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 The aim of this research is to investigate the influence of sales managers’ aggressiveness on ethical 
sales leadership and salesperson performance in B2B context, taking into consideration the sequen-
tial mediation of emotional labor and adaptive selling behavior.  Sales managers spend most of 
their time in solving salesforce-related issues, while empirical studies have largely neglected such 
factors that can have negative consequences on salesforce-related tasks. In order to overcome this 
gap in the literature, we draw from conservation of resources (COR) theory to introduce and estab-
lish an advanced theoretical paradigm. The authors tested the model through 336 responses from 
B2B salesperson-manager dyads. The findings of the study reveal that sales managers’ aggressive-
ness has a negative association with ethical sales leadership. Also, sales managers’ aggressiveness 
is positively related to emotional exhaustion and negatively related to salesperson performance. 
Consequently, we found significant serial mediation of ethical sales leadership and adaptive selling 
behavior between the relationship of sales managers’ aggressiveness and salesperson performance. 
In last, manager decisiveness is playing as a significant moderator in the study. Theoretical contri-
butions and practical implications are also discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 
Over the past decade, ethical leadership in the B2B sales context has gained increased academic and managerial attention. 
Prior literature has suggested that displays of ethical sales leadership have several favorable effects on salespeople (Ingram et 
al., 2013; Wu, 2017). The sales profession is exceptional in light of how often salespeople face rejections and disappointments 
(Dixon & Schertzer, 2005). The challenges encountered in the sales position will build a training environment for emotional 
exhaustion (Jaramillo et al., 2011; Lewin & Sager, 2008), and unethical sales practices (Li & Murphy, 2012). While much is 
documented about the benefits of ethical leadership for followers, the ramifications of ethical leadership in the B2B sales 
context have received less attention. In sales organizations, ethical leader behaviors are something that needs to be improved 
above and beyond the fundamental task-focused. In this regard, growing numbers of studies have been reported for sales 
managers’ negative behavior toward the salespeople (Valentine et al., 2015), such as manager aggressiveness which is de-
scribed by Geddes and Baron (1997) as “subordinates’ perceptions of the extent to which managers engage in the sustained 
display of hostile verbal and non-verbal behaviors, excluding physical contact.” In fact, salespeople with aggressive behavior 
are expected to have a higher amount of unpleasant and traumatic interactions. Additionally, subjective perceptions are fo-
cused on the existence or absence of aggressive management, although one salesperson may find a manager aggressive, an-
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other salesperson may feel differently under the same supervisor. The previous workplace aggression literature further indi-
cates that aggressive resources spent by sales managers in the problem-solving situation might have a key impact on sales-
person–manager relationship quality (Lee & Cadogan, 2009; Lee et al., 2018).  
  
The COR theory has been developed as an important framework for further analyzing ethical behaviors (Hobfoll, 1989). 
Individuals with a lower level of emotional resources are more likely to "spontaneously mislead" (i.e., engage in unethical 
behaviors) than individuals whose emotional resources are stable (Gino et al., 2011). Salespeople can view ethical leadership 
as managerial determinations to foster a favorable working environment through motivation and valuable feedback (Wu, 
2017). This positive work climate helps salespeople to express themselves, take guidance and obtain useful insights, thus re-
ducing emotional exhaustion and enhancing the adaptation of different selling techniques. As a result, such leadership support 
can reduce the negative effects of emotional exhaustion on salesperson performance. This study contributes to theory as well 
as practice by offering indication of the sequential existence of sales managers’ aggressiveness on salespersons’ outcomes. 
From a theoretical perspective, we contribute to the leadership and sales management literature in several ways. First, we 
contribute to the area of sales management–– problem resolution by investigating sales managers’ negative behaviors under 
ethical leadership settings. Our structural model contains sales managers’ aggressiveness as a potential predictor of ethical 
sales leadership. Second, the research contributes to the business to business literature, as we have studied the current model 
in the B2B sales context. Further, limited studies on ethical sales leadership have been conducted by sales scholars. The study 
also contributes to the prior literature by exploring ethical sales leadership, emotional exhaustion, and adaptive selling behav-
ior as potential serial mediators of sales managers’ aggressiveness and salesperson performance relationship. In managerial 
terms, we suggest that successful managers should be more issue-focused and do not let aggression and bullying into their 
managerial style. Our findings also indicate that a lower level of aggressiveness could relate with a minor level of emotional 
exhaustion and a greater level of ethical sales leadership and performance. 
 
2. Literature review and hypotheses development 

 
2.1. Sales managers’ aggressiveness and ethical sales leadership 

 
There has been a rise of scholarly attention in the topic of workplace aggression over the last two decades. Research on 
negative management behaviors mainly focused on workplace aggression (Aquino & Thau, 2009; Sprung et al., 2012). Such 
practice has no benefit in the workplace environment, indicating that aggression is coupled with several negative effects, 
including weak employees’ performance. Unethical conduct can be enhanced by encouraging behavior that breaches ethical 
standards, by putting too much on managerial aggression and corporate performance at all costs and competition (Sims & 
Brinkmann, 2002). Concentrating on aggression rather than criticism, Aquino et al. (2004) found that in terms of relationship 
deviation, leader interpersonal fairness and aggressiveness operate in a different way to influence follower’s different status 
positions (i.e., race, gender, and job tenure). Ethical sales leaders could be perceived as having a higher sense of achievement 
to senior managerial positions, particularly in environments where performance pressure is high (Schwepker & Ingram, 2016). 
Previous literature have also revealed that situations under high pressure are associated with unethical behavior (Zheng et al., 
2015). Another study by Brown & Treviño (2006a) has found that ethical leadership style is negatively associated with out-
comes such as manager’s aggressive behavior. Although, ethical leadership performs at higher levels of moral reasoning 
(Brown & Mitchell, 2010), and transforms their followers into moral leaders. We have concluded that ethical sales leadership 
and managers’ aggressiveness operate very much in the same way but opposite directions. However, the association between 
ethical sales leadership and managers’ aggressiveness could be too much complicated than just “equal but opposite”. Thus, 
we intend the following hypothesis. 

 
H1: Sales managers’ aggressiveness is negatively related to ethical sales leadership. 
 
2.2. Ethical sales leadership and emotional exhaustion  

 
A constant feature of the sales profession is to cope with a high level of pressure, hardships, and failures (Dixon & Schertzer, 
2005). These diverse requirements and obstacles make emotional exhaustion a nearly unavoidable challenge for salespeople, 
which tends to happen in the context of the sales profession (Jaramillo et al., 2011). According to Wu (2017), ethical sales 
leadership can encourage salespeople positive attitudes, promote a greater level of engagement and dignity within the com-
pany, and influence the way salespeople visualize the context of ethical work; such positive behaviors can minimize sales-
people’s emotional exhaustion in a dynamic sales environment. Viewing ethical sales leadership as an important source for 
salespeople, we draw on conservation of resource (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) to suggest that ethical sales leadership re-
duces the emotional exhaustion of sales employees. The perspective of resource loss, a threat to resources, and failure to 
acquire new resources can contribute to stress (Hobfoll, 1989). The context of emotional exhaustion includes both the circum-
stance and the individual (Halbesleben, 2006; Wang et al., 2010). Ethical sales leadership is one of the aspects of the situation 
(Zheng et al., 2015). The impact of a greater level of ethical sales leadership on salespeople involves: (1) greater satisfaction 
and commitment (2) greater tasks and performances (3) fewer dishonesty and immoral conduct (4) greater well-being. Thus, 
we propose the following hypothesis. 
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H2: Ethical sales leadership is negatively related to salespersons’ emotional exhaustion. 
 
2.3. Ethical sales leadership and adaptive selling behavior  

 
Adaptive selling is described as a variation in a salesperson’s behavior when selling a product to a customer (Spiro & Weitz, 
1990). Customers react favorably to salespeople who use a wide range of adaptive selling techniques (Itani et al., 2017). 
According to previous research, salespeople are more likely to understand consumer interest and various selling situations so 
they can quickly adjust their presenting skills (Limbu et al., 2016). As previously mentioned, ethical leaders represent personal 
resources (e.g., justice, honesty, and empathy for others) as well as resources for social support (e.g., power networking, 
ethical value enhancement, and moral advice) (Kalshoven et al., 2011). When salespeople encounter trust in their relationship 
building with their managers, they are more likely to take positive customer-oriented approaches (Busch & Bush, 1978). 
Ethical sales leaders can encourage salespeople to improve the ability to adjust selling approaches for quality services by 
developing loyalty and cooperative behavior among sales employees. Salespeople may proactively gather more information 
from and about stakeholders, as well as feedback from supervisors and peers, to make the best improvements in sales strate-
gies. Salespeople with adaptive selling abilities are not only innovative in their sales approaches (Singh & Das, 2013), but 
they are much more likely to go beyond and above the minimum required thresholds in customer service activities. Therefore, 
we suggest from the above argument that the more sales managers will display their ethical leadership behavior, the more 
salespeople will engage in different selling approaches for achieving customer-oriented outcomes. Thus, suggesting the fol-
lowing hypothesis. 
 
H3: Ethical sales leadership is positively related to adaptive selling behavior. 
 
2.4. Emotional exhaustion and salesperson performance 
 
Emotional exhaustion (EE) is the sentiment of being emotionally overstretched and depressed by one's work. Sales managers 
are cautious with emotional exhaustion because it affects both salesperson performance and turnover (Lewin & Sager, 2009). 
The association between both EE and the success of salespeople through the COR paradigm seems to be the notion that 
inspiration is the allocation of resources. In the theory of (Hobfoll, 1989), motivation acts as an energy resource, in fact COR 
theory explicitly identifies balance of work and motivation as part of a list of COR resources to get things done. To relate the 
concept of inspiration as a resource, the linkage among EE and salesperson performance needs further research into the con-
cept of resource investment (Hobfoll, 1989). As a result of lack of resources or the possibility of loss, salespeople prefer to 
take necessary actions to protect their resources. In order to protect their resources, salespeople put little energy into their task 
(low motivation), which leads to poor work outcomes (Lewin & Sager, 2009). Toward this stage, most of the studies on the 
nexus among EE and salesperson performance have been neglected to investigate in the B2B sales context. It is expected that 
EE will lead to lower performance as salespeople tend to feel less able to perform tasks at work and they become more 
depressed (Lam et al., 2017). Also, because the desire for achievement is associated with the ability to complete the task at 
work, so when struggling for achievement decreased, one might assume that salesperson in-role performance would also drop 
(Nguyen et al., 2019). Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis. 
 
H4: Emotional exhaustion is negatively related to salesperson performance. 
 
2.5. Adaptive selling behavior and salesperson performance 

 
Adaptive selling improves the salesperson's ability to develop good connections with consumers and become more successful 
in selling by creating new approaches for each customer, which improves the salesperson's output. Previous literature has 
shown a favorable association between adaptive selling behavior and salesperson performance (Jaramillo et al., 2007). Mean-
while, self-scores salespeople, manager scores, and all relevant measures of success are used to determine outcomes.  Accord-
ing to Itani et al. (2017), adaptive selling behavior is a salesperson's willingness to effectively strengthen the salesperson's 
capability to establish a successful collaboration with customers, which inevitably influences sales performance. It is sug-
gested by Singh and Das (2013), many personal characteristics of salespeople might explain the effectiveness of adaptive 
selling behavior exhibited by a salesperson. To successfully use adaptive selling, it is critical to have strong information 
acquisition and processing skills (Weitz et al., 1986). In addition, adaptive selling behavior asserts that a salesperson's ability 
to adapt their various communication styles to particular customers in a range of selling situations must be linked to suc-
cess.  The salesperson who is more adaptable is more likely to produce personalized presentations, which influences the 
salesperson's performance (Limbu et al., 2016; Yoon et al., 2020). Therefore, we suggest from the above argument that the 
more salespeople will engage in adaptive selling behavior, the more chances would be to improve in salesperson performance. 

 
H5: Adaptive selling behavior is positively related to salesperson performance. 
 

 

2.6. Sales managers’ aggressiveness, and salesperson performance 
 

Due to the adverse impact of managerial aggression on salespeople and corporations, it is necessary to analyze the process by 
which aggression causes distress and the factors that influence the relationship of managers' aggressiveness and salespeople 
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outcomes (Sprung et al., 2012). Previous research has concentrated mainly on the offensive leader’s identity; it has been 
known as manager aggressiveness (Micevski et al., 2017). Meanwhile, the managers’ negative supervision style with their 
followers is not yet clearly studied in the B2B sales context. Therefore, we are intended to address this crucial gap in existing 
research.We draw on the conservation of resources (COR) theory as a key descriptive mechanism for predicting the link 
between sales managers’ aggressiveness and salesperson performance. COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) indicates that mental 
stress in four specific situations is expected to have adverse effects on overall performance:1) If there is a higher possibility 
of lack of resources, 2) Unless there has been a genuine loss of resources, 3) When the employees understand that perhaps the 
burden of work lacks resources, and 4) when a resource investment could not contribute to the projected returns (Hobfoll, 
2001). We propose that these four conditions may generate aggressiveness and thus contribute to a negative impact on sales-
person performance. Under high aggressive management, team members are less likely to consciously transfer and express 
their knowledge and experiences in sales teams, and they hesitate to incorporate their ideas into anything new and useful 
(Geddes & Baron, 1997), which negatively impact objective sales performance. According to Sprung et al. (2012), to reduce 
the negative effects of unequal treatment, salespeople respond to managers' aggressiveness by reducing the level of their job 
performance. Therefore, we intended the following hypothesis. 
 
H6: Sales managers’ aggressiveness is negatively related to salesperson performance. 
  
2.7. Manager decisiveness as a moderator 

  
Sales managers are continuously confronted with conditions asking for their decisions that are important for the company and 
have a great impact on the salesperson's performance and their professional careers. Decisiveness is an individual character-
istic in which managers are confident and relaxed in taking decisions while confronted with the dilemma that resolves psy-
chological difficulties  (Germeijs et al., 2006). Decisive managers are seen as being straightforward about their objectives and 
about taking measures to action (Barrick & Zimmerman, 2005). In contrast, indecisive managers are those who avoid making 
decisions, ignore judgments from anyone else, and sometimes worry and regret about past decisions (Germeijs et al., 2006). 
However, salespeople are willing to establish constructive attitudes toward the managers and the organization. When the 
manager is decisive, he/she does not cancel the commitments and feels less insecure when enforcements are made for regu-
lating procedures (Mulki et al., 2012). Managers contribute in persuading the emotional exhaustion of employees (Mulki et 
al., 2006). The decisions of managers are of greatest priority to salespeople because they affect their performance, incentive 
schemes, employment, regional allocations, and promotions (Do et al., 2020) (Schwepker, 2019). Decisive sales managers, 
with limited experience, make prompt decisions, such as approving a price discount to close an important sale. Although, 
emotional stress in various professions gives a good understanding of this problem as a whole and minimizes its effect on 
performance, career, and job engagement (Schwepker & Ingram, 2016). In such conditions, salespeople will develop a positive 
perception of their managers and should display less emotional exhaustion, and will experience better job performance. In 
reference to this discussion, it can be reported that the influence of EE on salesperson performance will reduce when sales-
people believe their manager is decisive. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis. 
 
H7: The relationship between emotional exhaustion and salesperson performance is moderated by managers’ decisiveness 

such that the effect of emotional exhaustion on salesperson performance will be lesser; when salespeople perceive that 
their manager is decisive.   

 
2.8. The serial mediation model of emotional exhaustion and adaptive selling behavior 
 
According to Lewin and Sager (2009), emotionally exhausted salespeople have exploited their stress control for avoidance 
and withdrawal. The most harmful of these salespeople's withdrawal-related emotional exhaustion is associated with low job 
satisfaction and reduced outcome performance. It has also drawn extensive attention from researchers and practitioners due 
to its relation to lower salesperson performance (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007). Although in business-to-business sales pro-
fessionals, previous pieces of evidence have revealed the relationship among ethical leadership and employee outcomes such 
as employee performance and job satisfaction (Schwepker, 2015; Walumbwa et al., 2011). According to Zheng et al. (2015), 
there has been growing empirical interest by scholars on ethics and describes a psychological mechanism in which ethical 
sales leadership has both direct and indirect influence on EE. Although, ethical sales leadership and aggressive managers both 
require a consistent practice of actions, as ethical leadership involves normatively acceptable behavior, while aggressive man-
agement requires normatively misbehavior.   
 
On the other hand, the findings also propose that the positive indirect connections between sales managers’ aggressiveness 
and salesperson performance exist through the serial mediation of ethical sales leadership and adaptive selling behavior. Alt-
hough, salespeople are more likely to take proactive customer-oriented approaches when they experience trust in their friendly 
relationships with sales managers (Busch & Bush, 1978). By improving salespersons’ loyalty and interpersonal trust, ethical 
leaders can encourage their team to proactively develop the capacity to adapt different sales techniques in servicing customers 
(Singh & Das, 2013). In particular, ethical leadership behavior can reduce aggressive management at work, which turns into 
the lower level of emotional exhaustion, and ultimately encourage salesperson performance. Thus, we intended the following 
hypothesis. 
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H8a: Sales managers’ aggressiveness is negatively related to salesperson performance through the mediating role of ethical 
sales leadership and emotional exhaustion  

H8b: Sales managers’ aggressiveness is positively related to salesperson performance through the mediating role of ethical 
sales leadership and adaptive selling behavior 
 

            
      Fig. 1. Conceptual Framework 
 
3. Method 

 
3.1. Sample and data collection 

 
The study is descriptive and cross-sectional in nature. In order to confirm the hypotheses, we employed a dyadic approach 
that includes salesperson-manager surveys under the B2B sales setting in Pakistan. Participants were allowed to work in sales, 
but not in any specific sector. Therefore, a wide number of sectors were considered for the survey, particularly manufacturing, 
services, technology, and retail. The studied sales organizations had a hierarchical structure in which a number of salespeople 
worked under the supervision of sales managers. To measure the salesperson's performance, we requested the sales managers 
to evaluate individual performance separately of each salesperson just to avoid the common method biased. Out of the 89 
contacted companies, 62 companies decided to participate in the study. After the agreement of enterprises collaboration on 
average one manager and from one to four salespeople randomly selected in each organization with the help of the human 
resource and sales departments, when appropriate. We distributed survey questionnaires to 388 salespeople and their 97 sales 
managers. An online survey link was emailed to the sales managers and asked to send the link to each salesperson. After the 
survey completion, the total sample size resulted in 353 matched salespeople-manager questionnaires. However, we omitted 
17 questionnaires due to incomplete and unengaged responses. The final sample of 336 (86.59%) questionnaires was used for 
analysis purposes. Among the salespeople, 81.5% were male, the average age was 30.4 years and the average sales experience 
was 9.2 years. Among the sales managers, 91.8% were male and the average age was 42.6 years. A method by Kock (2015) 
was adopted to evaluate the common method variance (CMV). According to this method, the study shows the factor level 
VIF value less than the acceptable 3.3 thresholds, taking into account that the model is free from common method variance. 
Therefore, CMV is not an issue in this study. 
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Table 1 
Descriptive statistics, correlation and, discriminant validity. 

S. No Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1 Emotional Exhaustion  0.736      
2 Ethical Sales Leadership -0.550  0.769     
3 Adaptive Selling Behavior -0.371  0.475  0.822    
4 Manager Aggressiveness  0.321 -0.270 -0.319  0.712   
5 Manager Decisiveness -0.424  0.456  0.478 -0.355 0.788  
6 Salesperson Performance -0.307  0.426 -0.609 -0.428 0.602 0.819 
 Descriptive characteristics 
 Mean 2.701 3.550 2.547 3.612 3.454 0.388 
 Standard deviation 0.691 0.772 0.581 0.754 0.660 0.711 
 

3.2. Measurement  
 

All measures used in the study were assessed through a well-established 5 point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree 
(1) to strongly agree (5). To capture sales managers' aggressiveness, a widely used scale was adopted by Micevski et al. 
(2017), and it consists of 4 items. A sample item is “My manager could be described as ‘violent”. Ethical sales leadership is 
another construct and designed by Brown et al. (2005) and measured on 6 items scale. A sample item is “My manager listens 
to what employees have to say”. Emotional exhaustion is consists of 5 items and was adopted from the study of Lewin & 
Sager (2009). A sample item is “I feel emotionally drained by the pressure my sales manager puts on me”. Adaptive selling 
behavior is designed by Spiro & Weitz (1990) and also consists of 5 items scale. A sample item is “I like to experiment with 
different sales approaches”. Manager decisiveness is a moderating variable in the study and taken by the study of Mulki et al. 
(2012) containing 6 items scale. A sample item is “It is hard for my manager to come to a decision”. Salesperson performance 
was also adopted from the literature by Itani et al.(2017) and Singh & Das (2013) and consists of 5 items. A sample item is 
“The salesperson exceeds sales targets and objectives”. 

 
4. Results  

 
4.1. Evaluation of measurement model 

 
First, we accompanied a variety of initial tests which include normality, one-dimensionality, and outliers. No significant 
problem was found, thus indicating data validity. We then performed a descriptive, correlation (See Table 1) and confirmatory 
factor analysis to estimate the reliability and validity of the measurement model, which included all the multi-item scales. 
Composite reliability (CR), standardized factor loading (SFLs), and average variance extracted (AVE) values indicated good 
reliability and convergent validity. 
 
Table 2 
Standardized loading values and constructs’ reliability 

 Construct  Indicator CR AVE Cronbach’s Alpha 

Sales Manager Aggressiveness 
SM-AGR1 0.740 0.727 0.507 0.724 
SM-AGR2 0.684 
SM-AGR3 0.782 
SM-AGR4 0.740 

Ethical Sales Leadership 

ELDR1 - 0.800 0.562 0.709 
ELDR2 0.805 
ELDR3 0.750 
ELDR4 0.685 
ELDR5 0.719 
ELDR6 0.712 

Emotional 

 Exhaustion 

 

EEX1 0.779 0.855 0.542 0.788 
EEX2 0.761 
EEX3 0.672 
EEX4 0.784 
EEX5 0.767 

Adaptive Selling Behavior 

 

ASB1 0.757 0.805 0.511 0.801 
ASB2 0.729 
ASB3 0.630 
ASB4 0.731 

 

Manager 

Decisiveness 

MDS1 0.707 0.817 0.612 0.738 
MDS2 0.608 
MDS3 0.766 
MDS4 0.761 
MDS5 0.546 
MDS6 0.755 

Salesperson Performance 

 

SP1 0.544 0.785 0.532 0.811 
SP2 0.720 
SP3 0.764 
SP4 0.811 
SP5 0.721 
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As shown in Table 2, the standardized factor loadings were all above 0.50 (Arbuckle, 2016), so we acknowledge each indica-
tor’s contribution to the established variable. Further, Cronbach’s alpha (α) value is appropriate as the value was found to be 
above the 0.70 thresholds. Also, we achieved convergent validity, as the value of AVE and CR in the study meets the 0.50 
threshold (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 2006). Then the fact that the average variance extracted from each latent 
variable must surpass the square correlation of each pair of constructs (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The measurement model 
showed satisfactory fit as reflected in the fit indices: chi-square (X2) = 948.115; standardized root mean square residual 
(SRMR) = 0.060; normed fit index (NFI) = 0.77. In last, the highest variance inflation factor (VIF) 1.865 is below the standard 
value of 3.3, defined by Kock (2015), indicating that there is no problem with multicollinearity. 
 
4.2. Effect size (f2) 

 
We have made several PLS estimates, every time with the absence of a dominating construct in our proposed model only to 
identify the effect of an exogenous variable on the endogenous variable. It is proposed by Cohen (1988), that f2  values of 
0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 are considered small, medium, and high respectively. Table 3 shows that sales managers’ aggressiveness 
has medium effects on ethical sales leadership (f2 = 0.079), while ethical sales leadership has large effects on emotional ex-
haustion (f2 = 0.433) and adaptive selling behavior (f2 = 0.291).  Further, we also found large effects of adaptive selling 
behavior on salesperson performance (f2 = 0.222). In last, sales manager aggressiveness has medium effect on salesperson 
performance (f2 = 0.182). 

 
Table 3 
Effect size (F2) statistics for the general model.  

 Hypotheses              F2 Effects 
H1 Manager Aggressiveness → Ethical Sales Leadership                  0.079 Medium  
H2 Ethical Sales Leadership → Emotional Exhaustion              0.433           Large 
H3 Ethical Sales Leadership → Adaptive Selling Behavior              0.291           Large  
H4 Emotional Exhaustion → Salesperson Performance               0.091      Medium  
H5 Adaptive Selling Behavior → Salesperson Performance               0.222      Large  
H6 Manager Aggressiveness → Salesperson Performance           0.068 Medium  
H7 Manager Decisiveness → Salesperson Performance                     0.182 Large  

 

4.3. The predictive power of the model (Q2) 
 

We conducted a Stone and Geisser test using a blindfolding technique on SmartPLS to determine the predictive relevance of 
our structural model. If the Q2 value of all dependent variables in the structural model is beyond zero (>0) then the structural 
model has predictive relevance (Hair et al., 2016). As the Q2 values in Table 4 are all above zero, so here all dependent 
variables in the path model have predictive relevance. 

 
Table 4 
Blindfolding statistics for predictive relevance (Q2) for the general model. 

S.No Constructs SSO SSE Q2 (= 1-SSE/SSO) 
1 Managers’ Aggressiveness 2398.44 2398.44 0.107 
2 Ethical Sales Leadership 2688.00 2514.28 0.064 
3 Emotional Exhaustion 1680.00 1605.55 0.044 
4 Adaptive Selling Behavior 1344.00 1212.33 0.098 
5 Manager Decisiveness 2115.00 1925.22 0.089 
6 Salesperson Performance  1344.00 1020.84 0.240 

 
4.4. Coefficient of determination (R2) 

 
The findings of the study show that our predictive constructs explain 60.7% (R2 = 0.607) of salesperson performance variance. 
The evaluation parameters here describe that values of 0.75, 0.50, and 0.25 are assumed large, medium, and weak correspond-
ingly (Hair et al., 2016). Therefore, the described variance in the salesperson performance is observed as a moderator. In 
addition, sales managers’ aggressiveness explains 17.1% (R2 = 0.171) of ethical sales leadership variance. Similarly, ethical 
sales leadership explain 30.2% (R2 = 0.302) variance of emotional exhaustion and 22.5% (R2 = 0.225) of adaptive selling 
behavior.   

 
4.5. Hypotheses test results  

 
We evaluated the research hypotheses using PLS-SEM. To assess the significance of relational hypotheses in our model, we 
conducted bootstrapping with 5000 resamples. In the structural model, a relationship is said to be significant if the p-value is 
less than 0.05. Table 5 outlines the empirical results of the study. The results of the analysis using partial least square (PLS) 
reveal that sales managers’ aggressiveness has a negative impact on ethical sales leadership (β = -0.270,  p= 0.000). Hence, 
H1 is supported. For H2 and H3, we found a negative relationship between ethical sales leadership and emotional exhaustion 
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(β = -0.550, p= 0.000), while ethical sales leadership has a positive impact on adaptive selling behavior (β = 0.475, p= 0.001). 
Further, a negative and insignificant relationship was found between emotional exhaustion and salesperson performance (β = 
-0.077, p= 0.169). Thus, H4 did not support the study. In addition, we found a positive impact of adaptive selling behavior 
on salesperson performance (β = 0.384, p= 0.000). Besides, sales managers’ aggressiveness has negatively associated with 
salesperson performance (β = -0.201, p= 0.000) Thus, H5 & H6 supported the study. 

 
4.6. Mediating effects   

 
We explored the effect of sales managers’ aggressiveness on salesperson performance through the serial mediating mechanism 
of ethical sales leadership, adaptive selling behavior, and emotional exhaustion (See Figure 1). We used the bootstrapping 
technique to test the indirect effect in the serial mediation model (Hayes, 2015). By using Partial Least Square (PLS), our 
results found the negative and insignificant indirect effect of sales manager aggressiveness on salesperson performance 
through the sequential mediation of ethical sales leadership and emotional exhaustion (β = -0.011, [CI: -0.006, 0.031], p= 
0.216). On the other hand, the results of our structural model show positive and significant serial mediation effects of ethical 
sales leadership and adaptive selling behavior between the relationship of sales managers’ aggressiveness and salesperson 
performance (β = 0.049, [CI: 0.093, 0.019], p= 0.015). 

 
4.7. Moderating effects  

 
The moderating role of sales manager decisiveness was also testified with the help of structural model results. To explore the 
moderating effect, we conducted both graphical and simple slope analyses. Table 5 and Figure 2 show that manager decisive-
ness is moderate between the relationship of emotional exhaustion and salesperson performance. We tested hypothesis H7 
and found significant and positive moderation of manager decisiveness between emotional exhaustion and salesperson per-
formance (β = 0.043, [CI: 0.021, 0.097], p= 0.021), which means the effect of emotional exhaustion on salesperson perfor-
mance reduces; when the salespeople perceive that their managers have the decisiveness. None of the control variables showed 
any significant relationship with the constructs in the model. Therefore, including moderation analysis, we ran the structural 
model without control variables. 

 
Fig. 2. Full structural model with beta (β) and t values 

 
 

Table 5 
Significance of path coefficients    

 
Hypotheses 

Beta (β) p-value SE 
Confidence Interval 

Decision 2.50% 97.50% 

H1 SM-AGR → ESL      -0.270 0.000 0.068 -0.410 -0.147 Accepted 
H2 ESL       → EE           -0.550 0.000 0.053 -0.651 -0.451 Accepted 
H3 ESL       → ASB           0.475 0.001 0.065 0.340 0.606 Accepted 
H4 EE         → SP            - 0.077 0.169 0.056 -0.039 0.179 Rejected 
H5 ASB      → SP            0.384 0.000 0.084 0.232 0.572 Accepted 
H6 SM-AGR → SP              -0.201 0.000 0.054 -0.303 -0.092 Accepted 
H7 (MD×EE) → SP 0.043 0.021 0.030 0.021 0.097 Accepted 
H8a SM-AGR → ESL → EE → SP -0.011 0.216 0.005 -0.006 0.031 Rejected 
H8b SM-AGR → ESL → ASB → SP    0.049 0.015 0.020 0.093 0.019 Accepted 
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5. Discussion and implication 
 

Recent works on ethical leadership literature indicate that some managers practice behaviors that can be viewed as oppressive 
such as bullying (Valentine et al., 2015), social undermining (Eissa & Wyland, 2018), and offensive behavior (S. Lee et al., 
2018). Our study offers an important mechanism for controlling workplace aggression under ethical sales leadership that 
ultimately improves salesperson outcomes. However, the current study is amongst the few to explore the impact of sales 
managers’ aggressiveness on ethical leadership in B2B sales literature. Previous research on sales managers’ aggressiveness 
suggests that salespeople with rude supervisors are more likely to have a greater number of negative and traumatic experiences 
than those supervisors who do not personally encounter first-hand violent behavior (Micevski et al., 2017). Sales manager's 
aggressiveness is not only associated with disruption to the source of mistreatment but also with “compensation” damage to 
the company and others in the workplace. Consequently, unethical behavior can be strengthened by allowing actions that 
violate ethical norms by putting too much on managerial aggression and corporate performance. Therefore, our findings sug-
gest that sales managers’ aggressiveness is negatively associated with ethical sales leadership. Based on the above argument 
we evidence that our results support this prediction. 
 
Besides, previous studies have confirmed that workplace aggression is related to employees’ negative or undermined frame 
of mind and behaviors (Geddes & Baron, 1997; Micevski et al., 2017). The current study shows the development and valida-
tion of the framework from a stress perspective that describes how and when sales managers’ aggressiveness is associated 
with the withdrawal of work by the salespeople. We further found that sales managers’ aggressiveness is positively associated 
with EE and negatively associated with salesperson performance, thus the findings of our research are consistent with the 
study of Chi & Liang (2013). The salesperson's behavior can improve customer relationships by meeting customer expecta-
tions and making appropriate changes. As a result, numerous researchers have found a favorable association between adaptive 
selling and employee performance in a variety of selling contexts. In particular, our findings are parallel with the study of 
Limbu et al. (2016) who found a positive connection between adaptive selling behavior and other positive sales outcomes. 
This study also investigates how managers’ decisiveness moderates the effect of emotional exhaustion on salesperson perfor-
mance. Decisive managers are perceived to be straightforward on their objectives and a course of decisions (Barrick & 
Zimmerman, 2005). Although, our findings show that managers’ decisiveness has positive moderation among the relationship 
of emotional exhaustion and salesperson performance. In last, the purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of sales 
managers’ aggressiveness on ethical sales leadership and salesperson performance, taking into account the sequential media-
tion of emotional exhaustion and adaptive selling behavior. 

 
5.1. Theoretical contributions 
 
Our research contributes to the sales management framework by expanding past studies in the following aspects. The first 
contribution of this study is to explore the effect of sales managers’ aggressiveness on ethical sales leadership in B2B setting. 
However, limited empirical studies have conducted the perspective of ethical leadership in the B2B sales context. We argue 
that sales managers’ aggressiveness is a possible predictor of ethical sales leadership which has not been previously discussed 
in sales literature. We also contribute to the leadership management literature by investigating the relationship between ethical 
sales leadership and adaptive selling behavior which is difficult to find in the prior work. The study adds to the literature by 
examining the sequential mediation of emotional exhaustion and adaptive selling behavior between the relationship of sales 
managers’ aggressiveness and salesperson performance. Finally, we contribute to the trust and management literature by 
employing manager decisiveness as a moderating construct in our study. 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 3. Simple slope analysis  
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5.2. Practical implications  
 

The current study provides marketers with some valuable insights into sales and leadership management. In general, it wasn’t 
only the quality of decision-making by sales managers that is crucial, but how those decisions are implemented in communi-
cating with their salespeople. In this context, particular advice to sales managers is to rethink their aggressive strategy both as 
primarily good or evil and also as mutually contradictory. Our results suggest that the lowest level of EE and the highest level 
of ethical sales leadership will be achieved with a low level of aggressive behavior. Unethical behavior has been considered 
an important concern for many organizations. The findings of the study propose that sales managers’ aggressiveness can 
increase the level of violence and prevent salespeople from trying to stand up and take action when social and corporate ethical 
standards are challenged, which ultimately affect their performance outcomes. Therefore, sales managers’ aggressiveness 
should be reported and either advised to stop such actions or taken away from the company. 

 
5.3. Limitations and future research 

 
This study provides a number of major contributions to the body of knowledge. However, it also has some limitations. First, 
our study is cross-sectional and it is the main form of inquiry in salespersons’ studies (Lewin & Sager, 2007). Future studies 
could be longitudinal in order to enable researchers to analyze the salesperson's emotional exhaustion and performance, and 
collect the data at different periods in time that can boost the direct cause and effect of the studied constructs. The explained 
variance for ethical sales leadership is 17.1% which is significantly above the minimum ordinary value defined by Falk & B. 
Miller (1992). This suggests that several other endogenous variables should be applied to improve the predictive strength of 
ethical sales leadership and salesperson performance. In the future, scholars may also add sales managers’ personality traits 
as an exogenous variable which could be a strong predictor of ethical leadership behavior. Further, scholars might expand the 
model by investigating other leadership styles in the B2B sales context (i.e., transformational leadership and servant leader-
ship). Another limitation is the use of a single geographical location in a Pakistani setting as a sample frame. Consequently, 
based on cultural perceptions, the data can also be derived from various geographic regions for the accuracy and generalization 
of the results. 
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