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“There’s nothing more important to HP than our channel partners”  

Meg Whitman – CEO, Hewlett Packard  

In today’s marketplace, companies no longer operate as isolated entities as they increas-
ingly rely on actors outside the firm to contribute to their service and sales processes 
(Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004). Developing channel partnerships is a high-impact 
strategy for growth as successful partnerships provide access to new customers and 
references leading to new business opportunities (Cazalot 2013). In the IT sector, chan-
nel partners produced 67% of sales for the largest suppliers in 2007 (Lamkin 2013). As 
just one example, for SAP this translates to US$220 billion in revenue realized through 
its worldwide channel partners network (Whiting 2013). And whereas the prominent 
role of channel partners may be most recognized in the IT sector, similar percentages 
are reported in other business sectors, such as the home improvement industry (e.g. 
Grohe’s Enjoy Rewards program, Grohe 2013).  

Channel partner relationships have the potential to increase sales, decrease time to 
market, and unlock access to markets that have been inaccessible before (Cazalot 2013). 
Therefore, managing these relationships has become critical for firms (Bairstow and 
Young 2012; De Ruyter et al. 2001). However, managing international – and often 
worldwide – networks of independent companies and relationships is not a trivial task. 
Companies need to coordinate and communicate with large numbers of channel partner 
firms and employees within those firms. In addition, these partner firms frequently also 
sell competitors’ products and services. This often translates into less loyalty towards 
each individual manufacturer and can also lead to less in-depth knowledge on each 
manufacturer’s products and services. Building tightly knit relationships thus becomes 
even more critical for the manufacturer – both at the channel partner firm and individu-
al-employee level (Fiorletta 2014).  

In light of these challenges, firms increasingly turn to channel partner programs 
(CPP) that incentivize selling and learning as a tool to foster strong relationships with 
partners, including value-added resellers, consultants, original equipment manufacturers 
and distributors (Rouse 2014; TSL Marketing 2013). A 2005 survey of firms including 
mainly manufacturers and service providers showed that approximately half of the sur-
veyed companies made use of incentive programs (Incentivecentral.org 2008).  

CHANNEL ENABLEMENT AND PARTNER PROGRAMS 

An increasing emphasis on indirect sales channels (Bairstow and Young 2012) implies 
that channel partners are involved in distributing products and services to end-
customers. Notwithstanding the clear benefits of this approach, the manufacturer gives 
up control of these interactions, as well as direct access to customers in many cases. For 
this reason, suppliers need to find ways to ensure up-to-date knowledge and high quality 
of service provided by their partners. This has led to a strong focus on training business 
partners. Training is seen as necessary to achieve and retain a strong market position as 
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well-trained sellers are better able to market the supplier’s products while solving their 
customers’ problems (Bettencourt et al. 2002). This is even more true today, as the 
overall business-to-business landscape has evolved towards increased competition due 
to globalization and better informed customers demanding increased levels of customer 
service (Román et al. 2002). Addressing these changes requires salespeople to continu-
ally update and evolve their skills (Dubinsky 1999; Filipczak et al. 1991). An additional 
important development for business leaders is the fact that technology is becoming 
more and more intertwined (Fiorletta 2013). This poses a challenge to channel partners 
who have to consult their end-customers on complex business problems. Partners need 
to continually maintain and grow their expertise in order to advise their customers on 
these increasingly interconnected solutions (Fiorletta 2013). Furthermore, training is a 
vital component of the onboarding phase of new employees as well as the ongoing de-
velopment of sales representatives (Christiansen et al. 1996). It is therefore no surprise 
that for a company like Dell, partner training and enablement is one of their top areas of 
focus for the coming years, as illustrated by this quote: 

“We believe that if we have the best trained and most enabled partners, not only 
will it help them and make them happier they’re our partners, but it also will help 
them be better partners to us and sell more effectively. We’ve conducted re-
search that has proven… their businesses are stronger and they’re just more prof-
itable.” 

Kathleen Schneider - Exec. Director of Global Channel Marketing and Pro-
grams, Dell  

Academic research mirrors these conclusions; while some discussion persists about 
boundary conditions, it has shown that in general, salesperson learning results in higher 
sales performance (Sujan, Sujan, and Bettman 1988; Weitz, Sujan, and Sujan 1986). In 
fact, channel partner sales training has become a major priority for many manufacturers 
in recent years (Sager et al. 2014; Sarin et al. 2010) and major manufacturers such as 
HP, Microsoft, Dell offer extensive training and e-learning facilities (Kalyanam and 
Brar 2009; Microsoft 2010) as important components of their channel partner programs. 
In order to increase sales of the manufacturers products and services, channel partners 
receive both general and specific product and marketing training, technical support, lead 
generation tools and other information and resources tailored to their needs (Rouse 
2014). 

To facilitate learning in the channel, manufacturers provide a variety of assets, tools, 
incentive programs, training courses, and other benefits to their channel partners with 
the explicit intention of helping them to sell more of their products. For this reason, the 
content and benefits offered in channel partner programs are typically focused on help-
ing the partners to position the products, have customer discussions about the products 
and services, as well as to incentivize and empower them to sell, implement and support 
the products (Bright 2012). Many practitioners also use the term “partner enablement” 
to refer to such activities associated with “helping partners to more rapidly establish and 
grow their businesses and more successfully position, sell, implement and support ven-
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dor-provided products and services” (Bright 2012, p. 1), which is considered part of a 
“channel partner program” throughout this dissertation. 

It should be noted that incentives have come to play a more and more prominent role 
in partner programs in recent years (Incentivecentral.org 2008; Spellecy 2014). As part-
ners are faced with a multitude of obligations and short-term to-dos, training and educa-
tion sessions are often perceived as relatively low priority. To increase the likelihood 
that resellers do participate in training, vendors have begun tying rewards and incentives 
to training program and certification completion (Fiorletta 2012). Next to incentives for 
training, programs also frequently feature specific incentives for sales of a specific 
product or service to increase the vendor's market reach with said offering. Further 
incentives may include awards, industry recognition at dedicated events, as well as 
additional marketing resources (Rouse 2014). As incentives drive behavior, vendors 
hope that tying education to rewards can raise partner interest and provide encourage-
ment to participate in training modules and courses. In practice, this takes different 
forms, including points that are earned and flow to an ongoing loyalty or channel part-
ner program, a certain dollar amount flowing to sales performance incentive funds for 
course completion; or rewards tied at the partner-entity level (Fiorletta 2013; Fiorletta 
2012).  

The incentives given out for training participation represent significant investments 
on part of the supplier firms (Gilliland 2004). However, while executives acknowledge 
their importance, they do not seem be as universally effective as hoped. Recent industry 
surveys report mixed results to many programs, with only short-term rises in perfor-
mance that drop off quickly (Sharir 2014). As these programs are key mechanisms 
through which manufacturers hope to increase both loyalty and knowledge in their 
channel partners, it is important to find out under which conditions these programs are 
indeed effective, how they work, and for what channel partners they may be particularly 
well-suited. This dissertation therefore aims to investigate factors influencing the effec-
tiveness of channel partner programs in building and maintaining the relationship, as 
well as in enhancing bottom-line-returns for the manufacturer or service provider offer-
ing the program.  

PARTNER EMOTIONAL RESPONSES TO CHANNEL PARTNER 
PROGRAMS 

Partner programs offering dedicated and optimized training for the channel, incentives 
for module completion, and additional incentives for selling represent a high resource 
investment for manufacturers. Channel partners value these investments as they benefit 
from the training and incentives offered (Incentivecentral.org 2008). Recent literature in 
marketing highlights the construct of gratitude as a construct with important implica-
tions on relationships. It is conceptualized as the “emotional appreciation for benefits 
received” (Palmatier et al. 2009, p. 1) and seen as a means by which relationship in-
vestments – such as investments in partner programs – translate into positive ROI for 
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firms. As valuable benefits lead to gratitude (Lane and Anderson 1976), channel part-
ners who value the programs, trainings and incentives offered should feel grateful – just 
as a consumer might feel grateful for receiving superior service in a retail store setting 
(Palmatier et al. 2009). In addition, gratitude is a universal response, which has been 
identified and positively encouraged in all cultures and major religions (Emmons and 
Crumpler 2000), which makes it particularly relevant considering the international na-
ture of channel partner programs today. In a marketing sense, gratitude is important for 
firms as grateful people behave more generously toward the people that benefitted them 
(Tsang 2006), which should lead to improved bottom-line results (Raggio et al. 2013) 
and potentially improved relationships (Bono and McCullough 2006; McCullough et al. 
2008). While gratitude plays an important role in relationships, the role of gratitude in a 
structured relationship program such as the channel partner programs that are discussed 
in this dissertation is not fully understood at this point (cf. Palmatier et al. 2009). As 
gratitude is one of the key ways through which relationship investments pay off, it 
seems important assess its in channel partner programs, as well as examining under 
which conditions it will be exhibited. 

A concept closely related to gratitude that has been less researched is found in in-
debtedness. Indebtedness is an aspect related to social exchanges and has been defined 
as “a state of obligation to repay another” (Greenberg 1980, p. 4). It stems from the 
norm of reciprocity, which states that ‘‘(1) people should help those who have helped 
them, and (2) people should not injure those who have helped them’’ (Gouldner 1960, 
p. 171). In contrast with gratitude however, psychology literature has identified it as an 
unpleasant state (Watkins et al. 2006) that is accompanied by negative emotions 
(Greenberg 1980). As negative emotional states are unpleasant to the individual, indebt-
edness could negatively impact the partner relationship. It therefore seems important to 
incorporate indebtedness in this research in order to achieve a more complete under-
standing of the channel partner’s emotional responses to the channel partner program.  

As opposing effects are expected for indebtedness and gratitude, it is important for 
managers to understand when either would mainly occur in response to their programs. 
The foundational literature on both constructs mentions the intentionality behind benefit 
provision (i.e. the motives perceived by the benefit recipient) as one important determi-
nant of these emotional responses (e.g. Gouldner, 1960, Greenberg 1980). In the context 
of channel partner programs, this means that the channel partner’s perception of the 
manufacturer’s motives for providing these programs will play an important role in 
producing gratitude and indebtedness.  

An additional, important aspect of channel partner programs is the heterogeneous 
nature of its audience. Partners include a range of salespeople in different companies, 
markets and also different performance levels. Recent industry reports highlight the fact 
that high performing, self-confident salespeople (Davis 2012; DeWolf 2013) hold very 
different expectations of their suppliers. Some partners have a pervasive sense that they 
are entitled to more than others and expect their manufacturers to offer consistent bene-
fits (Campbell et al. 2004; Wetzel et al. 2013). This influences how grateful they are, 
which could the program’s benefits for the supplier. It is thus important to investigate 
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the effect of entitlement in relation to gratitude and indebtedness in channel partner 
programs as ultimately these emotional responses will play a large role in determining 
program success. 

DISENGAGEMENT FROM THE PROGRAM 

“Everybody is always trying to figure out how to better engage their channel”  

Ehren Maedge – VP Sales and Marketing, LiveLink Mobile 

Despite the fact that industry experts resoundingly confirm the importance of partner 
learning, ensuring program participation and completion in practice poses an acute 
challenge for vendors and manufacturers (Fiorletta 2012). Yet, it is critical that partners 
engage, meaning that partners not only take the trainings and training modules, but that 
they pay attention to them and absorb the information so that they can put this infor-
mation into practice successfully.  

Engagement has received increased attention in the literature on employee commit-
ment and performance in recent years (e.g., Christian et al. 2011; Menguc et al. 2013; 
Rich et al. 2010) and is defined as “the simultaneous employment and expression of a 
person’s ‘preferred self’ in task behaviors that promote connections to work and to 
others, personal presence (…) and active, full performances” (1990, p. 700). Stated 
more simply, engaged employees invest their “hands, head, & heart” in their work per-
formances (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995, p.110). It follows that only in the case that 
partners actually engage, partners and suppliers can both reap the maximum benefit 
from the training programs. Next to partner emotional responses to the program, it is 
therefore important to understand how partners behave and engage within the program 
over time.  

Yet, as one of the main common problems in online learning programs is a high 
dropout rate (Frankola 2001), an issue even more pertinent and urgent may be the one of 
disengagement form the program. Disengagement is a decrease in the state of engage-
ment and can be expected to lead to opposite outcomes (Kahn 1990). Despite its appar-
ent importance however, research on disengagement is severely limited at this point. 
And while sales enablement plays a key role in unlocking salespeople’s long-term per-
formance (Pettijohn et al. 2009), disengagement from channel partner programs thus far 
largely been ignored in academic research. It is therefore necessary to understand what 
makes partners disengage from the training and partner program. 

Many different reasons thus exist why partners may not engage optimally in the 
training or stop engaging altogether. An attitude often observed with salespeople is that 
they could learn more effectively from interacting with customers – i.e. through learning 
by doing – rather than through training or workshops. Some even consider training “not 
the best use of their time” (Powell 2001, p.43).  

In addition, the sales role has increased in complexity and relational intensity, which 
makes the job more time-consuming and also requires more effort from salespeople. 
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Partners may thus simply not have the time (Cron 2005) or energy to fully engage in 
training. This does not mean that partners do not value the training, or that they think it 
is not important – It simply highlights the challenge of fitting the training around “busi-
ness as usual” (Marnes 2013, p.1). Naturally, it must also be considered that what is 
typically most important to channel partners is to make money. Therefore, a channel 
program should be designed so that it can aid in doing this in a convenient way for the 
partner (Incentivecentral.org 2008). Today’s prevalence of online learning modules is 
an important development when viewed from this perspective. Online learning allows 
salespeople to learn during downtime, which is less disruptive and possibly enables 
them to better balance the training with their daily tasks. It should be clear though that 
the partner does have constraints that may limit the amount and intensity of the training 
(Marnes 2013).  

One important factor influencing whether and how partners engage with learning is 
their general orientation regarding the sales role. For instance, certain partners are more 
strongly oriented towards helping the customer reach their goals and fulfill their needs, 
while others focus mostly on closing the sale (e.g., Harris 2005). While these two orien-
tations seemingly conflict, they may both play a role simultaneously as the very best 
salespeople, arguably, would combine elements of both orientations to successfully 
close deals while keeping their customers satisfied. While not all employees are similar-
ly capable of acting on seemingly conflicting goals, this ability – called ambidexterity 
(Simsek 2009) – has been shown to lead to positive outcomes when employees face 
conflicting demands (Jasmand et al. 2012; Yu et al. 2013). Ambidexterity should also 
be relevant to channel partner programs; Partners who successfully reconcile these 
seemingly conflicting orientations may be less prone to disengaging from sales training 
modules as they aim to close the sale while still having their customer’s needs and in-
terests at heart.   

OUTLINE AND STRUCTURE 

To address the overall research question of which factors at the reseller firm and sales-
person level enable channel partner program success, this dissertation is based on two 
main empirical studies in the B2B domain. A database was collected using multi-wave 
surveys, with additional behavioral and secondary data collected and matched to sup-
plement this data for a more complete and accurate perspective on the examined effects. 
In addition, a laboratory study in the B2C domain was as also implemented and utilized 
as a robustness test for the study presented in chapter two. The field study data in chap-
ters two and three was collected in close collaboration multiple firms internationally, 
including one of the leading manufacturers and service providers in the information 
technology sector.  

Even though the studies presented in chapters two and three are both concerned with 
channel partner program members, the chapters diverge in their main foci. Chapter two 
mainly focuses on the channel partners’ grateful and indebted emotional responses to 
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the program being offered and assesses how these responses help to turn investments in 
these programs into bottom-line results. Chapter three, on the other hand, focuses main-
ly on sustaining the partners’ engaged participation in the program and thus centers on 
disengagement and how the partner’s ability to balance seemingly conflicting orienta-
tions prevents disengagement from occurring. In the following, we introduce both stud-
ies and summarize their empirical findings. 

CHAPTER 2: B2B CHANNEL PARTNER PROGRAMS: 
DISENTANGLING INDEBTEDNESS FROM GRATITUDE 

Chapter 2 focuses on the emotional responses of the channel partner to the program and 
how these influence important outcomes for the supplier. In this chapter, we describe a 
two-wave field study in which we investigate the roles of indebtedness and gratitude in 
channel partner programs and how these emotional responses to the program influence 
the future of the relationship and performance. Our results from the field study show 
that indebtedness has negative effects on commitment to the supplier, as well as the 
reseller’s effort selling the manufacturer’s products and services. Gratitude on the other 
hand has positive effects and simultaneously attenuates the effects of indebtedness on 
sales effort and commitment, thus offering a buffer against indebtedness’ detrimental 
effects. An additional laboratory study in the B2C domain was performed as a robust-
ness test for this interaction effect, providing further support for its occurrence. This 
chapter thus highlights indebtedness’ and gratitude’s important, yet contrasting roles in 
relationship marketing in general and channel partner programs in particular. In addi-
tion, our study examines the role of perceived supplier motives for providing the pro-
gram and finds motives to be of importance of as they differentially predict indebted-
ness and gratitude. Benevolent motives thereby are found to increase gratitude, whereas 
ulterior motives do not influence it. Ulterior motives do, however, increase indebted-
ness. Finally, the results of our analyses also reveal the intricate role of entitlement in 
channel partner programs. We find that it decreases the positive effect of perceived 
program value on partner gratitude while increasing the effect of ulterior motives on 
indebtedness. This chapter also elucidates the implications for suppliers and marketers 
aiming to navigate the complexity associated with realizing the full benefits of channel 
partner programs, as well as for further research. 

CHAPTER 3: WHEN THEY’VE LOST THAT LEARNING 
FEELING… BALANCING CUSTOMER AND SALES 
ORIENTATIONS TO PREVENT DISENGAGEMENT IN 
CHANNEL PARTNER PROGRAMS 

Chapter 3 focuses on the salesperson’s engagement in, and disengagement from the 
channel partner program. Business partner sales training has become a major priority for 
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firms (Sager et al. 2014) and our results show that training disengagement plays an 
important role in partner programs as it negatively impacts performance and foreshad-
ows problems underlying the relationship. More specifically, results from our field 
study show empirically that salesperson disengagement from supplier-provided training 
over time leads to lower relationship satisfaction and decreases sales performance of the 
reseller salesperson. Second, in this chapter we demonstrate the role of salesperson 
ambidexterity in the form of balancing customer orientation and selling orientation in 
training disengagement. As one of the first studies assessing individual-level ambidex-
terity, we find that salespeople who are able to reconcile these seemingly conflicting 
orientations are less prone to disengaging from the training modules. To offer a more 
fine-grained view on engagement effects in channel partner programs, we also distin-
guish between state (dis-)engagement as assessed through our survey and objectively 
assessed behavioral engagement. Our results show that the effects of ambidexterity on 
disengagement differ based on the seller’s prior behavioral engagement in the program. 
Finally, we investigate the role of the reseller firm culture, in specifically highlighting 
the effects of a bottom-line mentality (Greenbaum et al. 2012). Our findings show that a 
strong bottom-line mentality increases the impact of disengagement on the reseller’s 
satisfaction with the supplier relationship.  

To summarize, Figure 1.1. briefly illustrates the headline constructs and relation-
ships in this dissertation before the details of our studies in chapters two and three are 
presented. 

CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION 

In chapters two and three, we address each main research question and detail our hy-
potheses, research, and results and relating to these questions. Chapter 4 finally con-
cludes this dissertation by summarizing the main findings on the reseller salesperson’s 
responses to and engagement in channel partner programs as well as the concordant 
implications for the channel relationship and ongoing performance. Drawing on our 
findings, we then discuss the broader conceptual implications, highlight further research 
opportunities and offer suggestions for managers.  
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Figure 1.1 Key Constructs and Relationships of this Dissertation 
NB: Grey text indicates included constructs in study 1 (S1) and study 2 (S2) 
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Chapter Two 
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Disentangling Indebtedness from Gratitude 
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ABSTRACT 

Many suppliers invest heavily in channel partner programs that incentivize selling and 
learning. The authors conduct a multi-wave field study to investigate the roles of in-
debtedness and gratitude in transforming these investments into returns. The results 
show that indebtedness has negative effects on commitment to the supplier, as well as 
the reseller’s sales effort. Gratitude however attenuates the effects of indebtedness on 
sales effort and commitment, and thus offers a buffer against indebtedness’ negative 
effects. Indebtedness and gratitude thus play key roles in channel partner programs. In 
addition, the results highlight the importance of perceived motives as they differentially 
predict these two states. Benevolent motives are found to increase gratitude, though 
ulterior motives do not detract from it. Ulterior motives do however increase indebted-
ness. Finally, the results also reveal how entitlement negatively impacts channel partner 
programs: It decreases the positive effect of perceived program value on partner grati-
tude while increasing the effect of ulterior motives on indebtedness. This study thus 
assesses the simultaneous yet contrasting role of gratitude and indebtedness, as well as 
the complexity associated with realizing the full benefits of channel partner programs. 
The findings have implications for suppliers, marketers, and further research. 
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INTRODUCTION 

For supplier firms that use vertical networks to create superior value (Lusch et al. 2007), 
managing indirect sales channel relationships is critical (Bairstow and Young 2012; De 
Ruyter et al. 2001). In the IT sector, channel partners produced 67% of sales of the 
largest manufacturers in 2007 (Lamkin 2013).  For example, worldwide channel part-
ners of SAP account for US$220 billion in revenue (Whiting 2013). These partnerships 
are immensely important to manufacturers and they actively invest in programs to in-
centivize their partners’ selling and learning efforts (TSL Marketing 2013). Firms like 
Oracle and Microsoft offer learning modules on a variety of topics to their partners and 
incentivize them through reward points or discounts.  

Yet, market surveys report that only 33% of senior sales and marketing executives 
are satisfied with these programs (Fiorletta 2011; SAS & Loyalty 360 2012). It appears 
that even when the partners indicate appreciation for the programs (Bateman 2009), 
they remain suspicious of their true intentions and sense an obligation to repay in some 
way (Incentivecentral.org 2008). As one practitioner notes: “You must have a compel-
ling answer to the question “What can we do for them?” – Not just selfish interest in 
what they can do for you” (Andrews 2013, p. 1).  

Moreover, the programs target a mixed audience of heterogeneous resellers, includ-
ing high performing, self-confident salespeople (Davis 2012), who express widely vary-
ing expectations of their suppliers. For this reason, “channel chiefs routinely struggle 
with the number of partners in their programs that are living off the channel equivalent 
of entitlement programs” (Vizard 2012, p. 1). To learn the best ways to invest in chan-
nel partner programs, we need a more detailed understanding of how business partners 
perceive and evaluate them. 

Recent marketing theory highlights the relational construct of gratitude, or the “emo-
tional appreciation for benefits received” (Palmatier et al. 2009, p. 1), as a means by 
which relationship investments transform into returns. Yet, indebtedness, which is also 
a basic feature of social exchanges (Greenberg 1980), remains largely neglected. In-
debtedness is defined as “a state of obligation to repay another” (Greenberg 1980, p. 4) 
and is generally is perceived as unpleasant (Watkins et al. 2006), accompanied by nega-
tive emotions, and related to avoidance goals (Greenberg 1980). Gratitude and indebt-
edness can potentially occur in conjunction (Naito et al. 2005; Watkins et al. 2006), yet 
we lack an in-depth understanding of their interplay or a clear differentiation between 
these two distinct constructs (e.g., Komter 2004). Ambiguity also exists with regard to 
the determinants of both gratitude and indebtedness.  

Another potentially important characteristic of heterogeneous partners pertains to 
the extent to which they exhibit a pervasive sense of being entitled to more than others 
and expect suppliers to offer consistent benefits (Campbell et al. 2004; Wetzel et al. 
2013). Feelings of entitlement and inflated expectations likely influence partners’ re-
sponses to supplier programs, such as by causing them to feel less appreciative, which 
reduces the program’s benefits for the supplier. We also do not know how entitlement 
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affects indebtedness or gratitude. With this study, we seek to examine how these emo-
tional states and facets can help explain channel partner program success.  

In turn, this study makes three main contributions. First, we propose that indebted-
ness is a central element of channel partner programs. We also investigate the unique 
and joint impacts of indebtedness and gratitude as distinct emotional states that relate to 
the receipt of a benefit. We need to distinguish between them (Schaumberg and Flynn 
2009; Watkins et al. 2006) while also considering and explicating their possible simul-
taneous occurrence (cf. Morales 2005). In channel partner contexts, gratitude affects 
relational outcomes, such as commitment and trust, as well as sales performance and 
effort (e.g., Palmatier et al. 2009). We extend existing literature by integrating feelings 
of appreciation and obligation into a wider nomological framework, then explicitly 
assessing the interplay of gratitude and indebtedness. Previous literature implies that 
positive emotions can undo the damage created by negative emotions (Fredrickson et al. 
2000), which in turn suggests a novel perspective on gratitude, in that it may mitigate 
the negative impact of indebtedness.  

Second, we examine conditions that favor the dominance of either gratitude or in-
debtedness. Scant empirical evidence describes situational or personal characteristics 
that might predominantly produce one or the other (Schaumberg and Flynn 2009), 
though Morales (2005) establishes the role of personal favors in eliciting indebtedness 
as well as gratitude, in contrast with general reciprocity, which only leads to gratitude. 
Palmatier et al. (2009) also highlight the role of perceived motives in enhancing grati-
tude. We affirm the influence of perceived motives on gratitude and investigate their 
role in driving indebtedness. We also propose a more nuanced view of the multiple 
motives at play simultaneously in channel relationships. Specifically, we treat benevo-
lent and self-serving motives as orthogonal and assess their simultaneous, differential 
effects on gratitude and indebtedness.  

Third, we detail a source of heterogeneity in this context. Building on recent rela-
tionship marketing research (Wetzel et al. 2013), we investigate the role of entitlement 
in channel partner programs, which may influence how partners respond to the program, 
namely, by mitigating the positive effects of program value on partner gratitude. Be-
cause entitlement likely alters partners’ perceptions and expectations, we investigate the 
combined effect of entitlement and perceived ulterior motives on indebtedness, such 
that we consider how entitlement moderates the effects of various drivers of gratitude 
and indebtedness.  

In the next section, we review literature on gratitude and indebtedness as well as 
their conceptual connections and distinctions between them. After we introduce our 
conceptual framework and the hypotheses, we describe our multi-wave longitudinal 
study, with a worldwide sample of business channel partners, supplemented with objec-
tive performance data. We present the results and discuss the main findings from both 
theoretical and managerial perspectives. Finally, we note some limitations and opportu-
nities for further research. 
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CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND 

Because gratitude and indebtedness are two conceptually distinct states, resulting from 
the receipt of a benefit, they are particularly relevant for understanding channel partner 
programs, for which the benefits of knowledge and rewards are foundations. Gratitude 
has received increased research attention recently, though it remains understudied (Pal-
matier et al. 2009), and literature in both psychology and marketing often fails to differ-
entiate between gratitude and indebtedness (Haisley and Loewenstein 2011; Watkins et 
al. 2006). 

Gratitude and Indebtedness 

Gratitude has been conceptualized as a moral virtue, an attitude, a trait, or a coping 
response (Emmons et al. 2003; Lambert et al. 2009), as well as a state of thankfulness 
(e.g., Steindl-Rast 2004) or appreciation (e.g., Adler and Fagley 2005). Substantial 
research treats gratitude as a response to an interpersonal benefit transfer (Lambert et al. 
2009), such as when Emmons (2004) conceptualizes it as a feeling of thankful apprecia-
tion for favors received. Gratitude as a form of emotional appreciation is universal, 
evident in all cultures and encouraged by all major religions (Emmons and Crumpler 
2000), which is important for international channel partner programs. McCullough et al. 
(2002, p. 112) suggest that gratitude also has a dispositional dimension, prompting “a 
generalized tendency to recognize and respond with grateful emotion to the roles of 
other people’s benevolence in the positive experiences and outcomes that one obtains.” 
The value of a benefit determines the extent to which people feel gratitude (Lane and 
Anderson 1976). Grateful people then tend to behave more generously toward benefac-
tors (Tsang 2006); in a marketing context, this tendency should imply improved results 
(Raggio et al. 2013) and stronger social relationships (Bono and McCullough 2006; 
McCullough et al. 2008). Thus, gratitude represents a key mechanism by which firms’ 
relationship investments translate into results, with a broad range of positive outcomes 
in terms of both performance and relationship enhancements (Fredrickson 2001; Pal-
matier et al. 2009). However, we know little about its potential role in structured rela-
tionship marketing efforts, such as a channel partner programs (Palmatier et al. 2009).  

The fact that gratitude is of relevance in channel partner programs, however, is illus-
trated by this quote of a channel partner:  

“The first impactful reward program I ever participated in was the Kodak Re-
wards Program… I mean it actually made me focus on selling Kodak and caused 
me to actively recommend Kodak over similar or equal products. As a result I 
earned many Kodak Points that I could spend on a few hundred different mer-
chandise items. I ordered a few items including an iPod, Canon Camera, and 
even a TV. But the one that probably left the most lasting impression was a 
toothbrush… The OB Electric Toothbrush changed everything. I remember the 
enjoyment of brushing my teeth, of looking in the mirror and thinking, Thank 
You, Kodak. Thank You, Kodak…” (Movethechannel.com 2015, p.1) 
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Indebtedness also is a basic feature of social exchanges, defined as “a state of obligation 
to repay another” (Greenberg 1980, p. 4). Indebtedness stems from the norm of reci-
procity, which states that ‘‘(1) people should help those who have helped them, and (2) 
people should not injure those who have helped them’’ (Gouldner 1960, p. 171). In 
contrast with gratitude, it is an unpleasant state (Watkins et al. 2006), accompanied by 
negative emotions (Greenberg 1980), such that it is aversive (Greenberg and Shapiro 
1971). In particular, it constitutes a violation of the sense of “ought” while repayment 
has not yet been made (Heider 1958), which may invoke feelings of guilt (Greenberg 
and Shapiro 1971).  

Indebtedness also could be perceived as a threat to the recipient’s status or power 
(Blau 1968; Homans 1961). In marketing and consumer research, indebtedness mostly 
appears in studies of gift giving or receiving (Babin et al. 2007; Larsen and Watson 
2001), because receiving gifts can lead the recipient to feel indebted and perceive a need 
to reciprocate, which can further produce embarrassment or a sense of dependence 
(Belk and Coon 1993; Joy 2001). In psychology research, indebtedness goes hand-in-
hand with perceived inequity and restrained freedom (Marcoux 2009), which may in-
voke reactance. The amount of felt indebtedness increases with the value of the benefit, 
and actions to repay generally follow an exchange norm, such that they should not ex-
ceed the value of the original benefit—a situation distinct from that provoked by grati-
tude (Watkins et al. 2006; Wilke and Lanzetta 1982). Finally, empirical research sug-
gests that feelings of indebtedness can harm relationships, because they lead the recipi-
ent to try to avoid the benefactor (McCullough et al. 2008).  

Despite their potential simultaneous occurrence, extant literature offers sparse in-
sight into the relationship between gratitude and indebtedness and their interplay. In one 
exception, Watkins et al. (2006) show, across two studies, that gratitude and indebted-
ness correlate positively but also are clearly dissociated.  

Antecedents of Gratitude and Indebtedness 

Previous literature offers little insight into common or distinct antecedents of gratitude 
and indebtedness (Schaumberg and Flynn 2009), despite the evident value of such in-
sights. For example, a costly favor should lead to stronger feelings of gratitude and 
indebtedness than a less costly one (Greenberg 1980; Lane and Anderson 1976; Tesser 
et al. 1968); gratitude and indebtedness both may arise if one person benefits from 
someone else’s effort. In the context of channel partner programs, this would mean that 
more valuable programs would generate more gratitude or indebtedness. While different 
conceptualizations exist in the marketing literature (see e.g., Lapierre 2000; Sweeney 
2001), most research defines perceived value as an assessment of the utility of a product 
or service, based on perceptions of benefits versus costs (Dodds et al. 1991). Other 
researchers (e.g., Hunt and Morgan 1995; Hamel and Prahalad 1994) view value as 
determined more by the benefits; therefore we conceptualize program value as an over-
all assessment of the perceived benefits of the channel partner program. 
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For gratitude to result, the recipient must also believe that the benefactor has provid-
ed the benefit with good intentions (McAdams and Bauer 2004); that is, to feel grateful, 
the recipient must recognize that a benefit was given intentionally and attribute positive 
intentions to the giver (Gouldner 1960). Several experimental studies indicate that a 
benefactor’s intentionality strongly elicits gratitude (Tsang 2006, 2007), such that par-
ticipants experience stronger gratitude toward benefactors who help them out of be-
nevolent rather than ulterior motives.  

Basing on earlier literature (Bendapudi et al. 1996; Martin 1994, Rifon 2004), we 
thereby conceptualize ulterior motives as perception of the supplier's motives as being 
ultimately concerned with increasing the supplier's own welfare. Benevolent motives, in 
contrast, have the perceived goal of enhancing the welfare of the person who receives 
the benefit (Bendapudi et al. 1996; Martin 1994). Yet research that operationalizes be-
nevolent and ulterior motives as opposite ends of a spectrum may not reflect reality, 
because suppliers often try to achieve multiple goals simultaneously when investing in 
partner programs. In addition, a benefit recipient likely feels indebted if he or she per-
ceives that the benefactor is more concerned with the recipient’s benefit than his or her 
own welfare. Greenberg and Frisch (1972) show that receiving deliberate, as opposed to 
accidental, help causes more intense feelings of indebtedness and obligation.  

Entitlement 

Entitlement is “an expectation that one should or ought to receive something” (Xia et al. 
2010, p. 3), based on existing norms, such that a person’s claim of entitlement rests on 
the presence of some attribute in a social context (Feather 2003). Gouldner’s (1960) 
formulation of the norm of reciprocity offers a “good example of a generally applicable 
standard of entitlement” (Lerner 1987, p. 108), because reciprocity, as an element of a 
social structure, can give rise to entitlement if granting someone else a benefit leads the 
provider to demand repayment of a similar favor. Psychological entitlement is the “sta-
ble and pervasive sense that one deserves more and is entitled to more than others” 
(Campbell et al. 2004, p. 31), and it could determine the amount of gratitude and in-
debtedness a person feels. Psychological entitlement is a component of narcissism, 
which suggests a personal baseline level of entitlement.  

A sense of entitlement also might reflect situational factors, however (Haisley and 
Loewenstein 2011). Most empirical research on entitlement stems from narcissism liter-
ature in social psychology (Campbell et al. 2004). Entitled people typically expect a 
reward in accordance with a social contract, rather than directly in exchange for their 
own efforts or character (Campbell et al. 2004). Campbell et al. (2004) also show that 
entitlement is stable across time, and it occurs across cultures (Butori 2010), so it seems 
particularly relevant for international channel partner programs.  
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HYPOTHESES 

Simultaneous Effects of Gratitude and Indebtedness 

Gratitude represents a positive feeling (Lazarus and Lazarus 1994) or pleasant state that 
has social effects, in that it helps secure supportive social relationships (Bono and 
McCullough 2006) and prompts prosocial responses (Naito et al. 2005). That is, grati-
tude helps maintain close relationships and solidify new ones (McCullough et al. 2008), 
often through reappraisals of the benefactor’s positive qualities (Algoe et al. 2008; 
Young 2006). Because feelings affect judgments, people decide whether to trust some-
one by interpreting their feelings (Jones and George 1998).  

In line with previous work (Palmatier et al. 2009), we expect that gratitude will in-
crease a channel partner’s commitment to the supplier. Gratitude can further invoke 
broad, creative thoughts and actions and lead to a broad range of positive outcomes 
(Fredrickson 2001, 2004). When people feel grateful, they behave more generously 
toward their benefactors (Tsang 2006) and are more willing to explore various actions 
to repay them (Bartlett and DeSteno 2006; Fredrickson 2001). In many situations, they 
even go beyond repayment of a perceived debt (Tsang 2006), such that gratitude could 
help ensure the payoff of firms’ investments in partner relationships. Feelings of grati-
tude lead consumers to alter their purchase behaviors (Dahl et al. 2003; Morales 2005) 
and business customers to increase their share of wallet and sales. We therefore expect 
gratitude to have a positive impact on the effort the retailer salesperson expends when 
selling and promoting the manufacturer’s products and services. 

Social exchange literature also highlights the role of indebtedness, though many re-
searchers conceptually and empirically equate gratitude with indebtedness (e.g., Komter 
2004). We instead regard them as distinct and anticipate that they yield different action 
tendencies (Frijda 1986). Indebtedness may be perceived as a threat to the recipient’s 
status (Homans 1961) or power (Blau 1968) or reduce his or her perceived freedom 
(Brehm and Cole 1966). This unpleasant state (Watkins et al. 2006) likely invokes 
mixed emotions (Greenberg 1980). Indebtedness also relates more to avoidance than 
approach goals (Greenberg 1980), such as desires to avoid the benefactor (Watkins et al. 
2006).  

The indebted channel partner may thus seek to avoid the supplier that provided the 
program benefits. Because feeling indebted is aversive, people are motivated to reduce 
the feeling when it occurs, whether by repaying or by reinterpreting the situation 
(Greenberg 1980). Illustrating this, one participant in a recent qualitative study men-
tioned: “indebtedness is when you receive something but you think you need to com-
pensate. And I don’t like being in that position” (p. 12, Schmit 2012). If repayment gets 
induced, it is likely to follow a direct exchange norm. This means that the amount re-
paid will at most be equal to the benefit received (Watkins et al. 2006).  

In some situations, however, it may not be obvious how to repay the benefactor. 
While some channel partners consider selling more of the supplier’s products as a form 
of repayment for training and incentives, others may look for more direct ways of re-
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payment and fail to contrive viable options. Even when repayment does occur, this 
averse feeling might lead to a reduced repayment as negative emotions narrow individu-
als’ thought-action repertoires by calling forth specific action tendencies and thus nar-
rowing attention (Fredrickson et al. 2003; Fredrickson and Branigan 2005). In addition, 
feeling indebted after receiving a benefit may be closely related with feelings of subju-
gation or oppression due to expectations in the relationship (Marcoux 2009). Individuals 
feeling the pressure of having to repay a benefit might lead to the individual disliking 
the benefactor (Gergen, Ellsworth, Maslach, & Seipel, 1975). In this case, partners 
should not be expected to expend their full effort promoting the manufacturer’s products 
and services. In turn, firms that provide benefits to channel partners might not achieve 
the payoffs they expect.  

Despite the apparent contrast between indebtedness and gratitude, one of the few 
studies that examine these constructs simultaneously indicates that both can occur sim-
ultaneously within a person (Watkins et al. 2006). A channel partner, for example, may 
feel grateful for provided training when the training increased her knowledge on a par-
ticular technical innovation featured in this and other suppliers’ recent products. At the 
same time she may feel slightly obligated to promote the focal supplier’s products over 
others’ because of their investment in her education. This may result in mixed feelings 
about the training and the supplier.  

In situations in which positive and negative emotions occur simultaneously, the 
broaden-and-build theory of emotions predicts that the adverse effects of negative emo-
tions get counterbalanced or even undone by positive emotions (Fredrickson 2001, 
2004). Specifically, positive and negative emotions have distinct, complementary func-
tions and physiological effects (Tugade and Fredrickson 2007), and positive emotions in 
particular seem able to physiologically down-regulate negative emotions or responses 
(Fredrickson and Levenson 1998; Tugade and Fredrickson 2007) by enlarging the cog-
nitive context (Isen 1987), which increases dopamine in the brain (Ashby and Isen 
1999). Thus positive emotions do not necessarily undo negative emotions; rather, they 
undo their effects on a broad array of outcomes (Tugade and Fredrickson 2004). The 
channel partner in our example may thus be more likely to feel and act positively, as 
gratitude dampens the effects of feelings of obligation and indebtedness. We thus pre-
dict that the negative effects of indebtedness on relational and performance outcomes 
get buffered by higher levels of gratitude. 

H1: Gratitude attenuates the negative impacts of indebtedness on (a) sales effort, 
and (b) commitment 

Antecedents of Gratitude and Indebtedness 

Feeling grateful includes “the benefit, the beneficiary, and the benefactor” (Lambert et 
al. 2009, p. 1194) and occurs when the benefit provided is costly, intentional, voluntary, 
and of value to the beneficiary (McCullough et al. 2008; Schaumberg and Flynn 2009). 
For example, a costly favor elicits stronger feelings of gratitude than a less costly one in 
experimental studies (Lane and Anderson 1976; Tesser et al. 1968). Building on sociol-
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ogy research, Palmatier et al. (2009) show that relationship investments lead to more 
gratitude in business-to-business settings. A positive assessment of the value of a chan-
nel partner program thus should lead to gratitude among participating salespeople; the 
more valuable they perceive the program to be, the higher their gratitude.  

Similarly, when indebtedness is evoked, it should be greater when the benefit is of 
higher value to the recipient (Greenberg 1980); the costs to the benefactor and benefits 
for the recipient increase reported levels of indebtedness (e.g., Greenberg and Shapiro 
1971; Wilke and Lanzetta 1982). Although Tsang (2007) rejects this notion empirically 
in a laboratory study, we expect that favor value increases indebtedness, such that if the 
channel partner perceives the relationship program to be useful and of value, indebted-
ness should increase.  

H2: Higher program value increases (a) partner gratitude and (b) partner indebt-
edness 

Another critical determinant of gratitude is whether the benefit has been provided with 
good intentions (McAdams and Bauer 2004). If an action is not intentional, it might not 
generate gratitude (Bonnie and de Waal 2004). In addition, the recipient must attribute 
good intentions to the benefactor (Gouldner 1960). In a buyer–seller relationship, actors 
infer their exchange partners’ motives and intentions, including whether they are likely 
to be beneficial (Ganesan 1994). These inferences then define their perceptions of mar-
keters’ actions, which may have positive or negative consequences (Campbell and Kir-
mani 2000). 

A partner with benevolent motives subordinates its immediate self-interest for the 
long-term benefit of both parties (Geyskens et al. 1998), unlike those focused on their 
own welfare. General perceptions of the supplier’s benevolence likely vary among par-
ticipants in the program, according to their prior experiences with the supplier or their 
assessments of the supplier’s prior transaction-specific investments (Ganesan 1994). 
The recognition that the supplier provides the partner program intentionally should 
generate more positive attributions regarding its motives, engage the partner’s emotion-
al systems, and increase feelings of gratitude (Palmatier et al. 2009; Schaumberg and 
Flynn 2009).  

Based on literature on interpersonal relationships (Heider 1958), indebtedness litera-
ture suggests that the motives behind benefit provision also play an important role in 
indebtedness. Greenberg (1980) argues that people are socialized to recognize and re-
spond to altruistic or benevolent acts as reinforcing the benefactor’s altruism leads to 
more stable and predictable outcomes for the individual over time. From a societal or 
group perspective, when partners are socialized to recognize altruism, they are obligated 
to reciprocate when a benefit is received. Hence, benevolent motives should lead to 
higher levels of indebtedness.  

H3: Perceived benevolent motives lead to (a) higher gratitude and (b) higher in-
debtedness 
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We have little evidence to predict when gratitude or indebtedness is more likely 
(Schaumberg and Flynn 2009). Watkins et al. (2006) show that following a favor, great-
er expectations of returns reduce feelings of gratitude and increase feelings of indebted-
ness. Accordingly, we propose that if partners perceive ulterior motives for the channel 
partner program, such as the supplier’s own profit, they experience indebtedness rather 
than gratitude. The suspicion of ulterior motives makes the exchange relationship more 
salient and prompts specific relationship norms and expectations, including a tit-for-tat 
mentality (Clark and Mills 1979). Because they perceive an implied expectation to re-
pay the supplier in some form for the benefit (i.e., partner program), salespeople may 
sense obligation and feel indebted (Watkins et al. 2006).  

H4. Perceived ulterior motives lead to higher indebtedness. 

The Moderating Role of Entitlement 

Entitlement, or the expectation of receiving something, is not necessarily based on equi-
table exchanges (Campbell et al. 2004; Singer 1981; Xia et al. 2010). More entitled 
people are less likely to give and more likely to accept gifts (Harvey and Martinko 
2009). When they receive benefits, they tend to construe it as a reward rather than be-
nevolence (Campbell et al. 2004), so they experience less gratitude. Furthermore, enti-
tled partners expect suppliers to go out of their way continuously to help and benefit 
them. Even if she or he regards it as valuable, an entitled partner therefore feels less 
grateful for a program than does a less entitled person.  
As we argue, ulterior motives are expected to give salience to the exchange nature of the 
relationship and related relationship norms, priming a tit-for-tat mentality and an im-
plied expectation to repay the supplier (Clark and Mills 1979; Watkins et al. 2006). In a 
situation in which exchange norms are triggered by ulterior motives, this should be even 
more impactful for entitled partners as they tend to be more suspicious of others’ mo-
tives (Emmons 1984), expect exchange processes to be exploitative (Boyd and Helms 
2005), and are more selfish than prosocial (van Dijk and De Cremer 2006). These ex-
pectations lead to a biased perception of relational exchanges. Consequently, a channel 
partner high in entitlement – when compared to a partner low in entitlement – may feel 
an even stronger obligation to repay benefits which are perceived to be motivated by 
supplier self-interest. We thus expect entitlement to increase the effect of ulterior mo-
tives on indebtedness. 

H5. Entitlement (a) attenuates the positive impact of perceived program value on 
gratitude and (b) increases the positive effect of ulterior motives on indebted-
ness. 

Shown in Figure 2.1, our conceptual model builds on prior relationship marketing re-
search that investigates commitment and gratitude as foundations for closer, more prof-
itable relationships (Morgan and Hunt 1994; Palmatier et al. 2006, 2009). We add a 
consideration of indebtedness, which relates to but is distinct from gratitude, and their 
interplay. We also integrate the important moderating role of entitlement. 
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Figure 2.1: Conceptual Model 
NB: Dashed arrows represent non-hypothesized relationships 

RESEARCH SETTING 

To test our hypotheses, we conducted an international field study in cooperation with a 
market-leading, global, Fortune 100 computer technology service and solutions provid-
er. We collected a database of multi-wave survey and secondary data from salespeople 
who participated in the firm’s channel partner program; 2,664 reseller salespeople were 
randomly selected from the database of active program participants, invited by e-mail to 
participate, and promised bonus points in the channel partner program as incentives to 
encourage their participation. We then collected the data for this study in three interna-
tional survey waves during one program year (the measures, scale sources, and item 
loadings are in Appendix 2.1).  

The channel partner program launches each year, with new content and communica-
tions. The first survey wave was sent out shortly after re-launch, the second wave three 
months later and the third and final wave was sent approximately seven months after the 
second. While the main measures in our study are derived from waves one and three, we 
also measured our dependent variables in wave two in order to include lagged terms for 
the dependent variables in our analysis. 
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Sample 

The final sample consisted of 284 reseller salespeople who completed the full question-
naires for all waves, for a total response rate of 10.6%. The salespeople responded to 
scales that measured their satisfaction with the program and its offered rewards, their 
perceptions of the supplier’s motives for providing the partner program, and their feel-
ings of gratitude and indebtedness. They also indicated their sense of entitlement and 
the amount of effort they put into the learning modules. Finally, the respondents com-
pleted scales measuring their commitment to the supplier and their own perceived sales 
effort relative to other sellers in the organization. 

In addition to the online survey, we obtained sales data from company records for 
some of the respondents, namely, those who exploited the option of logging their sales 
in the program to gain additional rewards. We received data about the logged sales of 51 
resellers during the six months prior to and after the final survey wave. 

Validity and Reliability  

We evaluated the psychometric properties of the constructs in our field study using 
SmartPLS version 3.0 (Ringle et al. 2015). The indicator items’ loadings on the latent 
variables were greater than .6, indicating good indicator reliability. The composite relia-
bility scores above .8 exceeded the recommended minimum levels, in support of good 
internal consistency (Nunnally and Bernstein 1994). In support of convergent validity, 
the average variances extracted (AVE) of the constructs were greater than .5 (Hair et al. 
2011; Hair et al. 2014); the minimum AVE was .61. As the correlations in Table 2.1 
reveal, several constructs correlate significantly. 

To assess the discriminant validity of the measurement model, we employed Fornell 
and Larcker’s (1981) criterion; each latent construct shared more variance with its as-
signed indicators than with any other latent variable in the structural model. Finally, as a 
test of common method bias, we produced a Schmid-Leiman solution (Podsakoff et al. 
2003; Schmid and Leiman 1957; Wolff and Preising 2005) in R using the psych pack-
age (Revelle 2015). The general factor accounted for 32% of the variance on average, 
indicating no issues.  
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RESULTS 

Main Analyses 

Because our measurement scales proved reliable, with high levels of validity, we used a 
partial least squares (PLS) model to test our hypotheses, with SmartPLS v3.0 (Ringle et 
al. 2015) for both the measurement and the structural model (Hair et al. 2012). We chose 
PLS path modeling for its suitability in estimating complex models (Chin 1998), its supe-
rior performance compared with regression analysis or covariance-based methods when 
testing moderating hypotheses, and its superior predictive performance (Chin et al. 
2003). We used bootstrapping with 1000 resamples to obtain the standard errors for the 
estimates, which allowed us to test the statistical significance of the parameter estimates 
(t-values). Interaction effects were estimated using a two-stage interaction model (Good-
hue et al. 2007), which is the default approach in SmartPLS v3.0 (Ringle et al. 2015). It 
employs latent variable scores of the latent predictor and latent moderator variable from 
the main effects model without the interaction term. These latent variable scores are 
consequently saved and used to calculate the product indicator for the second stage anal-
ysis, which adds the interaction term to the first stage model (Ringle et al. 2015). 

We investigated the R-square values for the endogenous variables to assess model 
quality (Cohen 1988), which was acceptable. To assess potential multicollinearity, we 
calculated the variance inflation factor (VIF). This highest VIF statistic observed across 
our analyses was 2.61, suggesting no multicollinearity issues (Hair et al. 2011). In addi-
tion, we calculated the Q-square statistic for all endogenous variables to assess the pre-
dictive validity of the independent variables and mediators (Hair et al. 2012). The cross-
validated redundancy measures (Q2) were at least equal to .24, indicating the predictive 
relevance of the variables. In line with Tenenhaus et al. (2005), we calculated a global 
goodness-of-fit (GoF) criterion for our model, using the geometric mean of the average 
communality and average R-square, yielding a GoF index of .62. Thus, our model per-
formed well (Wetzels et al. 2009). 
 
Table 2.2: Field Study Results for Sales Effort and Commitment 

Constructs Sales Effort    Commitment 
 β t-values β t-values 
Gratitude 0.20 2.31 0.42 6.76 
Indebtedness -0.19 2.30 -0.31 6.06 
Commitment 0.27 3.49   
Gratitude * Indebtedness 0.10 1.93 0.18 5.24 
Supplier Identification (control) 0.06 0.64 0.29 4.57 
Market Turbulence (control) -0.05 0.66 0.11 2.30 
Sales Experience (control) 0.16 2.81 0.16 4.07 
Commitment lag (control)   0.30 5.87 
Sales Effort lag (control) 0.42 6.40   
R Squared  0.37  0.55 
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Table 2.3: Field Study Results for Gratitude and Indebtedness 

Constructs Gratitude   Indebtedness  
 β t-values β t-values 
Program Value 0.46 5.63 -0.05 0.65 
Ulterior Motives 0.04 0.63 0.12 1.69 
Benevolent Motives 0.33 3.39 0.41 4.41 
Entitlement 0.11 1.80 0.26 4.43 
Entitlement * Program Value -0.18 3.46   
Entitlement * Ulterior Motives  0.08 1.77  
R Squared  0.62  0.37 

 
The results of our main analyses can be seen in Tables 2.2 and 2.3. Because the two-
stage approach to interaction analysis we employ is based on latent variable scores, 
which can be considered a continuous variable with arbitrary values, we also employ 
Floodlight tests (Spiller et al. 2013) with the Johnson-Neyman point (cf. Johnson and 
Neyman, 1936; Preacher et al., 2006). These tests and the respective plots were pro-
duced in R using the rockchalk package on the basis of asymptotic standard errors 
(Johnson 2015).  

We find that gratitude exerted a significant, positive, main effect on both dependent 
variables: sales effort (β = .20, t = 2.31, p < .01) and commitment (β = .42, t = 6.76, p < 
.01). Indebtedness instead had a negative effect on sales effort (β = -.19, t = 2.30, p < .01) 
and commitment (β = -.31, t = 6.06, p < .01). The interaction term between gratitude and 
indebtedness had a significant and positive effect on sales effort (β = .10, t = 1.93, p < .05 
one sided) and commitment (β = .18, t = 5.24, p < .01). Figure 2.2a illustrates this inter-
action effect, as indebtedness shows a negative effect on sales effort at lower levels of 
gratitude. This effect decreases for higher levels of gratitude. Figure 2.3a shows a similar 
pattern for commitment, illustrating that gratitude buffers against the negative effect of 
indebtedness. 
 

 

Figure 2.2a: Effects of Indebtedness on Sales Effort at Different Levels of Gratitude 
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Figure 2.3a: Effects of Indebtedness on Commitment at Different Levels of Gratitude 
 
Figure 2.2b shows the marginal effect of indebtedness at different levels of gratitude. 
1The shaded region in this type of graph represents values of the moderator at which the 
effect of the independent variable will be statistically significant. In this case, the nega-
tive effect of indebtedness on sales effort becomes insignificant at values of gratitude 
higher than 0.56 standard deviations from the mean. Figure 2.3b shows a similar pattern 
for commitment, as the negative effect of indebtedness approaches insignificance at 
high levels of gratitude.2 We thus found support for both, H1a and H1b.  
 

 

Figure 2.2b: Marginal Effect of Indebtedness on Sales Effort at Different Levels of Gratitude 

 

                                                           
1 Variables in the analysis are standardized; for the unstandardized gratitude construct, MGratitude = 6.07, σGratitude 
= 0.82. 
2 We found the same substantive results for trust as dependent variable (scale adapted from Morgan and Hunt 
1994). For the sake of brevity, we focus only on the results for commitment in this manuscript. 
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Figure 2.3b: Marginal Effects of Indebtedness on Commitment at Different Levels of Gratitude 

 
For the drivers of gratitude and indebtedness, we found a significant, positive impact of 
perceived program value on gratitude (β = .46, t = 5.63, p < .01), in support of H2a, but 
no significant impact on indebtedness (β = -.05, t = .65, n.s.), in contrast with H2b. 
Perceptions of benevolent motives increased both gratitude (β = .33, t = 3.39, p < .01) 
and indebtedness (β = .41, t = 4.41, p < .01); perceptions of ulterior motives increased 
indebtedness (β = .12, t = 1.69, p < .05, one-sided) but not gratitude (β = .04, t = .63, 
n.s.). Therefore, H3a, H3b, and H4 received support.  

Entitlement decreased the positive effect of program value on gratitude (β = -.18, t = 
3.46, p < .01), in line with H5a, and strengthened the sense of indebtedness triggered by 
ulterior motives (β = .08, t = 1.77, p < .05 one sided), in support of H5b. To facilitate 
the interpretation of these interactions, we once again employed the R package rock-
chalk for further analyses (Johnson 2015; Spiller et al. 2013). As illustrated in Figure 
2.4a, we find that program value has a considerable effect on gratitude when entitlement 
is high. At lower levels of entitlement, however, this effect becomes much less pro-
nounced. Figure 2.5a shows how strongly perceived ulterior motives increase indebted-
ness for channel partners with high entitlement. On the other hand, ulterior motives do 
not seem to trigger indebtedness in partners with low entitlement. 
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Figure 2.4a: Effects of Program Value on Gratitude at Different Levels of Entitlement 
 

 

Figure 2.5a: Effects of Ulterior Motives on Indebtedness at Different Levels of Entitlement 
 
Figure 2.4b illustrates the marginal effect of program value on gratitude at different 
levels of entitlement.3 We observe that the effect of program value becomes insignifi-
cant at values of entitlement greater than 1.55 standard deviations from the mean. 
 

                                                           
3 Variables in the analysis are standardized; for the unstandardized entitlement construct, MEntitlement = 4.80, 
σEntitlement = 1.09. 
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Figure 2.4b: Marginal Effects of Program Value on Gratitude at Different Levels of Entitlement 
 
Figure 2.5b on the other hand, shows that the effect of ulterior motives on indebtedness 
becomes insignificant at levels lower than -0.22 standard deviations from the mean of 
entitlement. These results provide further support for H5a and H5b.  
 

 

Figure 2.5b: Marginal Effects of Ulterior Motives on Indebtedness at Different Levels of Entitlement 

For our dependent variables, we included several seller-level variables as controls. Sales 
experience significantly influenced sales effort (β = .16, t = 2.81, p < .01) and commit-
ment (β = .16, t = 4.07, p < .01). Supplier identification had significant effects only on 
commitment (β = .29, t = 4.57 p < .01), which holds true also for market turbulence (β = 
.11, t = 2.30, p < .05). In addition, we controlled for the lagged effect of each dependent 
variable; it exerted a significant impact on sales effort in the final wave of our survey (β 
= .42, t = 6.40, p < .01), as it did on commitment (β = .30, t = 5.87, p < .01).  
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Robustness Test 

As a robustness test, we assessed the interplay of gratitude and indebtedness in a 2 × 2 
between-subjects experimental design, with data collected from 124 business students. 
In this laboratory setting, participants assigned randomly to a condition recalled and 
described a shopping interaction with a salesperson that made them feel grateful, in-
debted, or both, or they completed a control condition (Petty et al. 1993; Watkins et al. 
2003, 2006; Wood et al. 2010). Participants then indicated their attitude towards the 
store or company on a 3-item scale adapted from Mittal (1990) as well as their gratitude 
and indebtedness on scales similar to those in our field study that were slightly adapted 
to the context. Manipulation checks confirmed the mood induction; the factor analysis 
indicated good psychometric properties for the constructs (Netemeyer et al. 2003).  

To evaluate whether gratitude buffered the deleterious effects of indebtedness, we 
employed planned contrasts, while controlling for how long ago the shopping experi-
ence took place (M = 7.98 months). The overall interaction was not significant (p > .1), 
yet respondents in the indebtedness-only condition expressed significantly less positive 
attitudes toward the store (M = 5.12) than any other condition (p < .05). The difference 
between gratitude conditions with (M = 5.83) and without (M = 5.91) indebtedness was 
not significant (p = .76). This finding lends further support to the prediction that grati-
tude buffers the negative effect of indebtedness. It also confirmed our choice of 
measures and the treatment of gratitude and indebtedness as distinct constructs.  

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

To refine currently prevailing perspectives on relational exchanges focusing on grati-
tude (e.g., Palmatier et al. 2009), we have introduced a related but distinct construct, 
indebtedness, as an important element that has the potential to diminish important rela-
tionship and performance outcomes. We assess not only its direct effects but also its 
interplay with gratitude. To provide a better understanding of the causes of both grati-
tude and indebtedness, we assess the conditions that favor grateful versus indebted re-
sponses in business-to-business channel partner programs, highlighting particularly the 
role of benevolent and ulterior motives. Finally, we add to recent relationship marketing 
research by shedding light on the influence of entitlement in relation to drivers of grati-
tude and indebtedness.  

As our major contribution, we propose that gratitude and indebtedness are central 
elements of channel partner programs, with important individual and joint impacts. 
Emergent marketing theory highlights the centrality of gratitude in business relation-
ships (Palmatier et al. 2009; Wetzel et al. 2013) and illustrates how it can transform 
investments in customers and business partners into positive firm outcomes. However, 
with some notable exceptions (Samaha et al. 2011; Steinhoff and Palmatier 2014), exist-
ing marketing research has focused on the positive side of relational exchanges and 
neglected indebtedness, thus failing to capture the intricacies of an ongoing exchange 



CHAPTER TWO 

44 

and underestimating its performance-harming aspects. In addition, recent research has 
consistently called for research to incorporate longitudinal research designs to disentan-
gle the intricate effects in relationship marketing (Palmatier et al. 2007; Palmatier et al. 
2013). We build on this emerging literature base and adopt a multi-wave approach to 
study indebtedness and gratitude.  

Although indebtedness and gratitude are often used interchangeably, they are dis-
tinct (McCullough et al. 2008) and invoke different outcomes. Few studies explicitly 
differentiate between them; to the best of our knowledge, this article is the first to inves-
tigate the interplay of gratitude and indebtedness in relationship marketing programs.  

In our field study, gratitude had significant, positive effects on the channel partner’s 
commitment to the supplier, as well as the reseller’s sales effort; indebtedness however 
had negative effects on these outcomes. This is in line with prior research suggesting 
that indebted people tend to avoid their benefactors and become less likely to help them 
on unrelated dimensions (Greenberg 1980; McCullough et al. 2008).  

For instance, when a firm like Cisco makes their partners feel like they owed some-
thing to the company for providing training and incentives in their partner program, 
partners may avoid their benefactor (Cisco) and be promote other suppliers’ products to 
their customers.  As a consequence, they are and be less likely to build or maintain a 
good relationship with their Cisco representative. This finding also highlights that firms 
that expect to increase their channel partners’ productivity through partner programs 
may fail to achieve their expected returns. To enhance their performance, supplier firms 
should thus aim to prevent channel partners from feeling indebted. In addition, our re-
sults show that gratitude acted as a buffer against the negative effects of indebtedness. 
In line with the broaden-and-build theory of emotions (Fredrickson 2001), the positive 
emotion of gratitude thus reduced and even undid the effects of the negative emotion of 
indebtedness. This means that a channel partner who feels indebted to the supplier for 
having benefitted from the provided training may still expend higher effort selling the 
suppliers’ products if he also feels grateful for the benefits received.   

Taken together, these results help explain some prior equivocal findings regarding 
the outcomes of indebtedness or obligation (e.g., De Ruyter and Wetzels 2000; Goei 
and Boster 2005; Watkins et al. 2006). On the basis of our results, we expect positive 
outcomes when both gratitude and indebtedness are invoked but negative outcomes in 
situations in which indebtedness predominates or cannot be buffered by gratitude. The 
effect of gratitude appears positive for all outcomes.  

In addition to the self-reported items in our field survey, we assessed actual sales 
logged by some resellers over a 6-month period after the survey; the post hoc tests (n = 
51) showed that gratitude had a positive effect on actual logged sales (p < .05, one-
sided, 1000 bootstrap replications). Neither the main effect of indebtedness nor its inter-
action with gratitude reached significance in this post hoc test, however. This may at 
least in part be due to the small sample size for the objective data (n = 51), which was 
also the reason we were not able to replicate the whole conceptual model in this test.  
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Figure 2.6: Post-Hoc Analysis of Gratitude and Indebtedness Effects on Actual Sales 
 
To investigate this issue further, we employed a median split on the gratitude and indebt-
edness measurements and assessed actual logged sales (standardized for confidentiality 
reasons) in the resulting groups. The results are shown in Figure 2.6 and highlight two 
trends. First, the high-indebtedness groups both have much lower average sales than the 
low-indebtedness groups. Second, in the high-indebtedness conditions, this difference 
seems to be dramatically reduced when gratitude is high. This provides anecdotal support 
for our earlier findings on the buffering effect of gratitude on indebtedness. 

On the basis of these post hoc findings, we posit that the positive effects of grati-
tude, as reported in prior research (e.g., Bono and McCullough 2006; McCullough et al. 
2008) may have been due, at least in part, to the protection that gratitude offers against 
indebtedness’ negative impact, rather than purely to a positive main effect. To assess the 
potential effects of relational exchanges more accurately, marketing research should 
embrace a dual perspective and examine gratitude and indebtedness simultaneously.  

As a second major contribution, we shed light on factors that favor the dominance of 
either gratitude or indebtedness. Our findings confirm the influence of benefit value, 
because higher perceived program value significantly increases channel partner grati-
tude. However, post hoc tests indicate that adding reward value separately does not 
increase explanatory power (p > .10). Channel partners seemingly evaluate the program 
holistically, rather than viewing the rewards as a separate factor. Overall then, program 
value is a determinant of gratitude. Motives also strongly determine channel partner 
gratitude, providing support for theorizing in early gratitude literature (Tesser et al. 
1968). Unlike research that regards motives on a continuum, from benevolent to ulterior 
(e.g., Tsang 2006), we demonstrate that partner program members actually perceive 
motives in a more nuanced way. Benevolent motives increase gratitude, but ulterior 
motives do not detract from it. In a business-to-business setting, partners appear to al-
low for some measure of self-interest by suppliers. Further research could explore the 
boundaries for this effect. In combination though, the high percentage of variance ex-
plained in gratitude (R2 = .59) affirms the importance of benefit value and motives in 
determining gratitude in channel partner programs. 
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Prior research on the conditions for indebtedness is more rare. In contrast with prior 
predictions (Greenberg 1980), we did not find that perceived program value effectively 
predicted indebtedness. Despite the different context, it seems relevant to note that 
Tsang (2007) also did not find that higher value increased self-reported gratitude in 
response to a favor. Therefore, further research should clarify the importance of favor 
value. However, in line with prior psychology research (Greenberg and Frisch 1972), 
this study shows that the motives for benefit provision help determine the level of in-
debtedness felt by program participants. That is, the perception of benevolent motives 
increases indebtedness, in line with Greenberg’s (1980) predictions. Yet in contrast with 
gratitude, ulterior motives also increase indebtedness. Perhaps these ulterior motives 
make the exchange nature of the relationship more salient to the partner and thus trigger 
different relationship norms and expectations (Clark and Mills 1979) such that resellers 
then perceive an implied expectation to repay the supplier (Watkins et al. 2006).  

In our study, motives have a direct effect, in line with theorizing in psychology liter-
ature pertaining to obligation and indebtedness (Gouldner 1960). In addition, these 
findings are notable in light of Morales’s (2005) assertion that indebtedness relates 
more to personal benefits than does gratitude, and they provide empirical support for her 
claim that perceived motives are what matter, independent of a benefactor’s actual 
motives.  

In a business-to-business context, perceived ulterior and benevolent motives coexist, 
exerting different effects. We presume that in marketing relationships, suppliers and 
sellers frequently have multiple, possibly competing motives. For example, a salesper-
son may seek to increase sales—and thus her or his commission—while also searching 
to find a solution that pleases the customer. Nascent literature on ambidexterity at the 
individual level highlights a similar apparent paradox (Jasmand et al. 2012). We recog-
nize that some salespeople, and especially experienced ones (on average, the salespeo-
ple in our sample had 8 years of experience in the sales function), likely know that their 
suppliers have their own agenda but still might want the best for their partners. The 
correlation between ulterior and benevolent motives in our sample is .35 (p < .01). Thus 
the two constructs, though related, are independent for practical purposes. Motives seem 
to play an important role in channel partner programs, which may be even more compli-
cated than previously established. 

As a third contribution, we highlight entitlement as an important source of heteroge-
neity with regard to the drivers of gratitude and indebtedness. In a channel partner pro-
gram, entitlement decreases the positive effect of perceived program value on partner 
gratitude. Entitled channel partners expect to receive benefits from the supplier; even 
when they value them highly, they are less grateful than partners who feel less entitled. 
Entitlement relates to indebtedness in a different way, which further differentiates be-
tween gratitude and indebtedness. Our results show that partners with a heightened 
sense of entitlement are more prone to interpret suppliers’ ulterior motives as a sign of 
an exchange relationship and to feel indebted. Entitlement thus indirectly and negatively 
affects the relational and performance outcomes of partner programs. Psychological 
entitlement constitutes part of a narcissistic personality; in a channel partner context, 
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partners develop a sense of entitlement when they receive special treatment in the early 
stages of the relationship (Boyd and Helms 2005; Wetzel et al. 2013). Additional re-
search should investigate ways firms might grant special attention to new partners, 
without increasing their entitlement. One way to facilitate and manage communication 
in these relationships is the he usage of new forms of communication, such as social 
media (Rapp et al. 2013). Therefore, researchers need to identify ways to combat feel-
ings of entitlement in business-to-business relationships.  

Limitations and Further Research 

Although we draw our data from professional salespeople across multiple channel part-
ner firms and geographies, our study is based on one channel partner program, operated 
by one supplier in the high-tech sector. The model likely would generalize to similar 
partner programs, but the generalizability of our findings to other industries may be 
limited. Further research should aim to replicate our findings across an array of pro-
grams to establish their validity in a broader range of channel partnerships and program 
designs. In addition, because we employed a survey as our main method of data collec-
tion, we cannot distinguish between person-specific effects, such as dispositional 
tendencies to be skeptical of seller programs, from construct-specific effects, such as the 
effects of perceived ulterior motives. Future research should test and extend our concep-
tual framework using different study designs and methods of data collection, to shed 
light on this distinction. 

Although our experimental study provided further evidence of a buffering effect of 
gratitude in a consumer context, applications of our complete conceptual model to con-
sumer markets require further testing. Because our results are the first to illustrate buff-
ering effects of gratitude in a marketing setting, further research should replicate this 
effect and test its robustness across different scenarios, which may reveal some bounda-
ry conditions and explain additional heterogeneity.  

This research also highlights the potential negative effects of indebtedness on re-
seller sales effort and commitment. In our post hoc analysis of objective sales data with 
a smaller sample of resellers, this effect did not reach statistical significance. This could 
be due, at least partially, to the small sample size (n = 51), but an additional “gap” also 
might exist between the attitudinal outcomes and more objective outcomes, similar to 
the frequently observed gap between consumer intentions and behavior (e.g., Bagozzi 
and Dholakia 1999). Especially in our research context, where closing a sale can take 
multiple calls, we simply might not see these effects as clearly in the objective perfor-
mance data. Therefore, further research should study this issue in more detail and seek 
to replicate the negative effects of indebtedness in different contexts, especially using 
objective performance data. 

Our longitudinal approach effectively addresses concerns about common method bi-
as and responds to calls for more longitudinal research to investigate the effects of grati-
tude over time (Palmatier et al. 2009). Additional research should continue to clarify the 
developments of different member segments, such as newcomers or experienced pro-
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gram members, and the impacts of gratitude and indebtedness along differing relation-
ship trajectories. 

In examining the drivers of gratitude and indebtedness, we have focused on perceived 
program value, perceived program motives, and the influence of entitlement. Although 
the R-square values for gratitude and indebtedness (average = .49) were substantial, other 
significant drivers still could exist. Additional research might try to identify other influ-
ential program factors and consider multiple partner programs. Furthermore, in our sam-
ple, satisfaction with the rewards did not contribute additional explanatory power, but 
other reward-related factors, such as selection or perceived reward value, may influence 
gratitude and indebtedness. Another factor to research as a potential trigger of indebted-
ness or gratitude is benefit framing. Inferred motives help determine the occurrence of 
gratitude or indebtedness; further research should clarify which aspects might be influ-
enced when program providers communicate its benefits in certain ways.  

Finally, we shed light on the moderating role of entitlement; further research should 
continue to refine the entitlement construct and other narcissistic tendencies, investigate 
subtleties with regard to trait versus state entitlement (cf. Haisley and Loewenstein 
2011), and uncover ways that firms might grant special attention to new partners with-
out increasing their entitlement. Such efforts could help clarify the overall impact of 
entitlement in channel partner programs. 

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

For marketers, our research provides additional evidence of the importance of gratitude; 
some researchers suggest a smaller role of gratitude in structured relationship programs 
(e.g, Palmatier et al. 2009), but our results highlight its impact, even in a formal channel 
partner program. With our sample of worldwide channel partner salespeople, we affirm 
that gratitude appears culturally neutral, with robust effects. Thus program managers 
can confidently invest in program features that invoke gratitude, across the globe; other 
investments that do not trigger gratitude to a comparable extent, or which do not con-
tribute to gratitude additionally such as the rewards in our post-hoc analysis, may be 
less culturally universal and less global in their impact. Yet managers also must realize 
the strict reciprocity can produce negative effects, so they need to manage their channel 
partner programs—and possibly all partner relationships—in a way that is conducive to 
gratitude but unlikely to cause feelings of indebtedness.  

In terms of program-related implications, our results align with evidence that sug-
gests avoiding any communication about expected repayments (Watkins et al. 2006). 
Rather, managers should carefully avoid any impression that they have mainly ulterior 
motives for providing these programs and also avoid explicitly or implicitly asking their 
partners to return any favors provided. For example, communications with channel 
partners should include explicit statements, such as “There is absolutely no obligation,” 
to frame the situation appropriately and reduce any sense of indebtedness. 
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Because the long-term returns on high-quality programs will be low when entitle-
ment is high, managers should work to identify their most entitled partners. In general, 
the most successful sellers are those who feel entitled and act like prima donnas (Davis 
2013), and our post hoc analysis confirms that exclusive resellers feel more entitled than 
multivendor partners. Therefore, managers should focus on their best, most exclusive 
resellers and conduct partner surveys to identify any overly inflated expectations. In 
dialogue with these partners, the supplier could encourage them to reflect on their be-
havior and share concrete expectations, while stressing the relational character of the 
relationship rather than focusing on bottom-line results (Davis 2013).  

In addition, interactions with top performers may include recognition of their 
achievements, to mitigate the negative effects of entitlement by increasing the sense of 
deservingness (Davis 2012; Feather 2003). Finally, managers must acknowledge their 
own behaviors that encourage entitlement expectations. Instead of simply praising top 
performers for their achieved performance, program managers might periodically high-
light and give feedback about partners’ invested effort. Business-to-consumer relation-
ship programs, such as loyalty programs, periodically send members updates about their 
point balances. In addition, a differentiation is often made between status-related tier 
points and earned points. Channel partner programs could adopt similar practices, with a 
special focus on the effort a partner has exerted in performing behaviors (e.g., training 
completion, sales) to achieve the earned points. This focus on effort and achievement 
could reduce psychological entitlement, in that it lowers the emphasis on credentials, 
status, and hierarchy, all of which are closely related to entitlement.  
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ABSTRACT 

In an international field study, we investigate the issue of disengagement from channel 
partner sales training, which has become a major priority for manufacturers. First, we 
demonstrate empirically that disengagement from training occurs over time and repre-
sents a hazard to program success. Second, we illustrate how salesperson ambidexterity 
in the form of balancing customer and selling orientations influences disengagement as 
salespeople who successfully reconcile these seemingly conflicting orientations are less 
prone to disengaging. Third, we further elucidate the critical role of disengagement as it 
hinders performance and indicates problems underlying the relationship. We also show 
that a bottom-line mentality at the level of the reseller firm (Greenbaum et al. 2012) 
exaggerates the impact of disengagement on the reseller’s satisfaction with the supplier 
relationship, adding to our understanding of this construct. Our proposed conceptual 
model, including drivers, outcomes, and moderating variables, is strongly supported in 
our analysis. We derive implications and finally discuss recommendations for managers 
and researchers.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Business partner sales training has become a major priority for manufacturers in an 
effort to help salespeople to cope in an increasingly complex and dynamic marketplace 
(Sager et al. 2014; Sarin et al. 2010). U.S. companies alone spend $15 billion on sales 
training every year (Kumar et al. 2015), and recent industry surveys report an average 
spending of approximately $2,000 on training per salesperson (CSO Insights 2013). As 
firms increasingly employ indirect sales channels (Bairstow and Young 2012), suppliers 
train their business partners in order to achieve or retain a strong market position 
(Bettencourt et al. 2002). Examples include major suppliers such as Microsoft, Dell, and 
others, who provide extensive training and e-learning facilities (Kalyanam and Brar 
2009; Microsoft 2010) in their channel partner programs (CPPs). These programs incen-
tivize training participation (Gilliland 2004), representing significant investments of the 
supplier firms. Yet, recent industry surveys report mixed results, with only short-term 
rises in performance that drop off quickly (Sharir 2014). Companies are faced with 
business partners who do not feel engaged in the training. It has been suggested that one 
reason for this may be that salespeople are not able to manage to balance short-term 
sales and building customer relationships through better knowledge and service (Snider 
2015; Ingram et al. 2007). In addition, B2B resellers often have a firm culture that puts 
a strong focus on a narrow set of success measures such as sales and market share 
(O’Boyle et al. 2013). Such an environment, in which the business partner’s non-core 
activities including learning become scrutinized, may exacerbate the problem. It thus 
seems vital to learn what causes resellers to disengage from training programs, and how 
to prevent this from affecting performance and the future of the partnership. 

In recent years, engagement has taken center stage in the literature on employee 
commitment and performance (e.g., Christian et al. 2011; Menguc et al. 2013; Rich et 
al. 2010) as it leads to a broad range of beneficial outcomes for companies (Bakker et al. 
2012; Christian et al. 2011). Research on disengagement, however, is limited. Disen-
gagement can be thought of as a reduction in engagement and is expected to entail op-
posite effects (Kahn 1990). Despite the fact that sales enablement is viewed as critical to 
salespeople’s long-term performance (Pettijohn et al. 2009), disengagement from learn-
ing and training has been largely neglected in the academic marketing literature. Fur-
thermore, much of the relevant research has taken a static perspective (cf., Bakker and 
Bal 2010; Ouweneel et al. 2013), suggesting a need to assess disengagement from train-
ing using a longitudinal perspective. In addition, relatively little is known about the 
antecedents of disengagement (Wollard and Shuck 2011), with knowledge on what 
predisposes employees to disengage from sales training in particular being even scarcer.  

One important consideration is that for salespeople, taking training modules natural-
ly reduces the immediate time and attention available for the sales task itself. Whether 
salespeople are highly focused on closing deals or focused more strongly on satisfying 
the customer’s needs (Saxe & Weitz 1982) should influence how they make this 
tradeoff and consequently choose to allocate their time, effort and attention. While ex-
tant research has rarely examined customer orientation and selling orientations simulta-
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neously (Guenzi et al. 2011), recent research has brought ambidexterity to the marketing 
literature (Jasmand et al. 2012) and has surfaced that selling and customer orientation 
are a balancing act. We zoom in on these conflicting pressures as studies in other do-
mains show the ability of individuals to simultaneously pursue diverging goals to have a 
very positive impact on their performance (Jasmand et al. 2012; Yu et al. 2013). We 
therefore assess the effect of this ability on disengagement from training over time. 

Next to antecedents of disengagement, little research has illuminated boundary con-
ditions for its outcomes (Kane-Frieder et al. 2013), despite calls for this in the literature 
(e.g., Parker and Griffin 2011). One potentially important aspect is the fact that B2B 
reselling is an environment with fierce competition, which causes many companies 
strongly focus on the bottom-line. The organizational context has a dramatic influence 
on employees, channel relationships, and long-term performance though (Barney 1986; 
Langerak 2001), and the notion of bottom-line mentality (BLM) has been linked to 
negative outcomes such as unethical behavior and social undermining in the workplace 
(Barsky 2008; Greenbaum et al. 2012; Shah et al. 2002). Such an environment may 
encourage scrutinizing of all core and non-core activities related to the sales role and 
may be at odds with channel enablement, which often is relational in nature. As of yet, 
the impact of BLM however has not been fully integrated into research that examines 
the organizational frontline (Greenbaum et al. 2012). We thus examine how a firm’s 
BLM interplays with disengagement from training over time. The main purpose of the 
paper is to investigate the issue of disengagement from manufacturer-provided sales 
training in channel partner programs, which may impede long-term program success. 
Specifically, we intend to make three key contributions. 

First, we review the construct of disengagement and investigate its role in the con-
text of supplier-provided training in channel partner programs. Prior research has put 
great emphasis on its positive counterpart (engagement) and has typically viewed it to 
be persistent over time (Schaufeli et al. 2002). Psychological states are intrinsically 
bound in time however (Weiss and Kurek 2003), which suggests such static perspec-
tives to be incomplete. This gives rise to the phenomenon of disengagement, which 
means that it is natural for partners to disengage over time. In marketing research, dy-
namic perspectives are often neglected though, despite their superior potential to predict 
future outcomes (e.g, Palmatier et al. 2013). We, therefore, operationalize disengage-
ment as a reduction in state engagement (Rich et al. 2010) over time, concordant with 
theorizing in extant literature (Kahn 1990, 1992).  

Second, we investigate how partners’ customer and selling orientations influence dis-
engagement from supplier-provided sales training in a CPP. We thereby assess whether 
salespeople high in sales orientation are more prone to disengage after gaining the most 
relevant knowledge during initial training stages. Highly customer-oriented salespeople 
may be less likely to disengage, as they strive to continually improve in order to deliver 
high quality service to customers. In addition, we argue that whether salespeople are able 
to reconcile these – seemingly conflicting – orientations may determine disengagement 
from the training. We thus supplement recent work by Zablah et al. (2012) on how cus-
tomer orientation impacts performance by assessing its effect on training disengagement 
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over time. We simultaneously investigate the impact of selling orientation, extending 
recent research on ambidexterity at the individual level, by assessing the balancing of 
customer and selling orientation and its impact on disengagement.  

Third, we propose disengagement from supplier-provided training to be a key pre-
dictor of future relationship health and business performance. In interpersonal relation-
ships, disengagement is viewed as an important indicator of future relationship issues. 
We assess whether disengagement is similarly predictive of negative outcomes in chan-
nel partner relationships. We further aim to explain heterogeneity in outcomes by inves-
tigating the role of the reseller firm. In particular, we examine how a prevailing BLM 
(Greenbaum et al. 2012) at the level of the reseller firm influences the impact of disen-
gagement on the partner relationship and performance. We thus contribute to the litera-
ture on disengagement by adopting a dual perspective highlighting both, individual 
salespersons’ orientations, as well as the reseller firm context. 

In order to make these contributions, this paper proceeds as follows. First, we review 
the literature on disengagement, salesperson orientations and ambidexterity, as well as 
bottom-line mentality. We develop our hypotheses and describe our sample of B2B 
salespeople in the information technology (IT) sector. We then present our results and 
discuss the implications from a theoretical and practical perspective. Finally, we review 
our study’s limitations and present avenues for further research.  

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND 

While the concept of engagement has received ample attention in the marketing and 
organizational literature in recent years (Macey and Schneider 2008; Yu et al. 2013), 
Disengagement has rarely been explicitly addressed. This may be due to the fact that 
prior literature mostly assumed engagement to be a relatively enduring state (Macey and 
Schneider 2008). This is somewhat surprising, given the fact that psychological states 
are intrinsically bound in time (Weiss and Kurek 2003). In fact, psychological presence 
– the essence of the state of engagement – can be draining in terms of the personal effort 
required and the pool of energy and resources available to employees for engagement is 
finite (Kahn 1992). For this reason, disengagement should be a regular occurrence, 
frequently observed over time. Kahn (1990, p. 694) conceptualizes personal disengage-
ment as “the uncoupling of selves from work roles; in disengagement, people withdraw 
and defend themselves physically, cognitively, or emotionally during the role perfor-
mances.“ Disengagement can thus be seen as a reduction in state engagement over time, 
or the “simultaneous withdrawal and defense of a person's preferred self in behaviors 
that promote a lack of connections, physical, cognitive, and emotional absence, and 
passive, incomplete role performances” (Kahn 1992, p. 701). Overall, it can be said 
engaged employees invest their “hands, head, & heart” in their work performances 
(Ashforth and Humphrey 1995, p.110). In the context of channel partner learning, a 
partner can be called disengaged when he or she becomes less committed, present and 
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attentive over time while taking learning modules – thus investing less of their hands, 
head and heart in learning.  

Generally, disengagement stems from the psychological unavailability of an indi-
vidual. Employees decide to engage based on the potential return on investments of the 
self in the role performance. They ask; “(1) How meaningful is it for me to bring myself 
into this performance? (2) How safe is it to do so? and (3) How available am I to do 
so?” (Rich 2010, p. 620). Engagement will remain high when employees find their roles 
to call for behavior consistent with their preferred self-image as this makes it more 
meaningful (Rich 2010, Kahn 1992). Conversely, the less psychologically available an 
employee is, for example due to competing personal priorities, the more likely they will 
disengage over time. Unfortunately, at this point not much research has explicitly fo-
cused on disengagement (e.g., Macey and Schneider 2008) and especially its anteced-
ents in practice are unclear. We therefore investigate the causes and effects of disen-
gagement in partner learning over time. 

Salesperson Selling Orientation and Customer Orientation 

In their landmark article, Saxe and Weitz (1982) introduced a conceptualization of the 
sales role that centers around the notion that salespeople may opt to give up short-term 
sales and personal benefits in favor of a focus on establishing and maintaining long-
term, mutually beneficial relationships with customers (Plouffe et al. 2009; Schwepker 
Jr 2003). This practice of customer orientation (CO) (Saxe and Weitz 1982) has gained 
prominence as an embodiment of the marketing concept at the salesperson level (Guenzi 
2011). It is defined as “ ... the degree to which salespeople practice the marketing con-
cept by trying to help their customers make purchase decisions that will satisfy custom-
er needs” (Saxe and Weitz 1982, p. 344). Putting a clear focus on understanding their 
customers’ needs, customer oriented salespeople help them to identify and evaluate 
alternatives and find optimal solutions (Boles et al. 2001a; Jaramillo et al. 2007; 
Johnston and Marshall 2008). Salespeople who are primarily customer oriented typical-
ly avoid shortsighted sales tactics that sacrifice customer interest (Ehret 2004; Saxe and 
Weitz 1982). All of these characteristics may make customer oriented sellers more like-
ly to engage in continual learning as they realize that high levels of up-to-date 
knowledge are necessary to enable such levels of customer service. The second sub-
dimension in this conceptualization is selling orientation (SO). A salesperson can be 
called “sales oriented” when he or she is focused primarily on activities that emphasize 
getting the sale (Boles et al. 2001a; Schultz and Good 2000). While this approach can 
result in short term sales, it may come at the expense of customer satisfaction, as sell-
ing-oriented salespeople tend to have a short-term horizon and focus on short-term 
goals, potentially at the expense of the customer’s true needs (Saxe and Weitz 1982, 
Guenzi 2011) and activities not directly related to making the sale.  

Prior literature has argued for the impact of sales and customer orientations on the 
organization, its employees, as well as its customers and found a positive impact on 
many relevant outcome variables (Jaramillo 2007). On an employee level, attitudes such 
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as job satisfaction and commitment to the organization are affected (Pettijohn et al. 
2002; Siguaw and Honeycutt 1995), as well as important constructs like adaptive selling 
(McIntyre et al. 2000) and salesperson motivation (Pettijohn et al. 2002). This suggests 
an influence on employee engagement (Zablah et al. 2012) and learning as it is related 
to performance in the sales role. Despite elaborate research on SOCO, empirical find-
ings regarding the ultimate performance impact of SOCO have been equivocal, howev-
er, as even recent meta-analyses report mixed findings (Singh and Koshy 2010).  

One of the reasons for these mixed findings may be the fact SOCO consists of two 
dimensions while most research thus far has either focused mostly on CO, or treated SO 
and CO as opposite ends of a spectrum. These two dimensions have therefore hardly 
ever been investigated separately (Guenzi et al. 2011). In fact, in their meta-analysis, 
Jaramillo et al. (2007) did not find sufficient studies examining both facets separately in 
order to include this aspect in their analysis. Further, reviewing extant literature, Periatt 
et al. (2004) lament “a dearth of research on selling orientation” (p. 53). This is unfortu-
nate, as examining SO separately from CO may bear valuable new insights for market-
ers. For instance, while Boles et al. (2001a) found a positive relationship between cus-
tomer orientation and sales ability, sales orientation did not significantly influence per-
formance. This implies that SO and CO are not simply opposite ends of a continuum but 
that, rather, salespeople can be high or low in both (Harris 2005). Guenzi et al. (2011) 
therefore call for research focusing specifically on the facet of SO as current research 
had only “scratched the surface of this important managerial issue” (2011, p 281). This, 
as well as the fact that current research also disregards the fact that individuals may be 
able to balance these seemingly conflicting orientations, leads us to address this in the 
following. 

Balancing Seemingly Conflicting Selling and Customer Orientations 

Recent research highlights the phenomenon of ambidexterity, which refers to the align-
ment or simultaneous pursuit of dual and, seemingly conflicting goals (Simsek 2009). 
Ambidexterity has received attention from different literature streams, including man-
agement, organizational learning, design and innovation (Yu et al. 2013) and holds 
important clues to the prevention of disengagement. Most current research on ambidex-
terity is at the organizational level, viewing it as a firm’s ability to pursue the seemingly 
conflicting goals of exploiting existing competencies and exploring new opportunities 
(Raisch and Birkinshaw 2008). This balance has been argued to boost organizational 
performance (O'Reilly and Tushman 2013; Raisch and Birkinshaw 2008), which a re-
cent meta-analysis supported by finding that, on average, ambidexterity had a signifi-
cant, positive impact (Junni et al. 2013).  

Ambidexterity at the firm level stems from the individual employee’s ability to 
manage disparate task demands and integrate them for cross-fertilization (Raisch et al. 
2009). Ambidextrous organizations need ambidextrous teams and managers to achieve 
success (O Reilly and Tushman 2004). It can therefore be argued that individual ambi-
dexterity should strongly influence organizational performance; however, current un-
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derstanding of employee-level ambidexterity is only slowly emerging (Jasmand et al. 
2012; Raisch et al. 2009). Accordingly, recent literature calls for a more micro-level 
approach to ambidexterity (Nosella et al. 2012; Raisch et al. 2009; Rosing et al. 2011). 
Mom et al. (2007, 2009) provide evidence that ambidexterity can indeed be pursued at 
the individual employee-level, with more recent research in marketing supporting this 
for front-line-employees and sales assistants and managers (Bonesso et al. 2014; 
Jasmand et al. 2012).  

What makes individual-level ambidexterity particularly relevant is that firms in-
creasingly aim to motivate frontline employees to add to their predominately customer 
service or sales role the responsibility for achieving both sales and service targets 
(Patterson et al. 2014). This reflects a dual-emphasis strategy (Mittal et al. 2005; Rust et 
al. 2002) as firms adopt a cost and a revenue emphasis simultaneously to generate prof-
its through both efficiencies and customer satisfaction (Patterson et al. 2014). Selling is 
often perceived as incommensurate with service though, which creates psychological 
barriers to creating a balance and simultaneously pursuing both of these functions suc-
cessfully (Jasmand et al. 2012). And although service and sales goals are not entirely 
incompatible in their required abilities, engaging in ambidextrous behavior requires 
customer-service representatives to manage seemingly conflicting task demands, which 
is challenging to the employee (Jasmand et al. 2012). Bonesso et al. (2014) also high-
light the fact that key to ambidexterity on the job is whether individuals correctly per-
ceive the general orientations (e.g., learning orientation) expected by their role. Under-
standing what their job requires of them and the ability to activate consistent behaviors 
when facing the challenge of reconciling dual demands is thus critical to unlock higher 
performance (Gupta et al. 2006; Raisch et al. 2009). In our focus on industrial salespeo-
ple participating in a supplier-provided training program, ambidexterity refers to the 
simultaneous existence of a selling orientation and customer orientation within the indi-
vidual reseller salesperson. 

Bottom-Line Mentality 

In addition to factors at the individual employee level, organizational factors should also 
be relevant to the role of disengagement in channel partner programs. One factor that 
holds particular relevance is whether the reseller firm has a strong bottom-line mentali-
ty. Usually, attaining bottom-line outcomes is considered beneficial to the organization 
and its profitability (Brenner and Molander 1977; Treviño et al. 2003). Therefore, em-
ployees are often rewarded based on this (Crotts et al. 2005; Drucker 1963; Latham and 
Locke 2007). However, treating the bottom-line as the only objective to strive for may 
bear several problems, especially considering the fact that organizations today are com-
plex, multivalent systems (Greenbaum et al. 2012). A bottom-line mentality is defined 
as “one-dimensional thinking that revolves around securing bottom-line outcomes to the 
neglect of competing priorities” (Greenbaum et al. 2012, p. 344). The bottom-line is 
often referred to in terms of financial consequences (Wolfe 1988b); however, in a more 
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general sense it should be considered what “is worth paying attention to while every-
thing else is discarded” (p. 145).  

One reason a BLM may be relevant and problematic is that singularly pursuing the 
bottom-line brings with it unintended side effects on competing organizational priori-
ties. For example, employees may become so focused on meeting productivity require-
ments that they compromise product quality and hence risk releasing underperforming 
or even potentially harmful products (Greenbaum et al. 2012). In addition, when em-
ployees treat every situation as if the bottom-line is the only relevant outcome, they are 
at risk of approaching these situations with a high level of competitiveness (Callahan 
2007; Wolfe 1988a), creating a one-dimensional, win-lose mentality (Greenbaum et al. 
2012). This, in turn, leads to social undermining in the organization as a way of making 
coworkers more likely to fail. Previous literature has conceptually alluded to the poten-
tial drawbacks of a BLM (Barsky 2008; Shah et al. 2002). However, while initial empir-
ical research has suggested that it influences employee behavior, BLM as a construct of 
interest has until very recently not been fully conceptualized or its antecedents and ef-
fects fully investigated (Greenbaum et al. 2012). It is therefore unknown at this point 
how firm-level BLM influences the individual employee and specifically the role of 
disengagement in channel partner programs. 

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 

The Effect of Balancing Selling and Customer Orientations on Disengagement 

As psychological states have an influence on individuals’ internal work motivations 
(Hackman and Oldham 1980), disengagement should be higher the less psychologically 
available an employee is, for example due to different personal priorities, and the less 
they find their roles meaningful (Kahn 1992; Rich et al. 2010). A salesperson’s under-
standing of the sales role should therefore influence their disengagement from role-
behaviors such as participating in learning modules in a channel partner program. 

Customer oriented salespeople help their customers to identify and evaluate alterna-
tives, and identify optimal solutions (Boles et al. 2001b; Jaramillo et al. 2007). Highly 
sales oriented salespeople, on the other hand, focus primarily on “getting the sale” in the 
short term (Guenzi et al. 2011; Schultz and Good 2000). These orientations affect im-
portant dimensions such as commitment to the organization (Pettijohn et al. 2002; Sig-
uaw and Honeycutt 1995) and salesperson motivation (Pettijohn et al., 2002). Recent 
research further found that CO increased engagement in front line employees (Rod and 
Ashill 2010). Through focusing an employee’s effort on customer need satisfaction, as 
well as by enabling them to succeed in helping others through their jobs, it increases the 
employees’ fit with the demands and values relevant to the front-line employee or 
salesperson (Edwards 1996; Edwards and Cable 2009; Hobfoll 2001). As customer-
oriented salespeople strive to deliver superior service to their customers and meet cus-
tomer needs, we thus expect these salespeople to stay engaged in the training longer.  
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In contrast, salespeople high in selling orientation should be more likely to disen-
gage. While highly sales-oriented people may generally be less patient and interested in 
training as opposed to learning on the job, they should certainly perceive less marginal 
benefit to the modules after having gained the most relevant knowledge during initial 
training modules. Consequently, over the course of having taken several modules over 
time, they should shift their attention back to immediate-term selling activities while 
becoming more disengaged from the training. We thus expect that: 

H1: Selling orientation (a) promotes disengagement, while (b) customer orienta-
tion prevents disengagement 

How well salespeople are able to reconcile these two orientations may be a further key 
factor in preventing disengagement. In recent years, a small number of studies have 
assessed ambidexterity at the individual-employee level (Bonesso et al. 2014). This 
ability of individuals to simultaneously pursue diverging goals has been shown to have 
a positive impact on employee performance (Jasmand et al. 2012). In an industrial sales 
force, it is not uncommon for salespeople to exhibit a strong selling orientation (Boles et 
al. 2001), while a customer orientation is beneficial to performance (Guenzi 2011) and 
thus frequently encouraged by managers. We predict that these two orientations, despite 
their seeming contradiction, are compatible and complementary with regards to learn-
ing. Selling-oriented salespeople are mainly engaged in selling activities that emphasize 
closing the sale (Boles et al., 2001; Schultz and Good, 2000). Customer-oriented sales-
people on the other hand could be seen as solution providers, who aim to understand 
their customers’ needs (Jaramillo 2007). Both selling-oriented and customer-oriented 
salespeople need knowledge to be able to successfully sell, however. As selling-oriented 
sellers may be impatient and too focused on core selling behaviors to engage in learning 
in the long-term, sellers who are also high in customer orientation might benefit from 
the increased focus on acquiring knowledge that this orientation encourages. Analogous 
to the pursuit of contrarian coals, we thus argue that it is beneficial for continued learn-
ing when salespeople supplement their natural drive of wanting to close the sale with 
having the customer’s best interest at heart. We thus view selling orientation and cus-
tomer orientation as complementary and expect salesperson ambidexterity regarding 
customer and selling orientations to prevent disengagement from training over time.   

H2: Ambidexterity regarding customer and selling orientations prevents disen-
gagement 

Effects of Disengagement on Relationships and Performance 

Disengaged employees exhibit behavior that can be described as robotic (Hochschild 
2003), detached (Kahn 1992) or without effort (Hackman and Oldham 1980). These 
employees defend their “self” by hiding their true identity, thoughts and feelings during 
their role performances (Kahn 1992), often to the detriment of both their own and their 
organization’s outcomes. Interpersonal relationship literature is one of the few research 
streams to have actively studied disengagement, commonly conceptualizing disengage-
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ment in terms of avoidance and withdrawal (Gottman 1999; Kayser 1993; Snyder and 
Regts 1982). One key recognized aspect of disengagement is an emotional indifference 
to the partner, leading to strategies to increase distance to the partner such as being less 
engaged in their partners’ lives (Barry et al. 2008), speaking with their partners less 
frequently (Kayser 1993), and being less attentive to and less intimate with their part-
ners (Gottman 1999; Kayser 1993). High levels of disengagement are even seen as an 
indicator of a “point of no return”, after which couples are unlikely to recover, by some 
scholars (Gottman 1999; Kayser 1993). Disengagement therefore seems to be an im-
portant precursor to future relationship problems or even relationship dissolution. In the 
context of B2B relationships, we expect disengagement to be related to a decrease in 
relationship quality, as evidenced by lower rates of relationship satisfaction. 

H3: Disengagement leads to lower partner relationship satisfaction  

Beyond this, extant literature suggests engagement to be closely related to further rele-
vant salesperson behaviors and outcomes in channel partnerships. For instance, self-
expression – and thus, engagement – underlies and promotes creativity (Perkins and 
Perkins 2009), emotional expression (Rafaeli and Sutton 1987), authenticity (Baxter 
1980) and ethical behavior (Toffler 1991), all of which are favorable in a selling con-
text. Investigating the relationship between engagement and job performance, recent 
research has shown that engaged individuals are “psychologically present, fully there, 
attentive, feeling, connected, integrated, and focused in their role performances” (Rich 
et al 2010, p. 619). This leads to benefits such as greater levels of effort (Kahn 1990; 
Kahn 1992; Rich et al. 2010), being more attentive and focused during their work (Kahn 
1990; Weick and Roberts 1993), and an increased connection among coworkers in pur-
suing organizational goals (Ashforth and Humphrey 1995; Rich et al. 2010). In contrast 
to this, disengaged employees withhold their physical, cognitive and emotional ener-
gies, which is reflected in a passive and detached way of dealing with role tasks (Kahn 
1990; Rich et al. 2010). Employees who are disengaged from learning should experi-
ence decreases in knowledge gains from the training over time, which should lead to a 
lower perceived sales ability. In the context of channel partner sales training, we thus 
expect that: 

H4: Disengagement leads to lower perceived sales ability 

Moderating Effects of Bottom Line Mentality 

Another situational factor related to disengagement from training is a pronounced bot-
tom-line mentality at the firm the salesperson operates in. As discussed, one-
dimensional thinking revolving around bottom-line outcomes to the neglect of compet-
ing priorities bears potential problems (Greenbaum et al. 2012). BLM can be found at 
all levels in the organization, which is important as firm-level variables have an effect 
on how successful the salesperson can become at generating sales. Social-cognitive 
theory (Bandura 1986; Bandura 1977) predicts that supervisor and firm attitudes have 
an impact on the employee. According to this theory, human behavior can be explained 



CHAPTER THREE 

62 

in terms of observational learning and that individuals learn through observing and 
modeling the behavior of others (Bandura 1977). In organizations, individual employees 
observe the attitudes and behaviors of their co-workers and supervisors and construct 
their own realities based on these observations (Greenbaum et al. 2012). Social influ-
ences such as supervisors’ and co-workers’ behaviora, as well as firm-wide climate thus 
shape employees’ beliefs and values. As firm-BLM tends to focus managers and em-
ployees on bottom-line goals, this increases their refocusing on core activities of the 
sales role, possibly at the expense of non-core or relationship building activities. This 
focus should make it more salient to a disengaged employee the very fact that they have 
been disengaging from the training. According to self-perception theory (Bem 1972), 
one way that individuals determine their attitudes is by observing and interpreting their 
own behavior. Then, similar to how customers who recommend a product to others 
consequently evaluate that product and brand more positively (Ryu and Feick 2007), 
becoming more aware of their disengagement from the supplier’s training should exag-
gerate the effect of the salesperson’s disengagement on relationship satisfaction. In 
addition, as sellers become increasingly aware of their disengagement from training 
because of this bottom-line focus, their perceived effectiveness and ability to sell the 
manufacturer’s products should decrease as well. We thus expect firm-level BLM to 
exaggerate the effects of employee disengagement from the CPP on relationship satis-
faction. 

H5: Firm Bottom line mentality increases the negative effect of disengagement 
on the reseller’s (a) relationship satisfaction and (b) perceived sales ability 

EMPIRICAL STUDY 

Cooperating with a global Fortune 100 computer technology service and solutions pro-
vider, we collected a database containing multi-wave survey and secondary data from 
reseller salespeople who participated in the firm’s channel partner program. All sur-
veyed partners participated in the learning modules provided within the program. These 
modules are short, online training modules lasting approximately 15-20 minutes and 
cover general topics, such as general sales and customer relationship management 
knowledge, as well as content specific to the manufacturers products and services. Part-
ners can freely choose the number and type of modules they wish to complete. At the 
end of each module, the partner has to pass a brief test based on the content of the mod-
ule in order for counted as complete. Consequently, points are awarded to the partner, 
which later be redeemed for prizes within the partner program.  

In total, 2,664 reseller salespeople were randomly selected from the international da-
tabase of active program participants. We invited these salespeople to participate and 
offered bonus points in the channel partner program as incentive. Three survey waves 
were carried out during one program year in order to test our hypotheses (measures, 
scale sources, and item loadings are in Appendix 3.1 and Appendix 3.2). This particular 
channel partner program re-launches every year, incorporating new content and com-
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munications. The first wave of our survey was sent out shortly after the program re-
launch; the second wave was sent out approximately three months later and the third 
one approximately seven months after the second one. While the main measures in our 
study are derived from waves one and three, we also measured our dependent variables 
in wave two and control for the lagged terms in our analysis. The final sample consisted 
of 278 reseller salespeople who fully completed the three matched questionnaires and 
relevant items, yielding a response rate of 10.4%.  

In the survey, salespeople responded to scales that measured their satisfaction with 
the partner relationship, as well as their own perceived sales ability. This measure is 
based on a measure by Plouffe et al (2009) and assesses the individual’s performance 
relative to other salespeople in the company. In addition, the respondents also rated their 
satisfaction with the CPP, and indicated for how long they had been in a relationship 
with the manufacturer who provides the program. We measured disengagement using 9 
items adapted from Rich et al. (2010). These 9 items represent the three sub-dimensions 
of physical, emotional and cognitive engagement with 3 items each. We operationalize 
the construct of engagement using measures at two points in time, i.e. in the first and the 
third wave and took the composite of the deltas between each individual item of the 
scale to form our central construct of disengagement. That is, disengagement represents 
the reduction in physical, emotional and cognitive engagement over a period of approx-
imately 10 months. We chose to operationalize disengagement in this way for two rea-
sons. First, despite diverse conceptualizations in the literature, viewing engagement as 
being comprised of physical, emotional and cognitive dimensions is accepted in current 
literature (Rich et al. 2010). Second, according to Kahn (1992) disengagement can be 
viewed as a reduction in levels of engagement. Rather than creating a new scale for 
disengagement, taking the difference between two engagement-states is therefore 
deemed to be more efficient as well as highly concordant with theorizing in extant liter-
ature. Sales orientation and customer orientation were measured using the established 
SOCO Scale, which assess achieving sales objectives (SO-component) while enhancing 
customer value (CO-component) (Gillis et al. 1998; Saxe and Weitz 1982). This scale 
and its items have been validated in several studies, which generally indicate acceptable 
reliability and validity (Michaels and Day 1985; Swenson and Herche 1994; Thomas et 
al. 2001). We measure both components as we assume these not to be mutually exclu-
sive. Boles et al. (2001) concluded that the sales orientation is not necessarily harmful 
to enhancing the customer value as customers expect some degree of “selling” from a 
salesperson. This should certainly be true in B2B sales channels. Several studies con-
firm the presence of two separate factors (Brown et al. 1991; Jaramillo et al. 2007). In 
one of the few studies specifically differentiating between the SO and CO sub-
dimensions of the SOCO scale, Plouffe et al. (2009) compare one-factor and two-factor 
perspectives of SOCO and ultimately use the two-dimensional version, due to better 
performance compared to the one factor solution. 

In addition to the survey measures, we also collected objective data on the sales 
training modules completed by the participants in the 12 months prior to the first wave 
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of the survey. On average, sellers in our sample completed 23.04 online learning mod-
ules in the 12 months prior to wave one of the survey.  

We evaluated the psychometric properties of the constructs in our field study using 
SmartPLS version 2.0 (Ringle et al. 2005). The results can be seen in Table 3.1. Load-
ings of the indicator items on the latent variables were greater than .7 whereas the com-
posite reliability scores were greater than .9, in support of good indicator reliability and 
good internal consistency, respectively (Nunnally and Bernstein 1994). The average 
variances extracted (AVE) of the constructs were greater than .6 (Hair et al. 2011), indi-
cating good indicator reliability. We employed Fornell and Larcker’s criterion (1981) to 
assess the measurement model’s discriminant validity. As each latent construct shared 
more variance with its assigned indicators than with any other latent variable in the struc-
tural model, the discriminant validity of our conceptual model is supported.  

RESULTS 

We tested our conceptual model, which is presented in Figure 3.1, using a partial least 
squares (PLS) model. SmartPLS v2.0 (Ringle et al. 2005) was used for both the meas-
urement and the structural model (Hair et al. 2012). We chose PLS path modeling as it 
is suitable for estimating complex models (Chin 1998) and has shown superior perfor-
mance compared with covariance-based methods to estimate structural models while 
testing moderating hypotheses. In addition, it has been argued to have superior predic-
tive performance (Chin et al. 2003). We obtained 1000 bootstrap replications to obtain 
the standard errors with which we tested for statistical significance of the parameter 
estimates (t-values). 
 

Table 3.1: Quality Measures 

Constructs AVE Composite 
Reliability 

R Square Cronbachs 
Alpha 

Communality Redundancy 

Selling Orientation 0.83 0.94  0.90 0.83  
Customer Orientation 0.81 0.93  0.89 0.81  
State Disengagement 0.69 0.96 0.30 0.96 0.69 -0.02 
Firm Bottom Line Mentality 0.86 0.96  0.96 0.86  
Relationship Satisfaction 0.95 0.98 0.40 0.98 0.95 -0.03 
Sales Ability  0.84 0.96 0.43 0.94 0.84 -0.01 
Relationship Length 
(control)X 1.00 1.00  1.00 1.00  
Program Satisfaction (control) 0.85 0.95  0.92 0.85  
Sales Ability Lag (control) 0.85 0.96  0.94 0.85  
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Figure 3.1: Conceptual Model 
NB: Control Variables on Endogenous Variables : Program Satisfaction, Relationship Length, Relative Sales
Effort (RSE) Lag for RSE 

 
Model quality, as assessed by the R-square values for the endogenous variables was 
acceptable as it exceeded the cutoff value of .26 (Cohen 1988). We calculated Stone-
Geisser’s Q2 measure for the endogenous variables in our model to assess the predictive 
validity of the independent variables and mediators (Hair et al. 2012). The cross-
validated redundancy measures (Q2) were equal to or greater than .23, indicating the 
predictive relevance of the variables. Following Tenenhaus et al. (2005), we calculated 
a global goodness-of-fit (GoF) criterion, using the geometric mean of the average com-
munality and average R-square. The GoF index is 0.58, indicating a large overall effect 
size for our model (Wetzels et al. 2009).  

Having established reliability, validity and fit of our models, we proceed to discuss 
the results of our hypothesis tests below. The results of the analyses to test our concep-
tual model can be seen in Table 3.2.  
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Table 3.2: Analysis Results 

Constructs State 
Disengagement 

 Relationship 
Satisfaction 

 Sales Ability 

 β t values β t values β t values 
Customer Orientation -0.26 3.36     
Selling Orientation 0.39 6.16     
Customer Orientation * Selling Orientation -0.29 5.11     
State Disengagement   -0.38 6.20 -0.17 2.60 
Bottom Line Mentality   0.11 1.34 0.06 0.75 
State Disengagement * Bottom Line 
Mentality 

  -0.10 2.08 -0.05 0.79 

Relationship Satisfaction     0.33 4.34 
Program Satisfaction (control) 0.07 0.95 0.41 6.71 0.19 3.22 
Relationship Length (control) 0.09 1.19 -0.05 0.71 0.07 0.99 
Sales Ability Lag (control)     0.24 4.62 
R Square 0.30  0.40  0.43   

Salesperson Selling and Customer Orientations and their effects on 
disengagement 

Regarding the effects of salesperson selling and customer orientations on disengage-
ment, our results show that selling orientation increases state disengagement (β = .51, t 
= 6.22, p < .01). At the same time, we found customer orientation to decrease state 
disengagement (β = -.19, t = 2.06, p < .05). This provides support for H1a and H1b, 
respectively. The interaction term between customer orientation and selling orientation, 
representing ambidexterity, had a significant and negative effect on state disengagement 
(β = -.45, t = 5.09, p < .01). Ambidexterity thus prevents disengagement, in line with 
H2. In order to more accurately evaluate and interpret this interaction effect between 
customer orientation and selling orientation, we performed a spotlight analysis using the 
MODPROBE macro in SPSS (Hayes and Matthes 2009). The results of this analysis is 
illustrated in Figure 3.2, which shows the effect of selling orientation on disengagement 
at levels of customer orientation of one standard deviation above and below the mean, 
as well as average levels. 
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Figure 3.2: Spotlight Analysis – Interaction of Selling Orientation and Customer Orientation 
 
As Figure 3.2 illustrates, a higher selling orientation leads to higher disengagement on 
average. However, at higher levels of customer orientation, this effect is dramatically 
reduced.  

Effects of Disengagement on Relationships and Performance 

Regarding the effects of state disengagement on relationships and performance, we 
found that disengagement exerted a significant, negative, main effect on both dependent 
variables: relationship satisfaction (β = -.38, t = 6.39, p < .01) and the partner’s per-
ceived sales ability (β = -.17, t = 2.69, p < .01). This supports H3 and H4, respectively. 

Moderating Effects of Bottom Line Mentality on Outcomes of Disengagement 

Concerning the role of a firm’s BLM, we observe that a high BLM increases the nega-
tive effect of disengagement on relationship satisfaction (β = -.10, t = 2.00, p < .05), 
which constitutes evidence in support of H5a. BLM, however, did not significantly 
moderate the effect of disengagement on perceived sales ability (p > 0.1), in contrast 
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with H5b. We also tested for main effects of bottom line mentality on the dependent 
variables of relationship satisfaction and perceived sales ability. These effects were, 
however, also statistically insignificant in both cases (p > 0.1). 
 

 

Figure 3.3: Spotlight Analysis – Interaction of State Disengagement and Firm Bottom-Line Mentality on 
Relationship Satisfaction 

 
In a similar way as for H2, we performed a spotlight analysis (Hayes and Matthes 2009) 
to further probe as well as graph the interaction. As shown in Figure 3.3, disengagement 
exhibits a stronger negative association with relationship satisfaction at higher levels of 
bottom-line mentality. This provides further support for our H5a. 

The Effect of Relationship Satisfaction on Perceived Sales Ability 

In addition to these hypothesis tests, we also estimated a path from relationship satisfac-
tion on the salespersons’ perceived sales ability compared to other sellers in his or her 
company. In line with earlier literature in the field, we found relationship satisfaction to 
relate positively to perceived sales ability (β = .33, t = 4.43, p <0.01). The coefficients 
of all results are summarized in Figure 3.4. 
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Figure 3.4: Conceptual Model Including Results 
NB: Control Variables on Endogenous Variables : Program Satisfaction, Relationship Length, Relative Sales
Effort (RSE) Lag for RSE 

POST-HOC ANALYSES 

In addition to the self-reported data collected in the three waves of our field study, we 
also collected additional objective data on the participants’ module completion during 
the 12 months before the first wave of our study. In order to test whether module com-
pletion had any effect on the following year’s disengagement, we inserted this objective 
count variable into our model. We thereby assessed its main effect on disengagement, as 
well as possible interaction effects with the partner’s customer and selling orientations.  

Assessing these effects of prior module completion, we found that it has a positive 
effect on disengagement (β = .14, t = 2.12, p < .05). Thus, partners who have completed 
more modules in the prior year are more likely to disengage. We further found evidence 
of a three-way interaction between customer orientation, selling orientation and prior 
module completion on state disengagement (β = .24, t = 1.77, p < .10). We also tested 
for two-way interaction effects between customer orientation and module completion (β 
= -.10, t = 1.19, p > .1), as well as between selling orientation and module completion 
on state disengagement (β = -.08, t = 1.03, p > .1). These were, however, not statistically 
significant.  

In order to interpret the three-way interaction, we split our sample of channel part-
ners with a median-split based on the partners’ prior module completion count. We then 
performed spotlight analyses of the interaction between customer orientation and selling 
orientation for each of the resulting subsamples using the MODPROBE macro in SPSS 
(Hayes and Matthes 2009). The results of these spotlight analyses are illustrated in Fig-
ure 3.5 for the group high in prior module completion, and in Figure 3.6 for the group 
low in prior module completion. 
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Figure 3.5: Spotlight Analysis – Interaction of Selling Orientation and Customer Orientation for High Mod-
ule Completion Subsample 

 
As can be seen in Figure 3.5, for partners who have completed the most modules in the 
year prior, it is obvious that a strong selling orientation leads to disengagement. Similar 
to the interaction observed in the full sample, this effect is less pronounced for partners 
high in customer orientation. Customer orientation thus seems to protect against the 
negative impact of a sales orientation regarding partner learning. 
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Figure 3.6: Spotlight Analysis – Interaction of Selling Orientation and Customer Orientation for Low Module
Completion Subsample 

 
As illustrated in Figure 3.6, this interaction changes for partners who completed fewer 
modules in the past year. For these partners, selling orientation also promotes disen-
gagement when partners exhibit low or average levels customer orientation. However, 
when customer orientation is high (i.e., one standard deviation above the mean), a high-
er selling orientation tends to slightly decrease disengagement. One further insight 
gained from this graph is that for sellers who have completed fewer modules in the prior 
year, and whose selling orientation is low, customer orientation actually promotes dis-
engagement. 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The main objective of this research is to highlight the effects of disengagement from 
learning on channel relationships and performance, as well as to investigate the roles of 
firm and employee orientations in determining disengagement. Sales training has be-
come a priority for firms as they look for ways to help salespeople navigate the increas-
ingly dynamic marketplace they find themselves in (Sager et al. 2014; Sarin et al. 2010). 
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With indirect sales channels becoming more important (Bairstow and Young 2012), 
suppliers often also train their distributors’ salespeople (Bettencourt et al. 2002) in addi-
tion to their own employees. Despite these significant investments, supplier firms ob-
serve disengagement from these programs and fear that returns may not be optimal. 

In an international field study, we investigate the role of disengagement in channel 
partner programs. The proposed conceptual model, including drivers, outcomes, and 
moderating variables, is strongly supported in our analysis. First, we illustrate the va-
lidity and importance of disengagement over time as a phenomenon that occurs in sales 
training. Second, we illustrate how customer orientation and selling orientation influ-
ence disengagement. In addition, we find that whether salespeople are able to reconcile 
these possibly conflicting orientations will determine their continued engagement in the 
provided training modules. We further show that how the balance SOCO affects disen-
gagement depends on the partner’s prior module completion in the program. Third, we 
show that disengagement from supplier-provided training impacts relationship satisfac-
tion and business performance. We further investigate heterogeneity in the form of 
BLM at the reseller firm (Greenbaum et al. 2012) and find it to increase the impact of 
disengagement on the reseller’s satisfaction with the supplier relationship. 

Disengagement 

Prior literature has argued that engaged employees “employ and express themselves 
physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances” (Kahn 1990, p. 
694). However, prior literature has largely ignored disengagement, which is a phenome-
non that receives increasing attention in the practitioner literature. In line with Kahn 
(1990), we focus on task-specific disengagement from learning, and on whether remove 
themselves from this particular aspect of channel partner programs.  

As a first contribution to the literature, our results show that disengagement from 
voluntary training does occur in the context of channel partner programs. We thereby 
operationalize disengagement as a decrease in engagement over time. Our study shows 
that this approach is psychometrically valid and conceptually sound. Our findings con-
tradict assumptions made in prior literature that engagement was a relatively enduring 
state (cf., Macey and Schneider 2008) and shows that rather, engagement is bound in 
time like other psychological states (Weiss & Kurek 2003). So far, little research has 
explicitly focused on disengagement, while some researchers have even explicitly ex-
cluded disengagement from consideration (e.g., Macey and Schneider 2008). Kahn 
(1992) theorizes disengagement to be the “simultaneous withdrawal and defense of a 
person's preferred self in behaviors that promote a lack of connections, physical, cogni-
tive, and emotional absence, and passive, incomplete role performances” (p. 701). Our 
results lend empirical support to this notion. 
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Antecedents of Disengagement 

As a second major contribution, we investigate antecedents of disengagement in channel 
partner learning. Knowledge about the antecedents of engagement in general is scarce 
(Wollard and Shuck 2011). Our results show that the channel partner’s customer orien-
tation and selling orientation have a major impact on disengagement from the training. 
In line with our expectations in H1a and H1b, we find that a higher selling orientation 
promotes disengagement, while a strong customer orientation actually prevents disen-
gagement. These findings are interesting in light of earlier studies. For instance, while 
Wachner, Plouffe, and Grégoire (2009) expected a similar result pattern, they actually 
found both CO and SO to have a positive impact on performance. Further, in the study 
by Boles et al. (2001), SO was not related to job performance, which they interpreted 
such that customers may have expected some degree of selling-oriented behaviors of the 
salespeople. Based on these findings, Guenzi et al. (2011) suggest that the bad reputa-
tion selling orientation has gotten may not have been justified. While it may in fact be 
true that customers in some markets do expect a certain degree of salesperson selling 
orientation – certainly in competitive B2B markets – our study does find negative ef-
fects of selling orientation. This might be due to the fact that our study actually exam-
ined both orientations simultaneously.  

In addition, and in line with our predictions in H2, our results indicate that the de-
gree to which salespeople are able to reconcile these – in some ways conflicting – orien-
tations may determine their continued engagement in training. In the face of role ambi-
guity and conflicting demands (Peterson et al. 2014), some salespeople may indeed be 
overly focused on short-term sales at the expense of customer service and thus opt out 
of the training after an initial period. It has been argued that employees evaluate wheth-
er to themselves in a certain situation based on the potential return on investments in the 
role or task performance. They could ask how meaningful and safe it was for them bring 
themselves into this performance, as well as how available they were to do so (Kahn 
1992). Our results are consistent with the theory, as salespeople’s customer and selling 
orientations might influence their judgments of whether it was meaningful for them to 
engage in the training modules, and it could certainly influence their availability of 
doing so. In finding this, our study also answers calls in earlier literature (Guenzi et al. 
2011) to examine the relationship between selling orientation and its outcomes. We 
show that disengagement from learning can result when sellers are overly focused on 
selling. It should be noted though, that customer orientation mitigates this disengage-
ment-promoting impact of selling orientation. 

In a post-hoc analysis, we investigate the effects of prior module completion on dis-
engagement, in interrelation with our perspective on SOCO. First, we observe that prior 
module completion actually promotes disengagement. This can be interpreted in the 
light of prior assertions that employees consider how meaningful it would be for them 
to bring themselves into a role performance and how available they are to do so (Kahn 
1990). Because of the time they have invested prior, and the things they have already 
learned – thus decreasing marginal knowledge gains – employees who recently ab-
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solved various modules should be both less available to engage in more training and 
also find it less meaningful to do so. Thus, it is not surprising that employees are found 
to be less likely to invest their physical, cognitive and emotional energies (Kahn 1990, 
Rich 2010) into further training. Second, observing a three-way interaction of SO, CO 
and module completion on disengagement, we find further support for the disengage-
ment-mitigating effect of CO for partners who have completed a relatively high number 
of modules. However, we also see that when selling orientation is lower than average in 
partners who completed comparatively few modules, a low customer orientation actual-
ly leads to lower disengagement rates and would thus be preferable. Thus; when prior 
module completion as well as selling orientation are low, customer orientation actually 
promotes disengagement. This represents a boundary condition for the positive ambi-
dexterity effect reported earlier and should be explored further in future research.  

Relating these findings to earlier literature on SOCO and the reported equivocal 
findings regarding the performance impact of these orientations, Jaramillo and Grisaffe 
(2009) suggested that the link between SOCO and performance might only be signifi-
cant in the long-term. Our results are generally in line with this, as we do find effects of 
SOCO on disengagement form learning using a longitudinal design. These findings 
further underline the suggestion that future research may aim to avoid static perspec-
tives when assessing the impact of salespeople’s orientations. 

Effects of Disengagement from Channel Partner Programs 

As a third contribution to the literature, we investigate how disengagement over time 
impacts channel partnership success. Research on engagement has most often taken a 
static perspective (cf., Bakker and Bal 2010; Ouweneel et al. 2013). Recent relationship 
marketing studies, however, suggest that assessing developments over time might be 
more predictive of future outcomes (Palmatier et al. 2013). We follow this approach by 
assessing the effects of disengagement on important relationship outcomes. 

Our results show that salesperson disengagement from supplier-provided training is 
a key indicator of future relationship satisfaction and business performance. As predict-
ed in H3, disengagement is indicative of lower relationship satisfaction. Interpersonal 
relationship literature has conceptualized disengagement as avoidance and withdrawal 
behaviors (Barry 2008), which are strategies to increase psychological or physical dis-
tance to the partner. In this stream of literature, high levels of disengagement are even 
seen as an indicator of a “point of no return” (Gottman, 1999; Kayser, 1993). Our re-
sults show disengagement to be an important precursor to future relationship satisfac-
tion and thus potentially problems or even relationship dissolution at a later point in 
time. 

Regarding performance concerns, recent literature argued more research was needed 
to examine how exactly engagement contributes to performance advantages for organi-
zations (Rich et al 2010). We show that, as predicted in H4, disengagement also leads to 
lower perceived sales ability in partners. This supports the assertion that engagement in 
sales training is critical to salespeople’s long-term performance (Pettijohn et al. 2009). It 
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further empirically supports the notion that while employee engagement leads to benefi-
cial outcomes (Bakker et al. 2012; Christian et al. 2011), disengagement should entail 
opposite effects (Kahn 1990).  

As argued by Sonnentag (1993), engagement varies around an average level. How-
ever, there is significant within-person variation of the strength of engagement over 
time. Resources available to employees for engagement is finite (Kahn 1992) and our 
results suggest that prolonged engagement in an activity such as voluntary training 
modules may not be a reasonable assumption for firms or academics to make. We thus 
show the occurrence of disengagement, illustrate its effects, and add to the understand-
ing of the concept and its’ important role in channel partnerships. 

Firm Bottom-Line Mentality as a Moderator of Disengagement Effects 

We address heterogeneity by investigating the role of the reseller firm as little research 
has examined the boundary conditions for the effects of (dis-)engagement on marketing 
outcomes (Kane-Frieder et al. 2013). In particular, we examine how a prevailing BLM 
(Greenbaum et al. 2012) at the level of the reseller firm is important in determining the 
impact of disengagement on the future relationship between the reseller salesperson and 
the supplier. In line with H4a, we find that firm BLM increases the negative effect of 
disengagement on relationship satisfaction.  

The environment in which a salesperson carries out his or her tasks is certainly of in-
fluence to the individual, as prior literature has shown (e.g., Barney 1986; Langerak 
2001). As one dimension of the firm environment, a strong organizational BLM has 
been linked to negative outcomes such as unethical behavior and social undermining in 
the workplace (e.g. Barsky, 2008; Shah, Friedman, & Kruglanski, 2002, Shah & 
Kruglanski, 2002). As of yet however, BLM as a consequential concept has understud-
ied in marketing. It is clear though, that B2B companies do tend to put their focus on a 
narrow set of success measures including sales and market share (O’Boyle et al. 2013). 
This creates an environment in which the salesperson’s engaging in non-core activities 
become scrutinized, to the detriment of long-term development.  

This finding also highlights a new perspective on a series of work conditions identi-
fied in the Gallup research program (Harter et al. 2003) which correlated with unit per-
formance – presumably through creating more engaged employees (Macey and Schnei-
der 2008). These performance-enhancing conditions included work attributes, character-
istics of the superior, the availability of resources, coworker characteristics, as well as 
potential career progress. We complement this perspective as work conditions – such as 
firm BLM – also influence the relationship impact of disengagement. However, we do 
not find a significant impact of BLM on the relationship between disengagement and 
reseller perceived sales ability, which ultimately reflects performance. It may be the 
case that B2B reselling is so relational in nature that disengagement effects on sales 
ability are only indirect – through relationship satisfaction, which in turn impacts the 
resellers perceived ability to sell the suppliers products. This may prove a fruitful ave-
nue for future research. 
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MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Channel partner programs play a strategic role for firms as they enable their channel 
partners to cope with the demands presented in their markets and help to make better use 
of these growth opportunities. Our findings offer several managerial implications that can 
help to avoid disengagement and thus promote program and relationship success. 

First, our results from a sample of worldwide channel partner salespeople shows that 
disengagement from training is a real phenomenon in channel partner programs with 
important implications. More concretely, it is an early indicator of deteriorating relation-
ship health and has a negative impact on perceived sales ability and thus performance. 
Managers must therefore be aware of disengaging employees and in order to do this they 
would ideally track engagement over time. For instance, a brief engagement survey could 
be distributed periodically, in order to alert managers of occurring disengagement.  

Second, our findings show that customer orientation and selling orientation influ-
ence disengagement from supplier provided sales training in a CPP. Specifically, a 
selling orientation promotes disengagement whereas a high customer orientation – even 
simultaneously – mitigates these effects. Managers thus need to be aware of the sales-
people’s orientations towards the sales role. In addition, managers should aim to active-
ly foster customer orientation among the reseller sales force. In doing this, they should 
highlight that the goal should still be to make the sale, but to do so in a way that meets 
the customer’s wants and needs. This way of balancing customer orientation with sales 
orientation not only builds long-term relationships (Christmann 2015), but also prevents 
disengagement. Managers could achieve this through the online training modules, 
stressing importance of working with the customer and fulfilling their needs (Pettijohn 
2009). Besides reaching their reseller salespeople in this way, manufacturers should 
involve reseller firms directly, as local-level leadership is key to successfully imple-
menting a customer orientation (Kennedy et al. 2003). Channel partners may opt to 
organize events together and hold local sales workshops on the topic.  

Related to this, we found a boundary condition for the disengagement-mitigating ef-
fect of customer orientation as partners who have both low module completion rates and 
low sales orientation actually are less likely to disengage when they have a low custom-
er orientation. This implies that program managers should be aware of their partners’ 
prior training completion and may tailor the above-mentioned measures specifically 
according to a segmentation based on prior training.   

Third, our results highlight the role of the reseller firm environment and show that a 
prevailing firm BLM (Greenbaum et al. 2012) increases the impact of disengagement on 
the future relationship between the reseller salesperson and the supplier. Specifically, 
disengaged sellers who work in firms with a strong bottom line mentality become even 
less satisfied with the relationship to their supplier. It is therefore important for manu-
facturers to work with their partner firms to make them less focused only bottom line 
outcomes. This could be achieved through trainings with managers, collaboratively 
working on long-term goals beyond sales and profit, as well as possibly devising differ-
ent incentive structures.  
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LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

We draw our data from a random sample of participating salespeople across multiple 
channel partner firms and geographies. Yet, our study is based on one CPP, operated by 
one supplier in the high-tech sector, which may limit the generalizability of our findings 
to other industries. Other researchers should aim to replicate our findings across differ-
ent industries and programs to establish their validity in a range of channel partnerships 
and program designs. Further, our measure of disengagement consisted of the difference 
in overall state engagement at two different points in time. Each measurement thereby 
reflected the three subdimensions of physical, emotional and cognitive engagement. As 
suggested by Rich et al. (2010), these dimensions of engagement may be harder to dis-
tinguish for knowledge workers. Our empirical findings support this assertion as we 
observe high inter-item correlations and factor loadings on the general factor with our 
sample of salespeople. As model performance did not increase with a multi-factorial 
solution, we treated engagement as a single factor. It might be value adding to examine 
these subdimensions more closely in other industries and samples however.  

Regarding the measurement of prior module completion employed in our additional 
post-hoc analysis, we believe a strong point of our study was the fact that we used be-
havioral data over 12 months prior to the first wave of our survey. Due to data availabil-
ity concerns, we were not able to attain respective behavioral data for points in time 
after the survey. Future research should observe longer time periods of actual training 
participation and possibly assess the co-development of behavioral and state engage-
ment and disengagement in this way (Macey and Schneider 2008). In addition, our 
measure of disengagement focused on disengaging from the voluntary sales training 
offered as part of the CPP. According to our findings, as well as interviews with manag-
ers at the manufacturer we partnered with, this is an important program element. How-
ever, salespeople disengaging from other elements of the program may be just as much 
cause for concern. Future research should investigate this potential issue. 

In examining drivers of disengagement, we focused on the salesperson’s selling and 
customer orientations, as well as prior module completion. Although our explanatory 
power of disengagement was substantial (R-square = .34), other significant drivers like-
ly exist. Additional research might try to identify other influential factors, possibly by 
considering multiple partner programs. A fruitful avenue to research may be the effect 
of program design factors in determining disengagement. While overall program satis-
faction did not predict disengagement in our model, certain elements of the program, as 
well as its usability and content may still be of influence. Regarding the effect of SO-
CO, we find that whereas SO promotes disengagement, CO prevents disengagement and 
reduces the impact of SO and hence argued for managers to increase CO. Recent re-
search suggests an effect of sales training on customer orientation (Pettijohn 2009). We 
did not investigate this in this study; future research however should assess this interre-
lation. Lastly, additional research should replicate our finding of prior module comple-
tion as a boundary condition to the ambidexterity effects of customer and selling orien-
tation and test whether this effect applies to activities other than sales training modules.  
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Overall, in this paper we find that salesperson disengagement from supplier-
provided training in a CPP over time is a predictor of lower relationship satisfaction and 
negatively affects business performance. We observe that the degree to which salespeo-
ple manage to reconcile the possibly conflicting orientations of customer orientation and 
selling orientation will determine their continued engagement in the sales training mod-
ules. Particularly, customer orientation mitigates the state-disengagement promoting 
effects of selling orientation. This provides further support for the positive impact of a 
customer orientation on channel partner relationships and their performance. We further 
find that a pronounced bottom line mentality at the level of the reseller firm (Green-
baum et al. 2012) increases the impact of disengagement on the reseller’s satisfaction 
with the supplier relationship, adding to our understanding of the negative impact of this 
construct. 
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Chapter Four 
Conclusion 
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SYNOPSIS 

In recent years, channel partners have attained prime importance for firms operating in 
global markets. These partners enable manufacturers to effectively serve bigger markets 
worldwide and thus have the potential to improve bottom line results. However, reduced 
control and the lack of immediate access to final customers lead to challenges for manu-
facturers, such as maintaining high levels of customer service by securing partner 
knowledge, as well as ensuring partner firm loyalty.  

To address these challenges, firms have increasingly turned to channel partner pro-
grams that incorporate incentives as well as a focus on partner development through 
training. This training has been shown to be beneficial for partners who engage in it. 
Yet, disengagement is a prevalent issue in today’s channels, as partners may not see the 
importance of training, or may simply lack the time and mental energy to engage as they 
face the various demands of their job.  

For firms, channel partner programs constitute significant investments, which can 
lead to great returns under the assumption that partners appreciate the program and act 
upon this appreciation. However, it is not always obvious that this is the case as some 
partners may feel obligated rather than grateful, or simply expect such a level of sup-
port. In these cases, manufacturers may not see the increased returns they had hoped for. 

This dissertation addresses the issues of disengagement and indebtedness in channel 
partner programs, and more generally, in customer and partner relationships. Our re-
search presented in chapters two and three integrates and advances concepts from mar-
keting and psychology. In order to achieve this, we collect and examine multiple data 
sources including longitudinal field studies as well as secondary data and a laboratory 
experiment. Our results yield new theoretical insights into channel relationships, which 
translate into actionable implications for managers. We thereby contribute to the im-
portant body of literature on relationship marketing. 

DISENTANGLING INDEBTEDNESS FROM GRATITUDE IN 
RESPONSES TO B2B CHANNEL PARTNER PROGRAMS 

To refine and expand current perspectives on relational exchanges focusing on gratitude 
(e.g., Palmatier et al. 2009), chapter two of this dissertation highlights a related but 
distinct construct, indebtedness, as an important element with the potential to decrease 
relationship and performance outcomes. In a multi-wave field study, we assess its direct 
effects as well as its interplay with gratitude.  

First, we show that indebtedness does occur as a response to channel partner pro-
grams and in fact plays a unique and central role in this context. We disentangle disen-
gagement from gratitude and show that these two constructs are distinct states in re-
sponse to a benefit. In our study, gratitude has significant, positive effects on the part-
ners’ commitment to the supplier, as well as their sales effort. Indebtedness, in contrast, 
has a negative impact on these outcomes. These results are in line with prior psychology 
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studies, which suggest that indebted individuals avoid their benefactors and are less 
likely to help them on unrelated dimensions (Greenberg 1980; McCullough, Kimeldorf, 
and Cohen 2008). Previous literature further suggests that positive emotions have the 
potential to undo the deleterious impact of negative emotions (Fredrickson et al. 2000). 
Our research builds on this notion and, by considering them simultaneously, shows that 
gratitude acts as a buffer against the negative effects of indebtedness.  

Second, we demonstrate that certain conditions favor the dominance of either grati-
tude or indebtedness. In line with prior literature, our findings confirm the influence of 
benefit value, as higher perceived program value significantly increases channel partner 
gratitude. In addition, our research confirms the influence of perceived motives on grati-
tude while we also investigate their role in producing indebtedness – an issue on which 
little prior empirical evidence exists. In doing this, we adopt a nuanced view of the 
multiple motives at play in channels. This means that unlike research regarding motives 
on a continuum from benevolent to ulterior (e.g., Tsang 2006), we allow for the simul-
taneous perception of benevolent and self-serving motives. We show that benevolent 
motives increase gratitude, while ulterior motives do not detract from it. In a business-
to-business setting, partners therefore appear to allow for some measure of self-interest 
by suppliers. We also find that perceived motives for benefit provision determine the 
level of indebtedness felt by the channel partners. That is, benevolent motives increase 
indebtedness, in line with early predictions (Greenberg 1980). Yet, in contrast with 
gratitude, ulterior motives also increase indebtedness. Perceiving self-serving motives 
seems to make the exchange nature of the relationship more salient to the partner and 
triggers different relationship norms and expectations (Clark and Mills 1979), leading to 
an implicit expectation of having to repay the supplier (Watkins et al. 2006). 

Third, we address sources of heterogeneity in this context and investigate the role of 
channel partner entitlement. We find that entitlement influences how partners respond to 
the channel partner program, as it mitigates the positive effects of perceived program 
value on the partner’s gratitude. In addition, because entitlement likely alters partners’ 
perceptions and expectations, we investigate the combined effect of entitlement and 
perceived ulterior motives on indebtedness. Our results suggest that entitled channel 
partners simply expect to receive benefits from the supplier. Therefore, even when they 
value these benefits, they are less grateful compared to partners who feel less entitled. 
Regarding indebtedness, we find that partners with a strong sense of entitlement are 
more prone to interpret suppliers’ ulterior motives as a sign of an exchange relationship 
and thus feel indebted. Entitlement thus impacts indebtedness in a different way. Yet, 
we can conclude that entitlement indirectly and negatively affects the relational and 
performance outcomes of partner programs. 
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BALANCING CUSTOMER AND SALES ORIENTATIONS TO 
PREVENT DISENGAGEMENT IN CHANNEL PARTNER 
PROGRAMS 

Chapter three of this dissertation centers on sustaining the partners’ engaged participa-
tion in the partner program. Engagement has become a central concept in the literature 
on employee commitment and performance (e.g., Christian et al. 2011; Rich et al. 
2010). However, research on disengagement is limited. This chapter thus focuses on 
disengagement in particular as it investigates how the partner’s ability to balance seem-
ingly conflicting orientations prevents disengagement from occurring.  

First, we review the construct of disengagement and investigate its role in the con-
text of supplier-provided training in channel partner programs. Prior research has typi-
cally viewed engagement to be persistent over time (Schaufeli et al. 2002). Psychologi-
cal states are inherently bound in time however (Weiss and Kurek 2003), which sug-
gests purely static perspectives to be incomplete. Operationalizing disengagement as a 
reduction in state engagement (Rich et al. 2010) over time, we show that disengagement 
from voluntary training does occur in the context of channel partner programs. Prior 
research (Kahn 1992) theorizes disengagement to be the “simultaneous withdrawal and 
defense of a person's preferred self in behaviors that promote a lack of connections, 
physical, cognitive, and emotional absence, and passive, incomplete role performances” 
(p. 701). Our results lend empirical support to this notion. 

Second, we elucidate the role of partners’ customer and selling orientations in de-
termining partner disengagement within the context of a channel partner program. We 
uncover that a pronounced selling orientation promotes partner disengagement, while a 
strong customer orientation actually prevents partners from disengaging. Whereas high-
ly sales oriented sellers are prone to disengaging after completing the initial training 
stages, highly customer-oriented salespeople are less likely to disengage even then. 
Rather, they strive to learn and continually update their knowledge in order to offer the 
best possible service to clients and customers.  

Importantly, the degree to which salespeople are able to reconcile these seemingly 
conflicting orientations also influences their likelihood of disengaging from the program 
as customer orientation mitigates the disengagement-promoting impact of selling orienta-
tion. In addition, we find that whether and how strongly this balance prevents disengage-
ment depends on the partner’s prior module completion in the program. We thus supple-
ment recent work on performance-promoting effects of customer orientation (Zablah et al. 
2012) while also extending research on ambidexterity at the individual level.  

Third, we establish disengagement from supplier-provided training as an important 
predictor of the future health of the partner relationship as well as performance. Unlike 
prior work on engagement that adopted a static perspective, we assess these effects by 
examining the decrease in engagement over a period of time. In line with interpersonal 
relationship literature, our results show that salesperson disengagement is a predictor of 
lower relationship satisfaction. Disengagement also leads to lower perceived sales abil-
ity in partners. Supporting the notion that sales training is critical to salespeople’s long-
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term performance (Pettijohn et al. 2009) this highlights the importance of maintaining 
employee and partner engagement in training. In addition, we investigate the role of the 
reseller firm and find that a pronounced bottom-line mentality (Greenbaum et al. 2012) 
further increases the negative impact of disengagement on the salesperson’s satisfaction 
with the supplier relationship.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

We made specific suggestions for further research in each of the prior two chapters. 
Nevertheless, we would like to discuss several general themes and questions for future 
research, basing on the insights gained through our studies. 

Indebtedness and the buffering effect of gratitude on indebtedness’ negative 
consequences 

In chapter two, we disentangle the effects of indebtedness and gratitude on channel 
partner relationship outcomes. The buffering effect of gratitude on the negative effects 
of indebtedness appears to be a particularly promising avenue for further research in a 
more generalized setting, including business-to-consumer contexts. Morales’ research 
(2005) yields initial insight into this issue, yet more research on the interaction of grati-
tude and indebtedness would help in gaining a broader understanding of the interplay of 
these psychological responses. 

In addition, further research on the construct of indebtedness could prove fruitful for 
marketers and academics. The research in this dissertation increases our understanding 
of the conditions for an individual to feel indebted. Yet, compared to other psychologi-
cal constructs, relatively little is known about these conditions or any boundary effects. 
Likewise, it seems interesting to examine not only how customer and partner indebted-
ness influences the company. Inspired by research such as Raggio’s (2009) exploration 
of the effects of extending thanks to consumers, it could also be examined what the 
effects are of letting customers and partners know that the company owes them for their 
business, for instance.  

One thing certainly does become clear from the research presented in chapter two of 
this dissertation: Future marketing research focusing on gratitude should incorporate 
indebtedness in order to gain a more complete understanding of relational exchanges 
and individuals’ responses to them. 

The effects of perceived supplier motives  

Another question with important implications is whether self-serving and benevolent 
motives are opposite ends of a spectrum or are orthogonal. As outlined in chapter two, 
in a business-to-business setting, channel partners appear to allow for a certain measure 
of self-interest of their suppliers. In cognitive and social psychology research, there has 
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been a development to increasingly question the view of such psychological constructs 
as opposite ends of a continuum. Our research can be viewed as supportive of this de-
velopment as we do not see benevolent and self-serving motives as mutually exclusive. 
Instead, we find that channel partners ascribe both types of motives to their suppliers 
simultaneously to a certain degree.  

Future research should explore boundary conditions for this effect and determine 
whether it holds in consumer settings as well. Furthermore, individual differences likely 
account for part of this effect and should therefore be investigated. Relevant factors 
likely include whether the individual exhibits a pronounced exchange orientation rather 
than a communal one (Clark and Mills 1979) as this might color the interpretation of 
benefits received in a relationship and the motives ascribed to the benefactor. In addi-
tion, strong opportunistic tendencies in dealing with others might also have similar 
effects. 

Disengagement 

As discussed in chapter three, disengagement from supplier-provided training in a 
channel partner program is an indicator of lower relationship satisfaction. In addition, it 
negatively impacts business performance. The fact that disengagement does occur over 
time in this context and that it has such a negative impact makes it relevant to academi-
cians as well as practitioners. Our findings contradict earlier assumptions that engage-
ment was a relatively enduring state (cf., Macey and Schneider 2008). Future research 
should investigate additional forms of disengagement, such as behavioral disengage-
ment, as well as examine disengagement in different contexts. The relatively young 
body of research on customer engagement (van Doorn et. al 2009), for instance, could 
also benefit from explicitly investigating disengagement over time, which in turn would 
yield a more generalized and generalizable understanding of disengagement.  

Ambidexterity at the individual level 

The research presented in chapter three has demonstrated how individual ambidexterity 
benefits channel partner programs and relationships. In our study, the degree to which 
salespeople were able to reconcile the possibly conflicting orientations of customer 
orientation and selling orientation determined their continued engagement in the train-
ing modules. There is, however, a need for more research on ambidexterity – in particu-
lar at the individual level. Most research on ambidexterity has thus far focused on its 
benefits for companies. Yet, the positive results observed thus far make it worthwhile to 
examine what positive effects could be gained for the individual. Furthermore, there is 
not much known about the determinants of individual ambidexterity. Future research 
should therefore set out to shed light on the actions individuals could take to become 
more ambidextrous. 
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MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Each year, companies spend billions of dollars on building and maintaining channel 
partner relationships, which are integral to achieving a strong position in the global mar-
ketplace. Many suppliers invest in channel partner programs to foster partner relation-
ships and help their partners to become more effective sellers. Having gained a deeper 
understanding of the complexities of such programs, we would like to point out several 
broad themes for managers to ensure the effectiveness of their channel relationships 
which summarize and complement the recommendations in the individual chapters. 

First, our study of worldwide channel partner salespeople shows that gratitude plays 
an important role in unlocking the full benefits of partner programs. This may come as a 
surprise to practitioners as gratitude is simply an emotional response to a benefit re-
ceived. Even more unexpected may be the fact that indebtedness also occurs in response 
to such programs. This has detrimental effects on program returns for the supplier. 
Managers therefore need to be aware that channel partners respond to benefits in differ-
ent ways and should proactively manage these responses. The motives ascribed to sup-
pliers, as well as how the benefits are communicated can have a strong impact on 
whether the outcome will ultimately be positive. 

Second, and closely related, partner entitlement impacts the responses to these chan-
nel partner programs. Psychological entitlement is part of a narcissistic personality and 
in a channel partner context may be developed when partners receive special treatment 
during early stages of the relationship (Boyd and Helms 2005; Wetzel, Hammerschmidt, 
and Zablah 2014). Managers need to be aware of this characteristic in their partners and 
devise plans to manage “prima donnas” (Davis 2013). Yet, the issue is not limited to top 
performing sellers, as we find that exclusive resellers in general tend to feel more enti-
tled than multivendor partners. Thus, proactively managing channel partner expecta-
tions seems mandatory. 

Third, our research positions disengagement as an important issue for the health of 
the channel relationship and its performance. Managers need to be aware of partners 
disengaging and should therefore monitor engagement closely. Our results show that a 
partner’s customer orientation has the potential to prevent disengagement while mitigat-
ing the disengagement-promoting effect of a pronounced selling orientation. Thus, the 
degree to which salespeople manage to reconcile these seemingly conflicting orienta-
tions also determines their continued engagement in training. Next to promoting cus-
tomer orientation in employees and channel partners, organizations need to be aware of 
role ambiguity and conflicting demands facing the salesperson (Peterson et al. 2014). 
This is important as salespeople may focus on short-term sales at the expense of cus-
tomer service and thus opt out of the training after an initial period. Managers need to 
enable employees and partners to focus on important, long-term investments like train-
ing in addition to the short-term demands of selling to their customers. 

This, finally, also ties in with the overall environment that the reseller salesperson 
operates in. Our results suggest that a prevailing bottom line orientation (Greenbaum et 
al. 2012) at the reseller firm increases the negative impact of disengagement on the 
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future relationship between the reseller salesperson and the supplier. Managers are 
therefore advised to work with their channel partners to avoid a singular orientation on 
bottom line results. Perhaps counterintuitively, this should lead to superior results for 
the supplier as well as the reseller in the long-run.  
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Appendix 2.1: Construct Measures in Field Study  

Loadings 
Program Value (adapted from Mimouni-Chaabane and Volle 2010, two new items added)  

My overall evaluation of the (NAME) training program is good 0.85 
All in all, I am satisfied with the (NAME) training program 0.82 
Knowledge gained from the (NAME) training enables me to better serve my customers (new) 0.83 
Knowledge gained from the (NAME) training is useful to perform my job (new) 0.88 

Ulterior Motives (adapted from Rifon et al. 2004)  
(SUPPLIER) provides the (NAME) program to persuade me to sell their products 0.80 
(SUPPLIER) provides the (NAME) program because ultimately they only care about their  own 
profits 

0.84 

(SUPPLIER) provides the (NAME) program mostly because they want to increase their sales 0.86 
Benevolent Motives (adapted from Rifon et al. 2004)  

(SUPPLIER) provides the (NAME) program because ultimately they care about their resellers 0.92 
(SUPPLIER) has a genuine concern for the welfare of their resellers 0.93 
(SUPPLIER) provides the (NAME) program because they truly want to support their resellers 0.92 

Entitlement (adapted from Boyd and Helms 2005, one new item added)  
I feel that (SUPPLIER)’s employees should cater to my every whim 0.80 
In this modern age of technology, I should be able to ask a salesperson any question and have it  
answered instan 

0.82 

As a valuable customer, I have earned the right to deal exclusively with my supplier’s most 
talented staff memb 

0.89 

I feel that (SUPPLIER) should go the extra mile for me (new) 0.89 
Gratitude (Palmatier et al. 2009, based on McCollough et al.  2002)  

I feel grateful to (SUPPLIER) for providing (NAME) training 0.91 
I feel thankful to (SUPPLIER) for providing (NAME) training 0.92 
I feel appreciative to (SUPPLIER) for providing (NAME) training 0.91 

Indebtedness (based on Tsang 2006 and Watkins et al. 2006)  
I feel indebted to (SUPPLIER) for providing (NAME) training 0.95 
I feel obligated to (SUPPLIER) for providing (NAME) training 0.96 
I feel I owe something to (SUPPLIER) for providing (NAME) training 0.91 

Commitment (Mogran and Hunt 1994)  
My relationship with (SUPPLIER): 

 

…is one that I am very committed to. 0.94 
…is very important to me. 0.96 
…is one that I really care about. 0.92 
…is worth my effort to maintain. 0.94 

Sales Effort (adapted from Brown and Peterson 1994)  
Please rate how your overall effort in the sales task compares to the other salespeople in your 
company:  (1-"Among the least in the company"; 7 - "Among the most in  the company") 

0.91 

Please rate how your number of hours worked compares to the other salespeople in your 
company: (1-  "Among the least in the company"; 7 - "Among the most in  the company") 

0.92 

Constructs/Measures (Scale Sources) Avg. Item 
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Loadings 
Please rate how your number of calls made compares to the other salespeople in your company: 
(1-  "Among the least in the company"; 7 - "Among the most in  the company") 

0.84 

Supplier Identification (control, Bhattacharya, Rao, and Glynn 1995)  
When someone criticizes (SUPPLIER), it feels like a personal insult. 0.77 
I am very interested in what others think about (SUPPLIER). 0.88 
When I talk about (SUPPLIER), I usually say ‘we’ rather than ‘they’. 0.83 
(SUPPLIER)’s successes are my successes. 0.91 

Market Turbulence (control, Joshi and Sharma 2004)  
Customers’ preferences for product features have changed quite a bit  over time. 0.82 
We are witnessing demand for our products from customers who never bought them before. 0.89 
New customers tend to have product-related needs that are different from those of our existing 
customers. 

0.62 

Sales Experience (control)  
I have been working in sales for (please round to nearest full year): N.A. 

Notes: All items are measured using seven-point scales anchored by 1 = “strongly disagree” and 7 = “strongly 
agree” unless otherwise noted. 
  

Constructs/Measures (Scale Sources) Avg. Item 
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Appendix 3.1: Construct Measures 

Loadings 
Selling Orientation (Thomas et al. 2001)  

I pretend to agree with a customer to please them 0.88 
It is necessary to stretch the truth in describing a product to a customer 0.94 
I begin talking about the product/service before exploring a customer’s need with him or her 0.91 

Customer Orientation (Thomas et al. 2001)  
A good salesperson has to have the customer’s best interest in mind. 0.79 
I offer the product/service that is best suited to the customer’s problem. 0.95 
I try to find out what kind of products/services will be most helpful to a customer. 0.94 

Module Completion (12m before Survey)  
Objective data: number of learning modules completed per month N.A. 

Disengagement From the Training (difference terms between wave one and three Engagement 
scale items, adapted from Rich 2010) 

 

I exert my full effort to the (NAME) training (physical engagement) 0.84 
I devote a lot of energy to the (NAME) training (physical engagement) 0.73 
I try my hardest to pass the (NAME) training modules (physical engagement) 0.87 
I strive as hard as I can to complete the (NAME) training modules (physical engagement) 0.78 
I am enthusiastic about the (NAME) training (emotional engagement) 0.89 
I feel energetic when doing a (NAME) module (emotional engagement) 0.81 
I feel positive about the (NAME) training (emotional engagement) 0.87 
I am excited about the (NAME) training (emotional engagement) 0.79 
When doing a (NAME) module, my mind is focused on the training (cognitive engagement) 0.87 
When doing a (NAME) module, I focus a great deal of attention on the training (cognitive 
engagement) 

0.81 

When doing a (NAME) module, I am absorbed by the training (cognitive engagement) 0.87 
When doing a (NAME) module, I pay a lot of attention to the training (cognitive engagement) 0.79 

Notes: All items are measured using seven-point scales anchored by 1 = “strongly disagree” and 7 = “strongly 
agree” unless otherwise stated. 
 
  

Constructs/Measures (Scale Sources) Avg. Item 
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Appendix 3.2: Construct Measures (continued) 

Loadings 
Firm Bottom-Line Mentality (Greenbaum et al. 2012)  

My company is solely concerned with meeting the bottom line. 0.90 
My company only cares about the business. 0.96 
My company treats the bottom line as more important than anything else. 0.88 
My company cares more about profits than employee well-being. 0.97 

Relationship Satisfaction (adapted from De Wulf et al. 2001)  
As a business partner, I have a high-quality relationship with (COMPANY). 0.97 
I am happy with the efforts (COMPANY) is making towards business partners like me. 0.97 
I am satisfied with the relationship I have with (COMPANY). 0.99 

Sales Ability (Plouffe et al. 2009)  
Please rate your performance on the following, compared to the other salespeople in your 
company: 

 

My ability to sell products with higher profit margins. (1- “much worse than the other 
salespeople in this company”; 7- “much better than the other salespeople in this company”) 

0.90 

My ability to generate a high dollar amount of sales in my territory. (1- “much worse than the 
other salespeople in this company”; 7- “much better than the other salespeople in this company”) 

0.94 

My ability to exceed the sales targets and objectives that are assigned to me. (1- “much worse 
than the other salespeople in this company”; 7- “much better than the other salespeople in this 
company”) 

0.91 

My ability to identify and sell to major accounts in my territory. (1- “much worse than the other 
salespeople in this company”; 7- “much better than the other salespeople in this company”) 

0.93 

Satisfaction With the Program (NAME) (adapted from Mimouni-Chaabane 2010)  
My overall evaluation of the (NAME) training program is good 0.94 
All in all, I am satisfied with the (NAME) training program 0.94 
The advantages I receive in the (NAME) training program meet my expectations 0.90 

Relationship Length  
How long have you been selling (COMPANY) products (please round to nearest full year)? N.A. 

Notes: All items are measured using seven-point scales anchored by 1 = “strongly disagree” and 7 = “strongly 
agree” unless otherwise stated. 
 
 
  

Constructs/Measures (Scale Sources) Avg. Item 
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This dissertation focuses on channel partner programs and the complexities of ensuring 
their effectiveness. In today’s globalized marketplace, companies no longer operate as 
isolated entities. Instead, they increasingly rely on actors outside the firm to contribute 
to their service and sales processes (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004). Building and 
nurturing channel partnerships is an important growth strategy as successful partner-
ships can decrease time to market and provide access to a wider range of global custom-
ers (Cazalot 2013). In the information technology sector, for instance, 67% of sales for 
the largest suppliers in 2007 were achieved through channel partnerships (Lamkin 
2013).  

However, managing relationships with a global network of partners is highly com-
plex and challenging. Firms such as Microsoft, Dell, Intel, and others, increasingly turn 
to channel partner programs that incentivize selling and learning to manage and enhance 
these relationships. This dissertation highlights the fact that unlocking the benefits of 
such programs is not always easy and while channel partner programs offer significant 
potential for positive return-on-investment, there are potential risks as well. In this sec-
tion, I discuss the relevance of the research presented in this dissertation to companies 
and program managers. 

CHAPTER 2: I OWE YOU ONE … BUT THANKS ANYWAY! 
DISENTANGLING INDEBTEDNESS FROM GRATITUDE IN 
RESPONSES TO B2B CHANNEL PARTNER PROGRAMS 

According to recent market surveys, only a third of senior sales and marketing execu-
tives are satisfied with their programs’ performance (Fiorletta 2011; SAS & Loyalty 
360 2012). It appears that despite the partners showing appreciation for these programs 
(Bateman 2009), they remain somewhat suspicious of the manufacturer’s true intentions 
and sense an obligation to repay in some way. Chapter two of this dissertation focuses 
on these issues and highlights the fact that indebtedness has negative effects on the 
partner’s commitment to the supplier, as well as their sales effort. At the same time, 
gratitude acts as a buffer against indebtedness’ negative effects. In conjunction with our 
findings about the causes and consequences of indebtedness and gratitude, several im-
portant implications thus arise: 

First, managers need to understand that the channel partners’ evaluation of the pro-
gram, as well as their concurrent emotional responses, have important implications for 
the program’s effectiveness. For instance, our study of worldwide channel partner 
salespeople affirms that gratitude appears culturally neutral, with robust effects the 
resellers commitment to the supplier, as well as their sales effort. Program managers 
should make use of this knowledge and confidently invest in these programs. In particu-
lar, features that invoke partner gratitude, such as more valuable training, should be 
prioritized. Other investments that do not trigger gratitude to a comparable extent, or 
which do not contribute to gratitude additionally such as simply increasing rewards, 
should be under-emphasized. In addition, program managers should emphasize the fact 
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that their primary motives for providing these programs are to help the partners succeed, 
thereby promoting gratitude. 

Second, managers must realize that indebtedness—a state of obligation to repay 
someone for received benefits (Greenberg 1980)—is another central element of channel 
partner programs and has negative effects on the partner’s commitment to the supplier 
as well as their sales effort. Thus, channel partner programs need to be managed in a 
way that is conducive to gratitude but unlikely to make program participants feel in-
debted. Managers should therefore avoid any communication regarding the expectation 
of repayment by the partner. In addition, managers need to avoid giving the impression 
of ulterior motives behind providing the program as these promote indebtedness. Com-
munications with channel partners, for instance, might be modified to include explicit 
statements such as “There is absolutely no obligation,” to frame the situation appropri-
ately and positively. 

Third, channel program managers need to recognize the diversity of their target au-
dience and act accordingly. High-performing and self-confident salespeople (Davis 
2012), for instance, hold widely varying expectations of their suppliers. These partners 
can act like prima donnas (Davis 2013) and have a strong sense of entitlement, which 
decreases long-term returns on the program. Managers should therefore identify their 
most entitled partners as well as their overly inflated expectations; Exclusive resellers 
feel more entitled than multivendor partners and surveys could be used to identify other 
resellers who exhibit similar tendencies. In dialogue with entitled partners, managers 
should encourage them to share expectations while at the same time highlighting the 
relational and long-term character of the relationship. 

Another initiative companies can implement is the explicit recognition of top per-
formers’ achievements. Instead of simply praising top performers for achieved perfor-
mance though, managers should explicitly highlight the partners’ invested effort (such 
as training module completion, sales, etc.) to achieve the earned rewards or a particular 
status in the program. This is also the foundation for gamification programs where par-
ticipants earn badges or points, often are ranked in a leaderboard which further fuels 
engagement, and ultimately get rewarded for their performed actions. Air Canada’s 
Earn Your Wings program is one example in which participants earn points for taking 
flights with Air Canada and other actions. Those who are ranked highest on the leader-
board qualify to win additional prizes (Tierney 2015). By reducing the emphasis on 
credentials, status, and hierarchy, such programs put a stronger focus on effort or per-
formed actions, which should in turn reduce the sense of entitlement.  
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CHAPTER 3: WHEN THEY’VE LOST THAT LEARNING 
FEELING… BALANCING CUSTOMER AND SALES 
ORIENTATIONS TO PREVENT DISENGAGEMENT IN 
CHANNEL PARTNER PROGRAMS 

Chapter three of this dissertation addresses a key issue many manufacturers face: disen-
gagement from sales training in channel partner programs. Training has become a top 
priority for manufacturers in an effort to help salespeople to cope in today’s complex 
and dynamic marketplace (Sager et al. 2014; Sarin et al. 2010). Despite growing in-
vestments in training and incentive programs however, industry surveys report mixed 
results with only short-term performance increases (Sharir 2014) as partners disengage 
quickly. This manuscript offers guidance for managers on how to address these issues: 

First, managers should institute periodical surveys and other methods for tracking 
their channel partners’ engagement in the training closely. Some successful companies, 
including Toyota, even utilize daily employee feedback to measure engagement contin-
uously (Bersin 2014). In tracking engagement, disengagement should be operationalized 
as a reduction in levels of engagement over time. Disengagement needs to be tracked 
closely as it functions as an early indicator of deteriorating relationship health and has a 
negative impact on the resellers perceived sales ability. For instance, brief engagement 
surveys distributed frequently could warn management of declining engagement levels 
and downstream performance issues.  

Second, managers should work to foster a strong customer orientation among their 
resellers’ sales force as it helps to prevent disengagement whereas a strong selling ori-
entation promotes it. Managers could achieve a stronger customer orientation through 
training modules by emphasizing the importance of working with the customer and 
focusing on fulfilling their needs (Pettijohn 2009). Companies who have successfully 
implemented this include commercial real estate provider Jones Lang LaSalle and Best 
Buy (Gulati 2007). Such training should still support making the sale while at the same 
time emphasizing the importance of doing so in a way that meets the customer’s wants 
and needs. In addition, manufacturers should work directly with reseller management on 
this issue, as local-level leadership plays a critical role in ensuring a continual focus on 
customer orientation (Kennedy et al. 2003).  

Third, manufacturers also need to institute programs and work with their resellers to 
make them less focused on singular, bottom-line outcomes. As a strong bottom-line 
mentality at the level of the reseller firm (Greenbaum et al. 2012) exaggerates the nega-
tive impact of disengagement on the reseller’s satisfaction with the relationship, avoid-
ing such a mentality should be a priority. Trainings with local management, the collabo-
rative development of non-monetary long-term goals, as well as revised incentive struc-
tures are important ingredients to ensure success for the channel partner program as well 
as the channel relationship in the long run.  
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