it to you in a suitable way.
(Specialist)
Different customers have a different pulse. Say I go to
the metal workers’ union, they breathe at a different
pace than, say, a luxury cars importer xyz or a medical
technology ﬁrm xyz or somewhere; there, the pace is
different. Your own way of working also has to, you
kind of have to adapt to the customer’s pace. (Business
Consultant)
Adapting interaction requires salespeople to recognize
the customer’s current state of mind. Customer’s level of
interest can vary from meeting to meeting, depending
on things like feelings, time constraints, and personal
issues. An adaptive seller recognizes what the customer
is able to process at a given time, and if necessary can
decide to postpone critical discussions, as shown by this
excerpt from an interview with a specialist:
So that you don’t go and irritate the customer more
than necessary. You should let it be and return to the
issue later on (Specialist)
Based on our interviews, salespeople clearly know
that they must adapt both the content and the style
of interaction, according to customer needs. However,
as with listening and follow-up, out interviews with the
customers show that adapting is frequently not implemented in practice:
It’s like a curse and a blessing. The sales pitches have
been written already, so. . . Of course, every line of
business has professional guys who can make it look
like it’s their own and they speak from the heart. But
not when it is not. You can see that it’s the same thing
they sell to all companies. It’s not. . . And then there’s

the need. . . I have often wondered why so little attention is paid to it, when it’s probably the be-all and
end-all of everything. (CEO)
So, although adapting seems to be recognized as an
important phenomenon in selling, it is not clear that
salespeople understand what it actually entails in practice: there is clearly a theory-practice gap in adaptability.
Sometimes salespeople seem to struggle with adaptability also because customers don’t sufﬁciently tell
them about their ideas or expectations, or when they
feel that the customers’ expectations don’t correspond
to what the company or they as experts can offer. One
of our interviewees, Alicia, told us about a particularly
difﬁcult sales call with a ﬁnancial services customer.
Alicia is a specialist within the business service that
her company is selling. In this sales meeting, she felt
that there was a complete mismatch between what she
was telling about the service, and what the three clients
from the customer side were thinking the service was
about. Describing the meeting, she said:
I am not sure whether that was related to the company
culture (. . .) they did not really tell what they were
doing, or what they were aiming for, or what were
their challenges.
Alicia admitted she didn’t know how to change her
normal process to adapt to these clients, as she felt that
they were expecting her to present clear strategic vision for
their company without any initial discussions. As a result,
creating a dialogue seemed problematic. Alicia felt she
“couldn’t get on the same page” with the clients, and
couldn’t adapt her vision to them. It seems then, that
some of the reasons behind failed attempts to adapt to
customers can also relate to the mismatch between expectations; for example, Alicia suspected that some of her
problems could be explained by the fact that she didn’t
have the kind of expertise the clients were expecting her to
have in relation to the business service she was selling.
As we analyzed our dataset, we identiﬁed altogether
seven antecedents to the adaptability gap. These antecedents are detailed in Table 5, falling under four sales
domains: salespeople, sales interaction, sales process,
and sales management and organizational environment. Based on our analysis, sometimes salespeople
might lack the authority and space required to adapt
their performance, especially if companies are striving
towards conformity in how they are perceived from the
outside, or if salespeople are not sufﬁciently trained to
be specialists in what they are selling. Alternatively,

Table 5
Antecedents Related to the Formation of an Adaptability Gap
Domain
Salespeople

Antecedent
Insufficient or
erroneous
customer
knowledge

Too strong vision

Insufficient
interpersonal
skills
Sales interaction

Contact person
changes during
the sales
process

Insufficient faceto-face time
Lack of
connection

Sales process

Insufficient
internal
collaboration

Explanation

Illustrative quotes

(Continued )
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Salespeople have insufficient or erroneous knowledge about the Although the person is very pleasant when giving the pitch, what
do they actually mean, because salespeople are salespeople,
customer’s context (company, business, market, etc.). Despite
and the work is actually done by different people altogether.
this, salespeople might themselves to be customer-oriented and
And others produce the service, so it’s always an interesting
understanding the customer’s overall situation. According to
point in a way, what you can rely on when working with the
customers, they don’t understand the market/processes/use
salesperson. . . the negotiations should preferably include
context enough to truly adapt the service or to support its
practical people who can really give answers and talk about the
implementation.
everyday work. (Head of Facilities)
I run into, or we run into like interior designers, especially in these
Salespeople have a strong vision of how the service is and are
creative occupations. [They] have such a strong occupational
unable to change it. This may be due a strong occupational
identity. And when they are selling certain services or solutions,
identity. As a result, salespeople don’t want to change the
they don’t allow, customers don’t have a right to change their
service according to what the customer needs or wishes.
vision. So that they alone are right, even if it is, it should be the
other way around, that the customer is right. (Area Director)
Salespeople might not have sufficient interpersonal skills to read Sometimes I meet salespeople who try to offer the whole range of
the cues the customer is giving and/or adapt their selling style
things they have. . . to them I say hold on. . . it might be too
accordingly. The customer may feel that salespeople ignore their
complex thing to start with. . . but they don’t understand it,
[they] just continue on the same course. (CEO)
views and continue with their own agenda.
If the contact person at the sales organization changes during the I somehow interpret it so that his superior, who initially bought
this, and who gave [the deal] for this guy to do. . . there is a
sales process, it creates uncertainty for the customer. If the
leadership challenge between them. And then if he wants to be
contact person at the customer organization changes during the
uncooperative with us, we just have to bear with him and
sales process, the salesperson needs to adapt to different
soldier on. (Specialist)
service expectations and communication styles. Salespeople may
also need to deal with the internal politics of the customer
organization (power games, leadership disputes, etc.).
Customers want less face-to-face time and are more price-oriented. . . .we work a lot on the phone, taking requests for offers [. . .] And
I already referred to this [earlier], that when you need to send
Without sufficient face-to-face, salespeople don’t have enough
offers by email. (Sales Manager)
understanding of customer needs to adapt the service.
. . . they were not telling about what they are doing. Or what they
Customers don’t share enough details about their business or
are aiming for, they were not opening out what is challenging
future plans. Salespeople are unable to adapt the services or
for them. (Specialist)
solutions they are offering due to lack of understanding or
information.
There might be insufficient collaboration and knowledge sharing I told to her to call that person, our colleagueand ask whether he
knows this customer better, and what would he advise us to do
between different functions, departments, teams and/or roles
in this kind of situation. (Sales Manager)
within the sales organization. For example, salespeople don’t
share knowledge on how to act with certain customers (e.g., if
a verbal agreement is enough to conclude a sale with a
particular client, or if things need to be written down).
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Table 5
(Continued)
Domain

Antecedent

Explanation

Illustrative quotes

We need to fill-in the blue sheets and the gold sheets, etc., and
Sales management Overly strict
If the internal policies and guidelines are too strict, salespeople
sometimes we need to get approvals from internal steering
and
internal policies
don’t have enough degrees of freedom. For example, if
teams in order to proceed. I don’t like it at all; it doesn’t fit to
organizational
and guidelines
salespeople are required to follow certain procedures, e.g., fill in
my work requirements. (Sales Representative)
environment
certain documents or get approval from higher levels within the
organization at certain points in the sales process, these
procedures might come across as salesperson inflexibility to the
customers.
Insufficient focus Salespeople might often be seen as “generalists” who deal with all After a few moments, you see that it is the same thing that they
on salesperson
types of customers and are not specialized to certain markets/
try to sell to everybody. . . they offer the whole range at once. . .
expertise
businesses etc. As a result, salespeople don’t have sufficient
they pretty much start from their solutions. (Sourcing Director)
resources to develop their expertise in order to adapt the service
offering to different customers, and tend to offer standard
solutions.
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salespeople who are product experts could have a
strong occupational identity that hinders willingness
to adapt the solution to customer needs.
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general. The fact that most antecedent reasons seemed
to arise from the four general domains related to sales
supports the potential generalizability of our ﬁndings.

Antecedents to Gaps
DISCUSSION
We have now explored the antecedents identiﬁed for each
of the theory-practice gaps separately. It is clearly visible
that although the speciﬁc reasons that were identiﬁed for
different gaps varied somewhat, we can clearly identify
four general sales domains under which the different antecedent reasons fall: salespeople, sales interaction, sales process, and sales management and organizational
environment. In other words, there are four clear domains
related to sales from which the barriers for the successful
implementation of sales theories arise. Under these general
domains, we identiﬁed 15 different underlying antecedents. Figure 1. summarizes these 15 common underlying
antecedents of gaps in theory-practice that emerged from
our research, grouped under the four sales domains.
It is worth noting that, while we chose to elaborate
on ﬁndings for these three exemplars (listening, followup, and adaptability), we also saw examples of similar
gaps in other areas of sales during our initial analysis.
These included such areas as rapport building, relationship/trust development, and questioning. We believe
that exploring these three robust exemplars of gaps provides insight to understanding antecedents to gaps, in

Our ﬁndings show that salespeople have a theoretical
understanding of needed behaviors like listening, followup, and adapting. The interviewed salespeople saw each of
these theory-practice gaps as important. Following the
identiﬁcation that salespeople were aware of what they
needed to do, we found evidence that in many cases,
despite the knowledge and import, the customer did not
feel the salesperson was actually implementing the construct in practice. Finally, for each gap, we explored the
reasons identiﬁable in our dataset and identiﬁed a number
of antecedents that were summarized in Figure 1.
There are essentially two important paths that result
in the actual doing of successful sales practice. First, the
theoretical knowledge has to be disseminated to organizations and salespeople, and then the organizations
need to assure implementation. Second, it is also necessary that academic theory be grounded in real world
applicability, which in turn is contextualized (in other
words, made understandable) for the individual salesperson’s everyday work activities. Both pieces need to
be in place to optimize sales practice.

Figure 1
Antecedents to Theory-Practice Gaps in Sales
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The ﬁrst question, then, is how to improve the processes of knowledge dissemination and implementation? The salespeople are aware that certain behaviors
are important, but don’t implement them. It would be
unfair to simply blame the salesperson, given the pervasiveness of the gaps in our study, and literature more
broadly. While there may be some aspects that can be
controlled by the salesperson (i.e., some antecedents
arising from salesperson behavior may fall under the
salesperson control), but our ﬁndings indicate that
turning to salesperson training, rewards, and management oversight for explanation is far too simplistic.
Years of research and training related to each exemplar
gap seem to have failed to remedy the problems. We
must consider that, while some practical implications
may be derived (and are discussed brieﬂy later), we
need to look at theory and knowledge development as
well. It is quite plausible that the salesperson, and their
managers, may not fully understand what is required of
them because the academy hasn’t done a good job in
knowledge development. As discussed before, theories
may not be grounded in reality or relevant to practice.
They may not be contextualized, and not addressing
the “how-to” of implementing knowledge.
Secondly we argue, that for theory to inform practice
in a meaningful way, theories must be made more relevant and more easily applicable. As used here, relevance
focuses on the content and topic of the theory; that it
ties to reality. Contextualization focuses on the level
and description of the theory; that it can be directly
applicable. Several of the antecedents we uncovered
point to these ideas. In the domain of salespersons,
both salespeople’s attitudes and actions are included.
Based on our ﬁndings, it seems that despite training,
salespeople may stick to old habits and work practices
if knowledge is not made contextualized and if organizational practices are not aligned to support the adoption of new habits/work practices. This notion of habit
over training is well established elsewhere (e.g., Neal,
Wood and Quinn 2006). In addition, salespeople
might actually implement what they know (e.g., listening and follow-up) if other things would not get in their
way (e.g., insufﬁcient knowledge). As a result, theory can
be made more relevant if it addresses how things relate
to each other, not just effects of one speciﬁc variable.
Finally, management needs to support sales rather than
control. Control and rigidity were behind many antecedents. This also points to a need to assure the relevance
of theories to assure management understands what is

required of them. Overall, the types of antecedents
point to the lack of relevance and contextualization in
current theory and its constructs.
In addition, theoretical constructs often focus only
on individual salesperson activity, as though the selling
process occurs in isolation. However, our data suggests
that successful sales interactions are highly dependent
on organizational conditions and enablers. We identiﬁed several organizational enablers necessary for successful implementation, such as salesperson freedom
and authority to act, as well as accessible social support.
Moreover, our analysis identiﬁed that organizations
need to create a working environment which promotes
continuous learning through knowledge sharing and
feedback. This kind of working environment enables
constructs to be implemented successfully and developed over time. For theory to be relevant and contextualized, it needs to consider, not only the activity
itself, but also conditions required from the surrounding organization.
Based on sales and marketing literature, as well as other
disciplines, we identiﬁed two potential directions for academics that can improve academic work and potentially
help to close some of these gaps through increased relevance and applicability of developed theories: grounded
theorizing and contextualization. We will now discuss
these in more detail in the following sections.

Relevant Theory Through Grounded Theorizing
Across disciplines, the call for relevance exists. One
concrete response to the concern for relevance is
increased theorizing grounded in practical activities,
such as the practice-based approaches to the study of
strategy, accounting, or marketing. This approach was
recently introduced to the sales academy (Geiger and
Seamus 2014). Scholars have recently turned to practice-based approaches to analyzing business, basing
their research on what Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011)
call practical rationality theories in comparison to
scientiﬁc rationality. These practice-based studies offer
an alternative to traditional studies by looking at what
is actually done in companies (i.e., the practice), rather
than testing decontextualized theories of how something should be done. In various ﬁelds of business
research, practice-based approaches are becoming
increasingly widespread, from strategic management
(strategy-as-practice, see Vaara and Whittington 2012)
to accounting (accounting-as-practice, see Ahrens and
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Chapman 2006) and marketing (marketing-as-practice,
see Skålen and Hackley 2011).
These approaches typically argue that by refocusing
research on the actions and interactions of practitioners,
they bring an understanding of human action to the
organizational phenomena under consideration (e.g.,
Jarzabkowski, Balogun and Seidl 2007). As such, practice-based analyses can be seen to reﬂect a broader concern to humanize research (Pettigrew et al. 2002).
Following the lead by Geiger and Seamus (2014), this
line of research in the ﬁeld of sales may be one solution
to bridge the gap between theory and practice. Sales-aspractice research is an approach that focuses our attention on how selling is actually done in practice, rather
than creating decontextualized theories. As an example,
the strategy-as-practice approach has enriched traditional
research in four distinctive ways: 1) by broadening the
scope of (basic) theories on which insights are drawn
from (e.g., how do salespeople deal with unplanned
events such as changes in contact persons as seen in the
antecedents to follow-up?), 2) by broadening the scope of
phenomena that research results explain (e.g., the
unfolding of the sales process as it actually occurs or
customer interaction antecedent), 3) by widening the
types of organizations studied and making the research
results more valid across different contexts (e.g., sales
versus service roles and visions as seen in antecedents),
and 4) by achieving a methodological shift, thus achieving a larger scope of accepted methods and methodological plurality (Vaara and Whittington 2012). It is our
belief that that a similar development is desirable in the
ﬁeld of sales research to promote relevance.
The relevance of sales research depends, in part, of
the extent to which practitioners’ perspectives are
included in the research process, and that the results
are incorporated into activities that help companies to
adapt to changing environments (see Mohrman,
Gibson and Mohrman 2001). Although collaboration
might not always be easy, Avenier and Cajaiba (2012)
and others show that it is possible to develop research
questions that meet both academic and practitioner
interests. Orr and Bennett (2009) suggest that academic–practitioner interests may overlap despite different incentive structures. Thus, practitioners’ voices
should be added also to our academic discussions
(Bartunek and Rynes 2014). The more we engage in
communication and collaboration between academics
and business practitioner, the more relevant and
grounded our knowledge development will be.
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Applicable Theory through Contextualization
It is widely recognized in the management literature
that despite sufﬁcient conceptual knowledge of what
constitutes effective practice, managers may often lack
the ability to apply that knowledge in context (Baldwin
et al. 2011). In other words, companies have gaps
between what they know and how that knowledge
translates into action. This diminishes the impact
research has on managerial practice. As we know, and
provide additional evidence for in this research, this
applies to professional selling where sales knowledge
does not always translate into practice.
Pfeffer and Sutton (1999; 2000) state that most organizations do not suffer from ignorance; organizations
have access to relevant knowledge and they know
“what” to do. Instead, the main problem is that knowing
“what” to do is not enough. In practice, they may ignore
or act in contradiction to the known information. We
need to turn knowledge into action. In doing this, knowing “what” is transformed into knowing “how,” as the
knowledge is situated and embedded in a particular context. According to an epistemology of practice, it is only
in this situated activity where knowledge and knowing
emerges (e.g., Cook and Brown 1999). Because knowing
emerges through the activities in which people engage, it
is always situated and contextual.
Researchers in other disciplines have suggested that
this theory-practice gap stems from the fact that current theories do not resonate with practitioners due to
their onto-epistemological underpinnings (Sandberg
and Tsoukas 2011). In other words, research and practice produce distinct forms of knowledge. This is what
the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1990) meant
when he said that the logic of practice is different
from the logic of scientiﬁc theories: “practice has a
logic which is not that of the logician” (p. 86). In this
line of thought, Kondrat (1992) has argued that instead
of beginning with deﬁnitions of knowledge “for” practice, we should start with questions, such as: what
knowledge does the practitioner (of an occupation or
profession) use?, how does the practitioner obtain it?,
what does the practitioner think?, how does the practitioner go about constructing action?, and how does a
competent practitioner go about knowing “in” practice? These and similar questions have received limited
attention, but they are crucial to understanding the
relationship between theory and practice (Dreyfus and
Dreyfus 1998). Adapting this alternative perspective in
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sales research could help to contextualize research ﬁndings and help close the theory-practice gap.
In developing scientiﬁc knowledge that would speak
more directly to practitioners, academics also need to
consider using a larger range of research designs and
methodologies. Only an intimate connection with
empirical reality permits the development of a testable,
relevant, and valid theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967). This
means that our research design, in terms of data to be
collected, procedures of data collection, more detailed
description in data, and type of analysis, should ﬁt the
current state of understanding and existing theory in the
ﬁeld (“methodological ﬁt,” see Edmondson and
McManus 2007). Research approaches, such as case
study or qualitative studies, generating more detailed,
contextualized and rich data are especially appropriate
in new topic areas with little prior work, when contradictory or paradoxical evidence exists or when the studied phenomena themselves are such that they cannot
be studied as separated from the context in which they
occur. Some phenomena require rich, contextualized
data to be fully understood; especially dynamic research
areas, such as value co-creation and solution customization may be examples of such areas. For some academics,
qualitative ﬁeld research is also a particular way of knowing the ﬁeld, and thus not simply an empirical activity,
but a theoretical one.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS
There are a number of theoretical implications that
scholars can consider in addressing the sales theorypractice gap. We have identiﬁed two main ways to
address it based on literature. First, academics should
pay more attention that knowledge produced is more
relevant, through appropriate research questions and
contextualized research designs, as discussed above.
Also, academics should use more practice-based theorizing in order to produce knowledge that impacts
actual sales practice. Both of these ways of reconsidering theory stem naturally from our ﬁndings regarding
the antecedent reasons for our exemplar gaps.
The above discussion focuses on an overarching question of current sales theory development. We can identify
some interesting speciﬁc ﬁndings that impact gaps for our
exemplar constructs. Findings include identiﬁcation of
variables that should be considered in furthering our
knowledge. Sales behaviors and attitudes can create barriers (e.g., ﬁxed mind-set, traditional processes) to the

actual implementation of what the salesperson knows
she should be doing. Researchers need to consider how
the salesperson herself may be a barrier to successful implementation of good sales practice, and how this negative
impact can be moderated. Similarly, when study focuses
on salesperson behavior, researchers need to include context variables from the sales environment and ﬁrm processes, as well as sales management practice. This work
provides some interesting insight on speciﬁc variables
that might be included in the listening, follow-up, and
adaptability research (and potentially other areas).

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
There are a number of potential practical implications
that managers can consider in addressing the theorypractice gap, including leadership, culture, organizational support, and coaching. In addition, training programs need better follow-through and new pedagogy.
These practical implications are discussed below. While
we believe some immediate issues may be addressed by
management, we also feel that this is a more transitory
solution, and that ultimately it falls to the academy to
make the work more relevant and contextualized.
First, strong implementation requires strong leadership, without controlling. Our results seem to point to
the fact that, if salespeople are to implement, they need
to know what is expected, when it is expected, and the
consequences of achieving or not achieving the expectations (Ingram et al. 2005). This clarity has to be
accompanied by leadership supportiveness and a commitment to continuous learning. One antecedent to
theory-practice gaps was sales management that overrelied on outcome measures. Managers need to role
model good sales practices that may not be implemented well right now, and focus on process to supplement
outcomes.
Another potential area for practitioners to look is the
culture of the sales organization. Organizations know
that the sales culture is important to success (Ridnour,
Laask and Shepherd 2001), but need to make sure that
the culture is one that supports implementation of the
desired behaviors required by the theoretical knowledge. A culture that focuses on competitiveness will
not be likely to spawn collaboration. A culture that is
autocratic doesn’t breed good dialoging. Sales managers
need to take a look at culture and existing organizational structures, perhaps with a good sales culture
diagnosis, and make sure that it ﬁts with what they
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want to accomplish. This was a contextual factor that
needs further investigation, but may be inﬂuenced by
sales strategy in the short run.
Although training typically addresses many issues
related to process, much sales training suffers from a
lack of follow through, as we saw in our ﬁndings.
Managers may wish to take a look to see if better training
follow-through would help to eliminate the theory-practice gap in some aspects of their sales force. One day of
training is not enough to establish strong new habits or
routines, in particular those needed to overcome longstanding habits. Systems for further practice, evaluation,
and feedback need to be developed. Managers should also
consider including new elements in sales training that
promote implementation and application (Silberman
and Auerbach 2006). For example, the use of interactive,
theatrical drama-based methods in training creates
experiential learning that enhances salespersons’ capabilities to apply new skills in practice (e.g., Antal 2014).
And ﬁnally, busy managers, especially for experienced salespeople, may overlook coaching even if it
can be more efﬁcient than more traditional forms of
training. Our ﬁndings seemed to demonstrate that
coaching and other support was deﬁcient. Effective
sales managers realize that placing a high priority on
coaching will drive better implementation, more consistently (Shannahan, Bush and Shannahan 2013).
While this list is not exhaustive, there are some ways
to focus managerial attention on helping salespeople
translate what they know to what they do.

CONCLUSION
In looking at the context of our data, we ﬁrst show that
speciﬁc well-known examples of theory-practice gaps
(listening, follow-up, and adaptability) do in fact exist.
We explore the potential antecedent reasons that
emerge from our data. These antecedents stem primarily
from the domains of salespeople, sales interaction, sales
process, and sales management and organizational
environment. Next, we propose speciﬁc measures to
help academic researchers to address these gaps, such
as making research more relevant (including using practice-based approaches), and better contextualizing work
in the area. We believe our suggestions can help to
redirect future efforts to assure that theory development
is relevant, contextualized, and useful in informing
future professional selling practice. The article contributes by looking beyond the identiﬁcation of theory-
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practice gaps, to their underlying reasons. Change is
needed to evolve sales research for future success.

NOTE
1. These 88 in-depth interviews were conducted in six sales
organizations and eleven customer organizations. The interviews included salespeople from different levels within the
organizations (34.9 percent managerial level, 65.1 percent
operational level). Customer interviews included 18,2 percent
professional buyers (e.g., sourcing managers) and 81,8 percent business buyers (e.g., CEOs, different types of business
managers, production managers). Interviewees’ work experience varied from 5 years to 40 years, most of them having
10–20 years of experience. All interviews were conducted
face-to-face, audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim. These
interviews averaged around 65 minutes, representing more
than 90 hours of audio recordings in total.
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