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Abstract 

Controlling turnover is an important issue for all organizations.  But, the 
situation is especially relevant for professional salespeople where turnover 
and the costs associated with replacing salespeople are both high.  While 
previous research has examined antecedents related to salesforce turnover, 
sparse research exists examining how the level of support salespeople perceive 
they receive from their sales manager and the organization are related to their 
intention to leave.  In addition, the degree to which salespersons identity and fit 
with the organization’s goals and values also have been studied infrequently.  
The results indicate that perceived support, job fit, and organizational 
identification are important variables related to salesforce turnover. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Potential detrimental consequences associated with employee turnover is an important 
problem facing managers of many businesses (2; 25).  Much research has been conducted 
analyzing variables influencing turnover (e.g., 26; 28; 36).  The meta-analysis by Griffeth, Hom, 
and Gaertner (26) indicated that several categories of variables are related to turnover.  These 
variables included education, training, cognitive ability, job satisfaction, organizational factors 
and work environment factors such as compensation, leadership, co-workers, stress, and 
chances for promotion, and an external factor such as other job opportunities.   
 
Turnover is especially relevant in professional selling where turnover can be twice as high as 
in other professions (43).  The costs of recruiting, interviewing, and hiring new salespeople are 
between $75,000 and $300,000 per salesperson (16).  While the direct costs of salesforce 
turnover is high, the indirect costs may be even more important (21).  These indirect costs 
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include “ramp-up” time for new salespeople to establish and maintain customers and the 
potential loss of current accounts due to a new salesperson occupying the territory (8). 
 
Given the importance of reducing employee turnover, the number of studies that have 
examined the antecedents of turnover is not surprising.  While the antecedents of turnover 
have often involved looking at employees’ attitudes (job satisfaction and organizational 
commitment), recently research has examined how perceived support employees receive from 
the organization and their immediate supervisor influence turnover (10; 14; 37).    
 
According to perceived organizational support theory (POS) (27), employees develop beliefs 
regarding the extent to which the organization cares about them and appreciates their 
contributions to achieving the firm’s goals.  Employees who perceive that the organization 
supports them and cares about their well-being will feel an obligation to reciprocate the 
favorable treatment through behavior that the organization values (22).  A reciprocal 
relationship will occur wherein the employee and the organization develop performance-
reward expectancies (42).     
 
In addition to perceived organizational support, employees develop perceptions regarding the 
degree of perceived support they receive from their supervisor (perceived supervisor support 
- PSS).  Similar to POS, PSS is related to important employees’ attitudes and job outcomes (23; 
34; 37).   
 
This study has three purposes.  First, while perceived support has been the focus of many 
studies, it seldom has been analyzed with regard to salespeople.  The research that has 
investigated perceived support within the salesforce has reported that it is related significantly 
to salespersons’ job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and performance (17; 40; 45).  
Since many studies have shown that perceived support is related to important job outcomes 
with non-sales employees, additional research involving salespeople appears to be warranted.  
Second, most of the research examining the relationship between perceived support and 
organizational identification has included only POS and not PSS.  This study makes an 
important contribution to salesforce turnover by including both measures of perceived 
support and organizational identification in a model of turnover intentions.  Last, this study 
examines job fit as a mediator between perceived support and turnover intentions.  One recent 
study (14) indicates that job fit is a mediator between perceived support and turnover 
intentions.  This study will explore this relationship with an expanded model.  The proposed 
relationships are shown in Figure 1.  Support for the hypothesized relationships is presented 
below. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Perceived Support 
Eisenberger et al. (21, p. 501) define perceived organizational support (POS) as “the extent to 
which employees perceive that their contributions are valued by their organization and that 
the firm cares about their well-being.” The basis for POS is social exchange theory (7; 24).  Blau 
(7) states that social exchange involves “voluntary actions of individuals that are motivated by 
the returns they are expected to bring and typically do in fact bring from others” (pp. 91–92).  
An important part of social exchange theory is the norm of reciprocity (24), which states that 
when parties receive favorable outcomes in an exchange relationship, they will feel obligated 
to continue doing favors for the other party.  For example, in a business environment when 
employees perceive that their socioemotional needs are being met, they will feel an obligation 
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to reciprocate this behavior or favor through increased commitment to the organization and 
performance (42).   
When the employee receives support and rewards from the organization for behaving in a 
particular manner, he/she will be encouraged to continue the behavior in order to receive 
future rewards.  The company, in turn, will feel obligated to reciprocate the employee’s 
behavior through continued rewards (17).  Another example of organizational support, 
providing employees with challenging assignments, as a means of reducing voluntary turnover 
was studied with the results finding that those employees who were given challenging 
assignments had reduced turnover intentions (41).     
 
Perceived support can involve both organizational support and supervisory support.  
According to Rhoades and Eisenberger (42), supervisors act as agents for the organization in 
directing and subsequently evaluating employees’ performance.  Hence employees’ favorable 
or unfavorable opinion of their supervisor translates to their perspective of the organization’s 
level of support.  According to Rhoades and Eisenberger (42), supervisors are agents of the 
organization.  Employees’ image of the organization is based on how they are treated by their 
supervisor.  Therefore, they concluded that perceived supervisor support is an antecedent to 
perceived organizational support.  Subsequent research has found support for this relationship 
(10; 37). 
 

H1: PSS IS RELATED POSITIVELY TO POS. 
Organizational Identification 
The concept of organizational identification (OI) derived from the work on social identity 
theory (49).  According to social identity theory, individuals classify themselves into various 
social groups that have emotional significance and whose members have similar 
characteristics (48; 50).  This classification allows people to identify with a certain group that 
is distinct from other groups.  Membership in the group elevates an individual’s self-esteem 
(50).  In order to enhance their self-esteem group members will seek positive ways to 
distinguish themselves from other groups (49).  The degree of emotional significance attached 
to membership in the group determines the degree to which people identify with the group (4). 
 
Ashforth and Mael (4) defined OI as “the perception of oneness with or belongingness to some 
human aggregate” (p. 21).  It represents the distinct and enduring attributes of an organization 
that distinguishes it from other organizations (1).  OI involves the extent to which people 
define themselves regarding membership in an organization for which they are employed (5).  
OI is an influential social consequence, because it signifies a positive psychological bonding 
between the employee and the organization (4). Employees are more likely to identify with 
their organization when they perceive the attributes that distinguish the organization and its 
employees are similar and when it provides them with a distinct and positive identity (19).   
 
The extent to which employees identify with the organization has important implications.  
Research indicates that positive outcomes arise when employees report higher OI (5; 11; 15; 
52).  For example, in his meta-analysis Riketta (44) reported that OI was significantly 
correlated with higher job satisfaction, extra-role performance, and job involvement and lower 
absenteeism and turnover intentions. 
 
Theoretically, employees who perceive they receive greater support from the organization 
should identify more strongly with the organization.  However, few studies have examined this 
relationship.  Most research has investigated the relationship between perceived support and 
organizational commitment (42).  The studies that have investigated this relationship report 
that POS is related directly to OI (20; 47; 53).  The lack of research investigating the link 
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between OI and perceived support indicates a need for further study.  Prior research appears 
to indicate that POS is related to OI.  In addition, research indicates that OI and turnover are 
related significantly (e.g., 13; 51). 
 
H2: POS is related positively to OI. 
H3: OI is related negatively to turnover intentions. 
 

JOB FIT 
Cable and DeRue (9) define job fit as “judgments of congruence between an employee’s skills 
and demands of a job” (p. 875).  Job fit is distinct from person-organization fit, which examines 
the similarity between the organization’s culture and employees’ personal values (9).  Job fit 
involves employees’ perceived comfort or compatibility with their organization including 
rewards (33).  According to Mitchell et al. (39), the employee’s career goals and personal 
values must be compatible (i.e. fit) with the organization’s culture and demands of the job.  
 
Both PSS and POS should be related to salespersons’ perception of job fit.  Perceived fit 
involves employees’ opinion of the degree to which the organization strongly considers their 
goals and values, cares about them, and shows concern for their well-being.  These issues are 
similar to aspects of transformational leadership (6).  Transformational leaders inspire 
followers and care about their needs and concerns.  An important aspect of a sales manager’s 
job is to provide coaching and mentoring to their salespeople, which are traits of a 
transformational leader (46).  The sales manager defines the salesperson’s role and provides 
feedback with the goal of increasing the performance of the sales force.   
 
Employees perceive a better fit with their organization when their values are congruent with 
the supervisor’s and organization’s values.  Although no previous research could be found that 
has tested the direct relationship between PSS and job fit, since research has shown that 
transformational leadership is related to job fit (12; 27), PSS should theoretically also be 
related to job fit.   
 
H4: PSS is related positively to job fit. 
H5: POS is related positively to job fit. 
Most prior research has analyzed the relationship between job fit and job satisfaction and/or 
organizational commitment (33) or have investigated how person – organization fit influences 
OI (18; 16).  Cable and DeRue (9) did report that fit perceptions were related positively to OI.  
Theoretically, employees’ who perceive their values are compatible with the organization’s 
values should identify highly with their company’s goals.  In their meta-analysis Kristof-Brown, 
Zimmerman, and Johnson (33) reported that job fit is correlated with OI.   
 
H6: Job fit is related positively to organizational identification. 
 

SAMPLE AND DATA COLLECTION METHOD 
The data for the study were obtained using a direct mailing list of 300 sales managers.  The 
data were collected in several steps.  As has been done in previous research (38), a letter along 
with the questionnaire was sent to each sales manager describing the purpose of the study.  
The letter asked them to participate in the study by encouraging all of their salespeople to 
complete the questionnaire.  Twenty-two of the surveys were undeliverable.  Of the remaining 
278 sales managers, 98 of them agreed to participate in the study.  To ensure confidentiality, 
the sales managers were asked to provide the mailing address for each salesperson.  
Questionnaires were then mailed to each salesperson along with a return envelope.  An 
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average of about four salespeople reported to each sales manager.  A total of 302 surveys were 
returned.  However, due to missing data, only 296 were used in the study.   
The demographic profile for the sample of 296 salespeople is as follows: their average age was 
33.9 years; they averaged 8.8 years in sales and 5.4 years in sales with their present employer; 
slightly more than 70 percent of the sample were male.   
 

MEASURES 
A copy of the questionnaire appears in the appendix.  All of the scales except turnover 
intentions were measured using a 5 point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5).  The turnover intentions scale ranged from very unlikely (1) to very likely 
(5).  Organizational identification was measured using the six-item scale developed by Mael 
and Ashforth (35) (α = 0.87).  Turnover intentions were measured using three items developed 
by Konovsky and Cropanzano (32) (α = 0.91).  Both Perceived Supervisor Support and 
Perceived Organizational Support were measured with five items from the widely used scale 
developed by Eisenberger et al. (21).  As has been done in previous research, the word 
“organization” was replaced with “supervisor” when measuring perceived supervisor support.  
The six item scale for Job Fit was developed by Mitchell et al. (39).     
 

RESULTS 
The results were analyzed using LISREL version 8.  The means, standard deviations and 
correlation among the variables appear in Table 1.  In analyzing the results the first step was to 
test the measurement model.  The results of the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated 
the data fit the model well (χ2 = 442.38, df = 265, p = .00, GFI = .90, AGFI = .88, NFI = .97, 
RMSEA = .045).  The hypothesized model next was assessed.  The overall fit for the 
hypothesized model was good (χ2 = 459.88, df = 269, p = .00, GFI = .90, AGFI = .88, NFI = .97, 
RMSEA = .046).  The results indicated support for all of the hypotheses: H1 – PSS is related 
positively to POS (β = .57, t = 9.83); H2 – POS is related positively to OI (β = .36, t = 5.64); H3 – 
OI is related negatively to turnover intentions (β = -.53, t = 9.02); H4 – PSS is related positively 
to job fit (β = .21, t = 3.19); H5 – POS is related positively to job fit (β = .36, t = 5.42); and H6 – 
job fit is related positively to organizational identification (β = .24, t = 3.89). 
 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
The purpose of this study was to extend salesforce turnover research by analyzing variables 
seldom included in models of salesforce turnover.  Understanding variables associated with 
salesforce turnover is important given the direct and indirect costs of replacing a salesperson 
(8).  Specifically, this study examined how job fit, perceived support, and organizational 
identification influence salespersons’ intentions to leave their organizations.  The results make 
important theoretical and managerial contributions to our understanding of salesforce 
turnover by showing how these variables either directly or indirectly influence salespersons’ 
turnover intentions.   
 
While perceived support has been the focus of much research during the last 30 years, it rarely 
has been the focus of salesforce turnover research.  In addition, its relationship with job fit in 
any model of turnover has seldom been explored.  The results in this study support prior 
research showing that PSS is related directly to higher levels of POS (10; 37).  When 
salespeople perceive their sales manager considers their goals and values and their well-being, 
they report higher levels of POS.   
 
The results also indicated that POS is an important variable in the turnover process.  This 
study’s results confirm previous research that the relationship between POS and turnover 
intentions is mediated by other variables (22).  When the organization notices salespeople are 
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performing well and shows concern for them, they will identify more with the organization.  An 
important theoretical implication of these results is that while both PSS and POS are important 
variables related to salespersons’ turnover intentions, their relationship to turnover is indirect 
through other variables rather than direct.   
 
Another important implication is the role of organizational identification.  OI influences 
employees’ attachment to their organization (19) and why employees choose to stay with their 
organization (5).  They feel insulted and embarrassed when someone criticizes their company 
and view the company’s successes as their own.  Salespeople who identify highly with their 
company are more psychologically bound to the organization.  The results confirm that 
salespeople who reported that they identify highly with their company stated that were less 
likely to leave for another sales position.   
 
The last important contribution of this study is the inclusion of job fit in a model of salesforce 
turnover.  This study confirms the results of prior research showing that job fit influences 
turnover intentions through POS (14).  But, it also extends prior research by examining how 
job fit is related to turnover intentions through OI.  This relationship has seldom been 
examined and to the best of our knowledge this study is the first one to examine the 
relationship among job fit, organizational identification, and turnover intentions.   
 
The concept of job fit also has practical implications to organizations.  When salespeople 
perceive a good fit between their goals and needs and those of the organization, they will feel 
more part of the organization (higher organizational identification).  In addition, when their 
sales manager provides a supportive relationship (PSS), they will feel a need to reciprocate 
that behavior thorough positive behavior, which leads a lower desire to leave the company.       
 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES 
Several limitations need to be mentioned. First, this study was the first one to test a model of 
salespersons’ turnover intentions that included job fit, perceived support, and organizational 
identification together.  Future research needs to test the model to confirm this study’s results.  
Second, the study was cross-sectional.  Future research may want to test the model within a 
single organization.  Third, since this study was cross-sectional only turnover intentions rather 
than actual turnover were measured.  A future research study could investigate how the 
variables in the model influence actual turnover.  Fourth, this study looked at only one aspect 
of job fit.  Other studies should include multiple measures of job fit and/or include other types 
of fit (e.g. organizational fit).  Last, this study was limited in scope.  An interesting future study 
would be to investigate how ethical leadership or ethical climate are related to job fit, 
perceived support, and turnover. 
 
In conclusion, the results indicate the importance of perceived support and job fit in the 
turnover process among salespeople.  Hopefully, these results can be used to decrease 
turnover among salespeople by showing organizations the importance of these variables in the 
turnover process. 
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Correlations Matrix, Means, and Standard Deviations 
Job Fit       
OI .41      
POS .48 .48     
PSS .42 .31 .57    
Turnover Intentions -.22 -.53 -.25 .44 -.14  
Means 20.76 20.25 16.71 18.08 21.97 6.82 
Standard Deviations 4.62 4.94 4.48 4.24 4.93 2.90 
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APPENDIX - QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS 
Job Fit 

1. I like the members of my work group. 
2. My co-workers are similar to me. 
3. My job utilizes my skills and talents well. 
4. I feel like I am a good match for this company. 
5. I fit with the company’s culture (values and beliefs). 
6. I like the authority and responsibility I have at this company. 

 
Organizational Identification 

1. When somebody criticizes your company, it feels like a personal insult. 
2. I am very interested in what others think about my company. 
3. When I talk about this company, I usually say “we” rather than “they.” 
4. This company’s successes are my successes. 
5. When someone praises this company, it feels like a personal compliment. 
6. If a story in the media criticized this company, I would feel embarrassed. 

 
Perceived Organizational Support 

1. The organization strongly considers my goals and values. 
2. The organization really cares about my well-being. 
3. The organization is willing to extend itself in order to help me perform my job to the 

best of my ability. 
4. Even if I did the best job possible, the organization would fail to notice. (R) 
5. The organization shows very little concern for me. (R). 
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Turnover Intentions 

1. How likely is it that you will look for a job outside of this organization during the next 
year?  

2. How often do you think about quitting your job at this organization?  
3. If it was possible, how much would you like to get a new job?  

 
The words “the organization” was replaced with “my sales manager” for the PSS scale. 
 

 


