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Abstract 

It is important for a selling company to have a motivated sales force. The motivation 

and what employees is motivated by have occupied the interest of human resource 

researchers for decades. There has been a large amount of research within motivational 

psychology, which has produced several theories regarding human needs and 

motivation factors. This study focused on sales professionals within business-to-

business (B2B) with the purpose to explore and describe sales professionals’ 

perceptions regarding financial incentives and their motivation. The study also answers 

the questions of how sales professionals perceive that financial incentive affects their 

motivation and how the financial incentives relate to sales professional motivation. This 

study utilizes a qualitative approach, where the empirical data was gathered by six semi-

structured interviews. By analyzing the findings, the researchers have concluded that 

financial incentive can both work as a motivator and a demotivator. Financial incentives 

can increase stress and pressure for the sales professional especially for individuals new 

to the profession. The study has found that this is something that the individual have to 

cope with since the organization is not providing support for this. If the sales 

professionals can cope with the stress, it will work as a motivator. Lastly, the study 

presents practical and managerial implications for sales organizations. They need to be 

aware of the business environment to ensure that financial incentive achieves the 

desired effect. 

Keywords: Motivation, Financial incentives, Sales professionals, B2B. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will provide the background of financial incentive and how motivation has 

occupied the interest of human resource researchers. Further, the problem discussion 

will highlight the issues that incentives can bring for sales professionals leading down 

to the purpose of the study, followed by the research questions. 

 

It is important for a selling company to have a motivated sales force, which according to 

Tremblay et al. (2009) should be seen as a competitive advantage. Meanwhile, Wiley 

(1997) argues that motivating the employees are one of the largest issues for a company, 

and he further argues that it is important to give an insight into what actually motivates 

the employee and what the emotions they have towards motivation. According to 

Stanton et al. (1991) a sales force that is well motivated will put in more effort in 

achieving the goals that the organization has set up, meanwhile if the sales force within 

the organization is demotivated it will be costly due to; lower performance. It is 

identified that hours at work, lack of security and lack of advancement is factors that 

demotivate sales professionals (Jobber and Lee, 1994). 

 

Motivation and what exactly employees are motivated by have occupied the interest of 

human resource researchers for decades, where the results have shown that there are 

multiple factors affecting the motivation (Herzberg, 1966; Maslow, 1943; Lawler, 1971; 

Lawler, 2000; Vroom, 1964). Some of these factors have been identified in earlier 

studies, they highlighted that financial compensation, and incentives have a big impact 

on the motivation of the salespeople (Ford et al. 1985; Money and Graham, 1999). For 

more than a century, incentives have been part of company's tactic and the performance 

management system, for motivating salespeople with commission and bonuses 

(Zoltners et al. 2012; Lawler, 2003). This to spur motivation since it is argued to be the 

main factor to regulate higher productivity among individuals (Wadie and Lanouar, 

2012). Today incentives are a big chunk of the salesperson's salary (Zoltners et al. 

2012). Already in 1800 years BC incentives for workers were utilized to increase work 

performance (Halsall, 1998).  The Babylonian king Hammurabi wrote laws that were in 

place to care for the weak against the strong (Halsall, 1998). It was called the code of 

Hammurabi and was there to create equal retribution and rights to the people (Halsall, 
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1998). Within this code, the performance by the people who worked as tradesmen was 

given food as a payment based on their output (Halsall, 1998). Later on, the industrial 

revolution brought a logical philosophy to connect higher rewards together with greater 

performance (Lawler, 1971; Lawler, 2000). Adam Smith published in the late 1700s his 

classical economics book called The Wealth of Nations, where he concluded that better 

wages gave more diligent, active and expeditious workers if compared to lower wages 

(Briggs, 1969). 

 

In the beginning of the 1900s, a theory was suggested by Frederick Taylor, which 

proposed that money could be utilized to motivate workers, on the basis that rewards for 

the employees will increase their effort (Bateman and Snell, 2004; Sundby et al. 1996; 

Wren, 1994). Taylor’s scientific management theory was ineffectively utilized for many 

years; the incentives were not seen as a key to motivation and performance for the 

employees (Lawler, 2000). Now in the modern time, performance-based pay systems 

are argued frequently to be the greatest reward system, regarding effectively and 

equitability for organizations and the employees (Lawler, 2003; Lawler, 2005). 

Furthermore, researchers argue that when the pay for the employees is related to 

performance the employees do perform better (Camman and Lawler, 1973; Lawler, 

1971; Lawler, 2000). 

 

Research and theories of motivation have long been a part of psychological science 

(Herzberg, 1966; Maslow, 1943; Lawler, 1971; Lawler 2000; Vroom, 1964). 

Psychological research is explained as “The science of mental life. Mental life refers to 

three phenomena; behaviors, thoughts and emotions.” (Miller, 1966, p. 5). A 

fundamental level of motivation is explained as what is important to a person and then 

offering that in exchange for the desired behavior (Milkovich and Newman, 2005). The 

content theories by Maslow (Maslow's hierarchy of needs), McClelland (need theory of 

motivation) and Herzberg (two factor theory) try to identify the factors contributing to 

motivated people or what people believe is important (Steers et al. 2004). On the other 

hand, Expectancy theory by Victor Vroom (1964) and Equity theory by Adams (1965) 

are concentrating on the exchange between an organization and the employees 

(Milkovich and Newman, 2005). In addition to motivation, Locke’s Goal-setting theory 

identifies challenging goals as ways of improving the performance (Milkovich and 

Newman, 2005). By putting rewards such as an increase in pay, increases the possibility 
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to meet the goal (Bunger and Trumble, 2004). However, in Herzberg's work (two factor 

theory) he questioned the importance of money to motivate people in the workplace 

(Gerhart and Fang, 2014). 

1.1 PROBLEM DISCUSSION 

According to Stevenson and Waite incentive could be understood as “A thing that 

motivates or encourages someone to do something” (Stevenson and Waite, 2011, p. 

718), an incentive is therefore interpreted as anything that would drive an individual to 

achieve an action. One kind of incentive is financial, which is the monetary benefits that 

can be received (Gneezy et al. 2011). However, how do incentive impact individuals? 

Gneezy et al. (2011) argue that how different incentives impact depends on the form of 

the incentive and how it is received. The authors further argue that an incentive of one 

form (e.g. non-monetary or monetary) might be motivating on one group of individuals 

but demotivating when addressing a different group of individuals, this is supported by 

Lopez et al. (2006) and Lazear (2000). So, are incentives motivating or demotivating, 

and on which group of individuals? How could this be understood? 

 

There is a raising complexity at the workplace with higher demands, more 

diverse/technical skills, and larger global competition and for a large amount of 

individuals, more hours at work (Snow et al. 2003). The sales profession includes great 

competition, customers who usually are in charge and the performance is measured 

through sales numbers (Lewin and Sager, 2008). All this lead to changes that can affect 

the employee's physiological and psychological well-being; work-related stress and the 

overall well-being (Lewin and Sager, 2008). How do sales professionals perceive that 

the incentives affect their well-being? 

 

As mentioned earlier Zoltners et al. (2012) argue that salesperson's incentives are today 

a big chunk of their salary. Financial rewards could be for example fixed salary, 

variable salary, and bonuses in the form of money (Chiang and Birtch, 2012). These 

rewards are seen as hygiene factors in Herzberg's two-factor theory and are part of the 

lower steps within Maslow's hierarchy of needs (Sahoo et al. 2011). Farley (1964) 

created one of the earliest compensations models connected with salespeople. He 

explained that a compensation plan for the salespersons would contribute to the firm's 

profit by aligning the incentives for the salespersons with the firm itself.  Lopez et al. 
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(2006) argue that the purpose of commission salary increase the employee’s motivation 

by offering the opportunity to influence their own pay. An employee working under the 

system receives a percentage for each unit sold, which means that the individual will 

earn from selling as many units as possible (Lopez et al. 2006). This gives the 

individual the opportunity to set up personal goals to strive for, however, these could 

create stress for the individual since the salary could be zero if the individual does not 

sell anything (Lopez et al. 2006; Steel and MacDonnell, 2012). Does these feeling of 

stress apply to all sales professionals in an organization?  Does this impact motivation 

or demotivation of the sales professionals? 

 

Within the field of psychology, work psychology is one area, which refers to the study 

of individuals at work (Arnold and Randall, 2010). Furthermore, it is also explained as 

“concerns all aspects of human behavior, thoughts, feelings and experience concerning 

work” (Arnold and Randall, 2010, p. 20). As showed above various authors within the 

psychological field of study is arguing how motivation and financial incentives relate to 

each other. How is it possible to understand individuals’ perception regarding financial 

incentives and their motivation? By giving them the opportunity to express more freely 

how they perceive it? 

1.2 PURPOSE 

The aim of this study is to explore and describe sales professionals’ perceptions 

regarding financial incentives and their motivation in a business-to-business context. 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 

RQ1: What factors influence a sales professional's motivation at work? 

RQ2: How do sales professionals perceive that financial incentive affect their 

motivation? 

RQ3: How does financial incentives relate to sales professional motivation?             
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter will present relevant theories and concepts concerning motivation and 

contemporary research on sales motivation, and it will work as the theoretical 

foundation throughout this thesis. The theoretical chapter starts with giving a definition 

and insight in the concept motivation and continues to present research within the field 

of psychological motivation. The last part is presenting contemporary research of sales 

motivation where earlier studies result within the subject will be discussed. 

2.1 MOTIVATION 

As discussed in the introduction chapter authors within the area of interest have 

different views and opinions of how financial incentives can affect the individual and 

their motivation (Farley, 1964; Lopez et al. 2006; Lazear, 2000; Stevenson and Waite, 

2011; Tremblay et al. 2009; Sachau, 2007). The basic idea is that the incentive will lead 

to a higher work performance and higher effort from the employee (Gneezy et al. 2011). 

Stevenson and Waite (2011) further explain incentive as something that encourage or 

motivate individuals to do something. Having that stated, what is motivation? 

 Motivation derives from the Latin movere, word for movement (Steers et al. 2004). 

Already in 1964, Atkinson defined motivation as “the contemporary (immediate) 

influence on direction, vigor, and persistence of action” (Atkinson, 1964, p. 2). 

Meanwhile Ryan and Deci define motivation as “to be moved to do something” (Ryan 

and Deci, 2000a, p. 54), the authors argue that humans have different types and amounts 

of motivation; level and orientation. Level referring to the amount of motivation, while 

the later indicate what type of motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000a). Two different types 

of motivation exist, internal and external motivation as explained later in this theory 

chapter (Deci and Ryan, 1985) Despite that motivation is a broad and complex concept, 

it has been agreed on its basic characteristics (Blau, 1993). When the topic of 

motivation is studied from a corporate perspective, it is usually referred to as work 

motivation. Blau (1993) argues that the presented definition of work motivation by 

Campbell and Pritchard (1976) direction of effort, effort level and persistence, which is 

built upon several authors (Jones, 1955, Cofer and Appley, 1964, Vroom, 1964) 

definition of motivation, was inefficient empirically supported in 1993. Today Pinder 

(2008) has defined work motivation as sets of forces, within and beyond individuals 

being, that initiate work-related behaviors and their form, direction, intensity and 
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duration. It has also been argued that work motivation is important because it has been 

shown that motivated employees are more willing to work harder and produce higher 

quality (Noltemeyer et al. 2012). Incentives have been part of company's tactic to 

motivate salespeople through commission and bonuses (Zoltners et al. 2012). 

Echchakoui and Naji (2013) has concluded that there are several factors as to what 

motivates at work, in most cases it is salary, job satisfaction, responsibility and personal 

development that motivate workers. 

 

The various definitions presented seem to have common ground, they all concern 

factors such as motion or events that gives driving force, channels and sustains human 

behavior over time. In different ways the definitions of motivation and work motivation 

derives from some motion, therefore this study has utilized Ryan and Deci (2000) 

definition of motivation “to be moved to do something” (Ryan and Deci, 2000a, p. 54). 

This together with Gneezy et al. (2011), Stevenson and Waite (2011) definition of 

incentive, which is a tool to move employees to do something, creates the foundation 

for the study's view of motivation and incentives. One common connection to 

motivation are the individuals’ personal needs. This is highlighted by Maslow (1943) 

and Herzberg (1968) who argue that it is these connections that affect their 

behavior.              

2.2 MASLOW HIERARCHY OF NEEDS 

To further expand the knowledge of what motivation is the study have chosen to utilize 

Maslow hierarchy of needs. This model will provide an enhanced view of why 

individuals prioritize some needs above others and what motivates them to fulfill these 

needs. This model will give a relevant explanation of what motivation is and how it is 

related to individuals need. 

                

The work by Abraham Maslow is one of the most well-known and influential theories 

within psychology, human function, organizational behavior, and management 

(Udechukwu, 2009; Bryman and Bell, 2011; Acevedo, 2015). Maslow (1943) presented 

five steps of needs, as a pyramid where one step has to be fulfilled before moving up to 

the next step. The five steps are, from the bottom and up: Physiological, Safety, 

Belongingness, Esteem, and Self-actualization. 
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Figure 1, Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs, Best et al. (2008, p. 306) 

 

The first step; physiologically refers to the fundamental biological needs for a human 

being such as; water, food and air. These are explained as the strongest needs since a 

person prioritize the physiological before other needs (Maslow, 1943). When the needs 

for this step are fulfilled the individual will proceed to the next step; Safety. This refers 

to that individuals have the need to feel secure both physiological and psychological 

(Maslow, 1943). The third step; Belonging needs refers to the need of belonging to a 

group of individuals such as friends and family (Maslow, 1943). The fourth step; 

Esteem refers to the need of appreciation and praised by others to get a feeling of being 

respected and valued (Maslow, 1943). The fifth and last step are; Self-actualization 

which refers to the individuals need to utilize all its resources it has acquired to fulfill 

one’s true potential (Maslow, 1943). 

 

According Maslow's theory (1943), individuals are motivated to strive upwards in the 

pyramid to achieve the highest possible step. However, once an individual have 

advanced to one step does not mean it will stay there forever (Maslow, 1943). Maslow 

explains that everything within one step does not necessarily have to be fulfilled to 

move on to the next step; therefore, an individual could exist on more than one step at a 

time (Maslow, 1943). 

 

The Maslow hierarchy of needs theory has been questioned, mainly since it has been 

hard to scientifically find support for the needs that have been chosen and the order of 

them (Jacobsen and Thorsvik, 2008). However, Acevedo (2015) the hierarchy of needs 

are still influential and popular. One important aspect to take into consideration is that 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs was not constructed from a working environment 
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perspective that this study is. But according to Baard et al. (2004) the hierarchy of needs 

theory has been utilized by earlier research to explore work motivation. Some steps 

within the Maslow hierarchy of needs will be viewed differently in this study, such as 

the physiologically step that in this study will not be water or food but instead the right 

for salary. Belonging needs are interpreted as belonging to colleagues within the 

workplace. Safety, Esteem and Self-actualization steps within Maslow’s hierarchy of 

needs will follow the factors; as in the original theory. 

2.3 TWO FACTOR THEORY 

According to Sahoo et al. (2011) Herzberg's two factor theory are a development of 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs. They argue that the lower part of the hierarchy of needs 

represents and could be connected to Herzberg's hygiene factors. The same with the 

higher part of the hierarchy of needs, which could be connected with the motivational 

factors (Sahoo et al. 2011). 

 

Herzberg (1968) created the two factor theory where he investigated the motivation in 

the workplace. By the theory he was able to demonstrate what motivates and what is not 

motivating the employees (Herzberg, 1968). He further argued that satisfaction and 

dissatisfaction are not to be seen as opposites. The theory has two factors; hygiene 

factors and motivational factors (Herzberg, 1968). Hygiene factors are factors of 

external characteristics and will get the employee to feel satisfaction and safety, one 

example could be the company's policies or work condition (Herzberg 1968). However, 

if the employee does not experience these factors it could lead to a negative effect and 

lead to an unmotivated employee (Herzberg 1968). Herzberg describes the motivational 

factors as the internal factors that will create an employee who is motivated to perform 

better. Some examples of motivational factors are; increased responsibility, rewards, or 

promotion (Herzberg, 1968). Among other Herzberg believed that some hygiene factors 

can be used as a motivator in some contexts. An example is money that can be used to 

increase the motivation of the work itself, if the work is perceived not challenging or 

stimulating for the individual (Sachau, 2007). The two factor theory explains that when 

the individual do not have a lack of hygiene factors it should be in a neutral state. 

Which Sachau (2007) questions and explain that the individual should feel satisfied 

instead which is a positive state not a neutral state. Another standpoint is that salary, for 

example, can be a motivating factor if it represents a symbol for good job performance. 
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(Hyun and Oh, 2011). This is also highlighted by Jacobsen and Thorsvik (2008) who 

argue that economic reward could be a recognition for the employee for a good work 

performance. Although the two-factor theory has received criticism, it is useful to our 

study. The presented criticisms are important to take into consideration when 

conducting this study. The two factor theory focuses on the working environment which 

give this study a tool for analyzing the empirical findings. 

2.4 EXPECTANCY THEORY 

Vroom's expectancy theory is another well-known theory concerning motivation, this 

theory focuses on motivation at work (Nasri and Charfeddin, 2012). The expectancy 

theory has been dominantly utilized in earlier research of sales motivation (Brown et al. 

1997). The theory highlights that the individual needs is not enough to be motivated, 

instead, it is the individual's expectations to achieve a result that contributes to the 

motivation (Jacobsen and Thorsvik, 2008). 

 

The expectancy theory by Vroom (1964) is one of the most well-known motivational 

theories. The focus of the theory is on the employee's perspective, the approach centers 

the boost in employee motivation when an increase in work-effort is expected to result 

in a specific individual goal or desired reward (Vroom, 1964). He used three 

components to demonstrate this in a mathematical formula, all in the ambition of 

measuring the variables of motivation: M=E x Σ (I x V). M is motivation, E stands for 

expectancy, I for instrumentality and V stand for valence (Nasri and Charfeddin, 2012). 

 

The expectancy (E) variable represents the formula describes the individual's perception 

of the probability that work effort will lead to a desired work result (Vroom, 1964). The 

connection between effort and result are therefore key for the motivation, but also that 

the individual see that concrete connection (Vroom, 1964). Without the latter, the 

individual will not have any expectations, hence probably be unmotivated to achieve a 

specific result (Vroom, 1964). The instrumentality (I) variable of the formula explains 

the individual's perception of the probability that a work result to be punished or 

rewarded (Vroom, 1964). In this case, it is also important for the motivation that there is 

a connection between work results and a punishment or reward (Vroom, 1964). The 

individual need to understand and comprehend this connection, if not, the individual 

will have low instrumentality and as a result be unmotivated to achieve a work result 
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(Vroom, 1964). The variable of valence (V) represents if a reward or punishment are 

essential for the individual. Without the former the valence will be low, hence lead to an 

unmotivated individual (Vroom, 1964). 

 

Camman and Lawler (1973), support this theory by arguing that the expectancy theory 

are accurate when specifying what conditions that will lead to higher productivity. 

Furthermore, the empirical results of Tien (2000) and Vansteenkiste et al. (2005) also 

support this notion. According to Jacobsen and Thorsvik (2008) it is important that the 

employees do see the connection between reward and performance. If this connection 

do not exist the individual will not see any instrumental perception of the connection 

between performance and reward, this is something that Vroom (1964) explain to be 

necessary to motivate the employee. 

 

According to Jacobsen and Thorsvik (2008) the individual does not need to give priority 

to these three components in that given order. It may for example be a situation where 

the individual first finds that he / she appreciates the reward (high valence). The 

problem may arise when the person realizes that he/she will not cope with the work 

performance (low expectations) and therefore be unjustified. (Jacobsen and Thorsvik, 

2008, p. 265) The above example shows that it is important for the employees’ 

motivation that companies do not set up difficult goals which can get the individual to 

doubt their own capacity. Expectation theory is good to use for an alternative view of 

the factors that may affect the employees' work motivation. 

2.5 SELF DETERMINATION THEORY 

As mention in the motivation 2.1 it exists two types of motivation; internal and external 

(Deci and Ryan, 1985). It is referred to as intrinsic and extrinsic motivation within the 

Self Determination Theory (SDT) were the author's claims every individual has the 

power to control their motivation (Deci and Ryan, 1985), which provides the study with 

another perspective of individuals motivation.   

          

The SDT is a theory of motivation, which refers to that humans actively and 

consciously are seeking to evolve and advance themselves through a series of 

challenges and new experiences (Deci and Ryan, 1985). The SDT propose three 
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psychological needs; competence, autonomy and relatedness Baard et al. (2004). 

Competence refers to “succeeding at optimally challenging tasks and being able to 

attain desired outcomes” (Baard et al. 2004, p. 2046). Autonomy concern “experiencing 

choice and feeling like the initiator of one’s own actions” (Baard et al. 2004, p. 2046. 

Relatedness refers to “establishing a sense of mutual respect and reliance with others” 

(Baard et al. 2004, p. 2046). 

 

The theory has aroused from several studies, the first study published was by Deci in 

1971, where he studied college student who were paid working on puzzles. These 

puzzles were intrinsically interesting for the students and the students were monetarily 

rewarded for doing the work. The result showed that the tangible extrinsic rewards 

undermine the intrinsic motivation of the students and also that the rewards in verbal 

form enhanced the intrinsic motivation (Deci, 1971). Deci et al. (1991) argue that when 

a behavior is self-regulated the individual can determine it is control internal to the self, 

while when the behavior is controlled the locus of control rely external from the self. 

The contrast between internal and external is not if the behaviors are intentional or 

motivational, the distinction is rather the internal regulation process and how it affects 

the external behavior (Deci et al. 1991). The SDT suggest the “distinction that falls 

within the class of behaviors that are intentional or motivated. These motivated actions 

are self-determined to the extent that they are endorsed by one's sense of self” (Deci et 

al. 1991, p. 326), unlike other motivational theories. As suggested by the SDT (Deci and 

Ryan, 1985) there is different types of motivation; intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 

 

According to Marylène and Deci (2005) the central to the SDT are the differences 

between the autonomous and controlled motivation. Where an example of autonomous 

motivation is the intrinsic motivation (internal), where autonomy is someone acting 

with sense of a free will and have the experience of choice (Marylène and Deci, 2005). 

Intrinsic is further discussed and defined by Grant as “the desire to expend effort based 

on interest in and enjoyment of the work itself” (Grant, 2008, p. 49). The behaviors are 

performed due to internal desire and regulation of the individuals performing the 

behavior, which will lead to joy and pleasure without any external factors promoting 

that behavior (e.g., I work because it is fun) (Osterloh and Frey, 2000). Furthermore, the 

authors argue that internal motivation is an activity in itself to satisfy a need. If 
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companies compensate employees through internal motivation it is the tasks itself that 

must be satisfactory (Osterloh and Frey, 2000). The benefits to offer employees an 

internal motivation are that it promotes creativity (Osterloh and Frey, 2000). 

 

The large interest in intrinsic motivation within sales management started by Oliver’s 

(1974) work. Intrinsic motivation is defined by Deci and Ryan (1985) as a human need 

to engage in its own interest, exercise one’s capacities and be in control of its own 

destiny. The intrinsic motivation has been proven to strengthen the relationship between 

prosocial motivation and employees outcomes; persistence, productivity and 

performance (Grant, 2008). Motivated employees are found to be more self-driven than 

employees who are less motivated (Ryan and Deci, 2000b). 

 

Extrinsic motivation is explained by Grant as “the desire to expend effort to obtain 

outcomes external to the work itself, such as rewards or recognition“(Grant, 2008, p. 

49). The extrinsic (external) motivation is ascribed to the behaviors that occur when we 

want to avoid risk or seek reward, as a result of extrinsic motivation the behavior is not 

performed due to the individual's interest (e.g., I have to work); they are believed to 

produce a desired outcome (Osterloh and Frey, 2000). External motivation aims to 

motivate employees if they can indirectly satisfy their individual needs (Osterloh and 

Frey, 2000). As mention before Deci (1971) early experiments found that external 

rewards encourage motivation. An example of external motivation is monetary 

(financial) incentives (Osterloh and Frey, 2000). The authors further argue that the 

monetary incentive goal is to give satisfaction regardless of the actual activity that 

provides monetary incentives. Companies motivate their employees with external 

motivation in the form of monetary incentives, linking employees' monetary goals with 

the business objectives (Osterloh and Frey, 2000). The ideal way to motivate employees 

is thus a compensation plan where employees only get paid for results (Osterloh and 

Frey, 2000). Furthermore the authors argues that if a company only motivate their 

employees through monetary incentives, they can miss out on the benefits that the 

internal motivation of the employees can lead to. 

2.6 CONTEMPORARY RESEARCH ON SALES MOTIVATION 

Pouliakas and Theodossiou (2012) conducted a survey questionnaire to ask individuals 

about their view of how different motivational systems affect their own effort, they 
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sampled individuals active in the labor market with the argument that they are likely to 

have formed concrete perceptions about the effect. The data was collected from 

employees’ lower- and middle-skilled occupations in the age between 18-65, in seven 

different European countries (Denmark, Finland, France, Greece, the Netherlands, Spain 

and the UK) in different industry except agriculture and fishery. The study main finding 

was that financial incentives were less important compared to the discretion in their jobs 

and the desire for approval (Pouliakas and Theodossiou, 2012). It also was revealed that 

the workers emphasized the negative role of being monitored for productivity. 

Furthermore, Pouliakas and Theodossiou (2012) highlight that further research should 

be conducted with cognitive characteristics (e.g. intrinsic satisfaction, personality), 

though they claim this would most probably have affected on the responses of the 

employees. 

 

Flaherty and Pappas (2002) findings has shown that salespeople who are compensated 

mostly by fixed salary within exploration stage has a higher level of job satisfaction and 

lower turnover intentions than salespeople that are paid mostly by incentive pay. In 

contrast when entering the establishment stage the salespeople who are mostly 

incentives paid will have higher level of job satisfaction and lower turnover intentions 

than salespeople that are paid mostly by fixed paid. “Salespeople in the lower-

performing exploration stage preferred fixed salary to incentive pay, whereas 

salespeople in the higher-performing establishment stage preferred incentive pay. “ 

(Flaherty and Pappas, 2002, p, 140). 

 

In Jobber and Lee (1994) study where they investigated the differences between sales 

directors and sales people regarding motivation and demotivation. They found 

differences in factors regarding demotivators; lack of financial security, hours of work 

and lack of opportunities for advancement. These factors were perceived more 

demotivating for the salespeople then the sales directors. Furthermore, the sales 

directors rated individual targets and sales competition higher than the sales people. 

They conclude that the sales directors underestimate the concern that sales people have 

for financial security and opportunities for promotion, which the sales people saw more 

as a demotivator compared to the sales manager.  

 

 



  

 

14 

Below in table 1 some of the factors that differ between the sales directors and sales 

representatives are presented. 

 

 

Table 1, Summary of differences between sales directors and sales representatives, 

(Jobber and Lee, 1994, p. 331) 

                

In today's changing business environment with higher complexity at the workplace and 

with higher demands has created individuals to increase their working hours (Snow et 

al. 2003). These changes has through research showed damaging linkage between work 

related stress and workers’ well-being, it has been proven to impact physiological and 

psychological among the employees (Daniels and Harris 2005; Keaveney and Nelson 

1993; Moore and Mellor 2003). Stress is explained as pressure or strain in a state of 

mental tension and occurs when there is a difference between the perceived state and the 

desirable state of an employee (McGrath, 1976; Edwards, 1992). Individuals in 

chronically stressful environments must find ways to cope with this stress that their 

employment could imply (Keaveney and Nelson 1993). The chronical stress can later 

lead to burnout if not the worker do not manage to cope with the stress, especially 

within the sales profession (Sand and Miyazaki 2000). By the increasing work hours the 

sales burnout has become a major concern among sales organizations (Lewin and Sager, 

2008). 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will present the research methodology used in the study to provide the 

reader with an understanding of how this study was conducted. The study utilized an 

abductive and qualitative approach, were the comparative design was chosen. The 

empirical data was gathered by qualitative interviews with semi-structured interviewing 

technique. The chapter will end with discussing the quality criteria and its possible 

impact chosen methods could have on the study. 

3.1 RESEARCH APPROACH 

When researchers choose how to conduct an academic research there is different 

approaches to take into account; inductive, deductive and abductive (Saunders et al. 

2012; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008). The choice will depend on how the study will 

retrieve the data needed for solving the research question or purpose (Bryman, 2008). 

Inductive approach gathers empirical data that will be formulated into models and 

theories by the researcher (Bryman and Bell, 2015). In contrary, the deductive approach 

is when the researcher has pre-existing theories and utilizes empirical data to explore 

these theories (Bryman and Bell, 2015). What empirical information that is to be 

gathered are chosen by the preexisting theories or models (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

 

Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) present induction and deduction as opposites, whereby 

abductive is explained as a method between these, but should not be seen as a mix of 

the two (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008). Abductive is the research approach chosen for 

the study and will be further discussed and reasoned in the following section. 

3.2 ABDUCTIVE APPROACH 

An abductive approach has a starting point from empirical data where one specific real-

life case is interpreted through a theoretical framework (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008). 

The inspiration for this study was by a real-life case; a sale professional that had 

financial incentives was demotivated in periods and expressed the feeling of stress and 

sleeping problems. This was interpreted as causation due to the pressure within the sale 

profession. The researchers found this case interesting and wanted to investigate this 

further, which became the start for the study. The advantage of choosing the abductive 
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approach was that the study’s empirical data could be developed and reinterpreted 

together with the theoretical framework and that the theoretical findings could be used 

as an inspiration source to find patterns of understanding. This became an advantage for 

the study instead of using the theoretical framework as a mechanical application to 

individual cases, which a deductive approach emphasizes (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 

2008). The inductive approach was deselected due to that the study’s choosing 

qualitative approach with a small sample size and did not want to contribute with new 

theories within an already well research psychological area. By the choice of utilizing 

the abductive approach, this study investigated the phenomena within the literature of 

motivation psychology and sales force motivation. During the collection of empirical 

data the theoretical framework could be adjusted and also the issue could be 

reformulated on the basis of new relevant data. Furthermore, the theories were utilized 

as an inspiration to find patterns of understanding of the collected data in order to 

answer the study’s research questions. 

3.3 QUANTITATIVE VERSUS QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

There are two approaches to take into consideration; qualitative or quantitative. Both are 

designed to give the researcher more understanding of the studied field (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011; Boso et al. 2016). By utilizing quantification when collecting and analyzing 

the data is a quantitative approach (Bryman and Bell, 2011). A quantitative research 

approach observes data via numerical data and statistics, thereby develops hypotheses 

pertaining to the investigated phenomena (Bryman, 2008; Zulu-Chisanga et al. 2016). 

 

Depending on the problem that will be studied qualitative method or quantitative 

method might be preferable over the other. As presented in the introduction chapter 

psychological research has been arise from quantitative standpoint and been considered 

as the mainstream method approach within psychological research (Smith, 2007). 

According to Willig (2013), to find meaning to phenomena tend to be concerned by 

qualitative research, how individuals interpret the world, and how they experience 

events. Therefore, it is clear for this study to gather in-depth information from few 

participants to pinpoint the actual perception the phenomena have, in a qualitative 

research approach. The qualitative approach will provide this study with described 

perceptions from the interviewees, sales professionals, with the help of words and 

descriptions (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Furthermore, the advantage of utilizing a 
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qualitative approach gave this study access to meanings and in-depth understanding on 

the collected data and the problem in focus (Saunders et al. 2012). Moreover, the data 

that was gathered was not quantified and conclusion was based on beliefs and thoughts, 

as a result, the analysis gave deep understanding of the studied phenomena. This study 

had no intention or need to present generalized result and therefore, together with the 

presented advantages, the qualitative approach became a natural choice for the study 

(Neuman, 2003). The research has now showed that it utilized an abductive approach 

with a qualitative research, in the following section the study’s research design will be 

presented. 

3.4 RESEARCH DESIGN 

The research design will provide the study with a framework of the method and agenda 

of the collection of data and analysis that is needed to accomplish the purpose (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). It is therefore important to choose among the different research designs 

to identify the one design that suits our study since; it will have an effect on all activities 

for the study during the research process (Hultman et al. 2015; Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Before deciding on which research design to choose, various conditions were 

thoroughly reflected upon, to be able to decide which of the different designs that would 

be a good fit for this research. Therefore, the study has chosen to evaluate the five types 

of research designs presented by Bryman and Bell (2011): experimental, cross-sectional, 

longitudinal, case study, and comparative design. 

 

In a classical experimental design, the participants are being pre-tested and are then 

introduced to the experimental variable, then later tested, which could be weeks or 

months afterwards (Bryman and Bell, 2011). A cross-sectional design is when the 

research collects data from more than one case at one point in time to acquire 

quantifiable or quantitative data together with two or more variables, later the data is 

investigated to discover connection between these (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Cross-

sectional design, however, lacks the internal validity that an experimental research have 

(Bryman and Bell, 2015). The longitudinal design intends to map change to understand 

mechanism and processes that is undertaken over time (Bryman and Bell, 2011). In this 

design it is important to be able to measure two times in time to identify the changes 

between the first measure and the second measure (Hultman et al. 2008; Bryman and 
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Bell, 2011). According to Saunders et al. (2012), a case study explores a research topic 

or phenomenon within its context or within a number of real-life contexts in one single 

case. The strategy will be relevant if the wish of gaining a rich understanding of the 

context of the research (Saunders et al. 2012). The case study should have the ability to 

generate answers to the questions why, what and how (Saunders et al. 2012). 

 

The last design, which also is the chosen for the study, is the comparative design that 

involves two or more different cases, which could be organizations, nations or people 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). This, so that the researcher should understand social 

phenomena when it is compared to different cases (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The study 

involves different cases, sales professionals, in social setting to investigate the 

phenomena; motivation and financial incentive. According to Bryman and Bell “The 

key to the comparative design is its ability to allow the distinguishing characteristics of 

two or more cases to act as a springboard for theoretical reflections about contrasting 

findings” (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 67). The advantage why choosing the comparative 

design was due to that it gave the study the opportunity elaborate around the 

investigated phenomena and meanings among sales professionals from different 

settings. 

3.5 DATA SOURCES 

There are two different forms of data that can be used for research, primary and 

secondary data (Parida et al. 2016; Saunders et al. 2012). By collecting new data 

specific for the purpose of the study refers to primary data, and when utilizing data that 

has already been collected for other purposes, such as, raw data and published articles, 

refers to secondary data (Anokhin et al. 2016; Saunders et al. 2012). This research 

utilizes primary data as the source of collection of empirical data, since primary data 

poses several benefits for this study. The study's primary data consist of interviews were 

also the conversation before and after the interviews and the interviewee's body 

language will impact the how the interviewers interpreted the data. Primary data will 

provide this research with freedom in how to design the study and by this create better 

understanding of the variables and objects in the studied phenomena. However, the 

study was well informed that the choice of primary data will be more time-consuming 

than secondary data, but will be essential for this study to gain in-depth information of 

the studied phenomena (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Since the secondary data might give 
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the researcher information that do not fit the needs of the researcher, and therefore due 

to the shortcomings the study chose to exclude secondary data (Yin, 1994). 

3.6 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

In the data source chapter, it was presented that this study applies the use of primary 

data. There is different ways of collecting this type of data. There are different methods 

that can be utilized when collecting qualitative data; ethnography/participant 

observation, qualitative interviewing, focus groups (Oghazi et al. 2012; Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). According to Bryman and Bell (2011) the most common choice within 

qualitative research are qualitative interviews. We have chosen qualitative interviews 

due to the flexibility that it provides through its possibility to be less structured (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). Qualitative interviewing have a tendency to be less structured which 

allows the interviewee to provide in-depth answers to give the study a thorough 

understanding of the interviewee’s perception of the studied phenomena (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). Lastly, qualitative interviews provide the opportunity for two-way 

communication between the interviewer and the interviewee (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Due to the study’s purpose the need of rich and nuance information made the choice of 

qualitative interviews a natural choice for the study. This study collected primary data 

through a qualitative interview approach from individuals working within B2B sales in 

Sweden with a salary that have financial incentive, this will be explained further in the 

how the study chose people to interview. 

3.7 DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENT 

Due to the variety of methods that can be applied, to collect data the choice will affect 

the result of the study, and therefore it is important to know the differences and how the 

chosen method will influence the result (Jacobsen, 2002). When the qualitative 

interview method is chosen there will be two interview forms with different 

characteristics to take into consideration; unstructured and semi-structured interview. 

 

When conducting an unstructured interview the researcher uses a brief set of topics as 

reminder and then ask questions around these topics (Bryman and Bell, 2011). This 

approach can be associated as a conversation where the interviewer can ask questions 

freely around the topics and the interviewee is allowed to respond freely as well 
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(Bryman and Bell, 2011). If the study wants to gain genuine understanding of the 

members of a social setting or people sharing common attributes, of the problem 

studied, an unstructured interviewing approach may be preferable (Bryman and Bell, 

2011).  The semi-structured is combined with characteristics from both the structured 

and unstructured interview techniques (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The semi-structured 

interview is based on specific topics or area that will be covered by the study, where the 

researcher conducts the interview from the list (Bryman and Bell, 2011). According to 

Bryman and Bell (2011), this list could be interpreted as an interview guide. The 

interview guide provides some structure to the interviewer but allow and encourage the 

interviewee to answer the questions more freely (Bryman and Bell, 2011). This would 

give the study in-depth information and the interviewees own words about his/hers 

perception about the researched topic and the question may not follow the outline 

strictly (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

The interview process in unstructured and semi-structured is both flexible, however, 

there is some advantages that semi-structured possess that was more appealing to 

achieve conclusions of the study's problem. Since the study had research questions that 

needed to be addressed the interview style required to be controlled to some extent, 

semi structured interview, made it possible (Bryman and Bell, 2011). This study consist 

of two researchers which both was present in the interviews and according to Bryman 

and Bell (2011) semi-structured interview are beneficial in that case, since both 

interviewer will have the ability to ask follow-up questions to the participants. The 

opportunities to ask follow up questions dependent on the answers from the 

interviewees to get a broad and rich understanding and to collect all perception from the 

interviewee for the study (Bryman and Bell 2011). 

 

Interviews are usually performed either through a telephone interview or conducted 

face-to-face (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Using telephone interview are seen as a resource 

saving option meanwhile face-to-face are the option that demand more resources 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). However, when conducting a telephone interview the body 

language will not be possible to be able to be interpreted. To overcome this, the study 

has chosen to conduct face-to-face interviews. In addition to this, a study showed that 

people interviewed over phone was more likely not able to express an opinion which 



  

 

21 

this study did not want to miss (Bryman and Bell, 2011). This study utilized face-to-

face interviews in the belief to give a more in-depth and personal answers, due to the 

personal connection between interviewers and interviewee. But also to ensure that the 

interviewee had the possibility to be fully focused on the interview to allow the study to 

attain the required information. When an interviewer are present it will create what is 

called the interviewer effect, this is the researcher's well aware of (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). However, collecting data face-to-face were more appealing than through 

telephone since it was argued to give a true opinion from the interviewees, which was 

essential for this study in order to fulfill the purpose. 

3.8 OPERATIONALIZATION 

Distinguish and differentiate concepts and meanings from each other in research is 

operationalization (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The term is explained as “definition of a 

concept in terms of the operations to be carried out when measuring it” (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011, p. 716). Operationalization is where the researcher cogitate the measures and 

concept that are interesting to the study (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Although the study 

prefer not to use the word measuring since it utilizes a qualitative approach, however 

the authors still believe that it is reasonable to explain how the study by an abductive 

approach has developed the questions. As mentioned earlier the abductive approach 

mean that earlier research has been used as an inspiration source for the development of 

questions and therefore theories was added after that the empirical data was gathered. 

Thus, questions did not derive from earlier research. The main topics of this study were 

motivation and financial incentive. These two concepts were divided in two sections, 

motivation, and financial incentive, for the interview design and will be presented 

below. These have helped the study to find patterns in the empirical data and create an 

understanding. 

3.8.1 Motivation 

The theories was collected from the psychological field and more specific within 

motivation, as explained earlier this study interpretation as “to be moved to do 

something” (Ryan and Deci 2000a, p. 54), which became the starting point for the 

interview design. To sort out the concept of motivation the theories presented in 

theoretical framework worked as guidance in the development of the interview. The 

Maslow need of hierarchy explain individuals needs and thereby questions such as; 
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what motivates you to go to work every morning. Questions that arises from the Two 

factor theory was; what factors motivate you at work? Do you see any other kind of 

reward that you think would be more motivating for you personally? Why? These due 

to that the theories highlights factors that can be motivating. The expectancy theory 

focuses on the employee's perspective, which generated question such as; do you feel 

that the commission challenges you in your work? Does it help you to develop? Where 

lastly the self determination theory address that humans actively and consciously are 

seeking to evolve and advance themselves through a series of challenges and new 

experiences. This resulted in questions such as; how do you feel that your current salary 

system motivates you to do your work? Would you say that you experience your 

commission as motivating? How do you think the commission affect you?  Do you feel 

that the commission challenges you in your work? Does it help you to develop? The 

question 1- 9 concerns motivation and can be viewed under theme 1 in appendix 1. 

 

3.8.2 Financial incentives 

Contemporary research of sales professionals was connected to questions such as; how 

are your salary structured? What is your salary based on? How do you think the 

commission affect you? What is your perception of working with a commission salary 

system? This to create understanding of the salary system and to gain their perceptions 

of how they perceive the financial incentives. The question 10- 15 concerns 

contemporary research and can be found under theme 2 in appendix 1. 

3.9 INTERVIEW GUIDE 

As discussed earlier there are different ways of collecting data, the research have chosen 

to utilize interviews with semi-structured technique conducted face-to-face. In this 

section, the explanation of how the interview was conducted will be described in order 

to give a clear picture of how the empirical data was gathered. 

 

The open-ended questions gave the interviewees the chance to elaborate their answers 

so the study could gain rich understanding of their perceptions of motivation and 

financial incentives. However, all questions in the interview guide were asked to all 
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interviewees but follow-up questions were specific to each interview, something that 

will be further discussed in the quality criteria section. 

 

In the development of the interview guide the researchers constructed questions to 

acquire data specifically regarding financial incentives and motivation. The questions 

were derived from previous studies and theories within the studied field. The interview 

design can be found in appendix 1. 

3.10  SAMPLING 

In a qualitative study considerable amount of information are acquired from multiple 

variables, but since there is usually less participants, a lower total of samples is required 

(Neuman, 2003). Within qualitative studies, there are two main sampling methods to 

choose from; Probability and non-probability (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Probability 

sampling is when samples are selected randomly and statistically selecting a sample 

from the population, which implies; everyone within the population have a chance of 

being selected (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Non-probability sample are the opposite of 

probability sample, the sample selection is not random, and some are more likely to be 

chosen than others within the population (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The non-probability 

sampling was utilized for the study, the samples was not randomly chosen, which made 

some more likely to be chosen than others. This will not provide the study the 

opportunity to generalize the result; it will only represent the actual sample. Probability 

sampling was discarded since this study did not have the time and resources for such 

sampling. The chosen individuals within the sample were chosen through a non-

probability sample to ensure that they had relevance and understanding of the 

investigated phenomena, which is further explained, in the following section. 

3.11  SAMPLE SELECTION 

Before choosing the individuals that would form the sample group, the researchers 

carefully defined important attributes of whom to choose, in order to have an accurate 

sample for the study. The sampling frame for this study will be explains below. 
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The most common way to distinguish between the salaries of the salesperson is to 

distinguish between fixed and variable salary. These two can be combined or used 

independently to compensate the sales professional. The study is limited to individuals 

who have a combination between fixed and variable salary. This means that the study 

investigated the variable part of the salary, which was identified as financial incentives. 

Due to that financial incentives are argued to be more effective for simple sales 

(Business to Customer; B2C) then in a more complex sale (Business to business; B2B) 

(Pink, 2012; Zoltners et al. 2012), the choice was to utilize sales professionals in a B2B 

context.  

 

Within non-probability sampling, there are different subsampled techniques; quota 

sample, convenience sample, and snowball sampling. The research utilized a 

convenience sampling, a method beneficial when the sample is easily available for the 

researcher, which decreases usage of resources such as time and money (Bryman and 

Bell, 2015). The sample in this study will not represent the whole population of B2B 

sales professionals, however, it helped the research to utilize less resources. The study 

took into consideration that a generalization cannot be made of the gathered data; the 

sample is not representative of the population (Bryman, 2008). The data for the study 

needed to gain knowledge of sales professionals’ perceptions of financial incentives and 

motivation. Convenience sampling was beneficial for this study due to the reason of the 

easiness and availability of gathering data within the subject of research (Saunders et al. 

2012).  The advantages of using this sampling method was the rapidity of gathering the 

data and knowing that the selected key participants could provide the empirical data. 

This study had a sample size of six. The sample size was finalized after interviewing a 

seventh person, after that interview the research group concluded that the information 

was similar to earlier interviews and it was decided that the result was saturated. 

3.12  PROCEDURES OF THE SEMI-STRUCTURED FACE TO FACE INTERVIEWS 

The process of collecting the data from interviews became effective due to that the 

researchers contacted the respondent to inform about the study's purpose and schedule a 

time for the interview. Before the interview was held, the interview guide was pre-tested 

on a respondent, which resulted in some changes in the interview guide. The response 

from the pre-tested interview was not included in the final empirical findings. The 



  

 

25 

interviews varied in time among the respondent, between 30-40 minutes depending on 

how the respondent choose to share his or hers feelings to the investigated subject. The 

interviews were recorded and transcribed to ensure that all data was documented and 

later not could be misinterpreted. It was chosen to present the data gathered from the 

respondents and their companies anonymously due to that the study wanted to minimize 

participants’ bias (which will be elaborated in the quality criteria section) from the 

respondents. To answer the study’s research questions the study needed the respondent 

to freely elaborate of their perceptions and true feelings within the subject, which the 

method of anonymously presenting them provided the opportunity for. The respondents 

were randomly given names to keep their anonymity, however the correct gender of the 

respondents was presented. The names are presented in chapter 4, empirical findings.   

3.13  DATA ANALYSIS TECHNIQUE 

When the primary data was collected, the next step for the study was to conduct a data 

analysis. The researchers chose to use the data analysis process explained by Jacobsen 

(2002). He argue that the process consist of three steps; description, systematization, 

categorizing and combination. 

 

In the description step, the researcher have the need to gain detailed description of the 

gathered data, to be able to do this step it is important to transcribe and record the 

interviews accordingly (Jacobsen, 2002). This study recorded and transcribed the 

interviews to achieve a comprehensive overview of the collected data. The data was 

then reduced, structured and arranged to pinpoint the relevant information. Next, 

systematization, is performed to identify the findings to get a detailed description, 

which result in a simplified data (Jacobsen, 2002). For this step, the researchers 

structured all of the interviews to identify data that would help the study to answer the 

purpose, this made it simple to overview the gathered data for the study. Jacobsen 

(2002) argue that the researcher then can try to generalize the data to later interpret the 

findings. The data for the study was then summarized and are presented in chapter 4, 

empirical finding. 

 

This data analysis technique is explained by Jacobsen (2002) as not to be a step by step 

process. It should be viewed as an ongoing process where it is possible to go forth and 
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back between the different steps (Jacobsen, 2002). Which was of great advantage for 

this study, due to the chosen technique the data could be processed and develop back 

and forth during the analysis process? This gave the final analysis and conclusion well 

established data to draw conclusions from. 

3.14  QUALITY CRITERIA 

The quality and the validity of the findings in academic research is a crucial 

consideration (Oghazi, 2009). The quality of the research could be determined 

concerning two-concept validity and reliability (Yin, 1994). However, some researcher 

claims that qualitative research should utilize alternative term for assessing the quality 

of the research (Bryman and Bell, 2011). To address this issue Shenton (2004) refer this 

term as trustworthiness which includes the following: “a) Credibility (in preference to 

internal validity); b) transferability (in preference to external validity/generalisability); 

c) dependability (in preference to reliability); d) confirmability (in preference to 

objectivity)” (Shenton, 2004, p. 64). In this final section the chosen method will be 

evaluated and present the quality of the research regarding credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability. These will show the implications of how the chosen 

method may affect the study’s result. 

3.14.1  Credibility and transferability 

In the evaluation of the chosen method in the study there will be a question if the study 

actually measure what it intended to measure, which is referred to as validity (Saunders 

et al. 2012). As mentioned earlier in the quality criteria section Bryman and Bell (2011) 

argue that within qualitative research it has been discussed how validity is relevant. 

These since the majority of qualitative research does not measure and therefore would 

the validity have little bearing on qualitative research (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Shenton, 

2004). Therefore, this study utilizes the terms credibility and transferability instead of 

validity, which Shenton (2004) argues are more designed for a qualitative research. 

3.14.1.1  Credibility 

Credibility is according to Lincoln and Guba (1985) an important factor when assessing 

trustworthiness for a study. Credibility is a parallel to internal validity and is explained 

as how the presented finding is believable or not (Bryman and Bell, 2011). They further 
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explain that the participants from the social world should accept the findings so that a 

confirmation could be given that the researched have understood the social world 

correctly (Bryman and Bell, 2011). To address credibility for this study the gathered 

information was distributed back to the participants so their responses and beliefs was 

able to be approved to ensure that the study had correct information that reflected the 

view of the participants. Furthermore the study developed the interview from concepts 

and these was pilot pre-tested on one person, from the same sample selection criteria as 

the chosen people for the interviews, to ensure the understanding and perception of the 

questions. This pre-tested data was not included in the empirical findings. 

3.14.1.2  Transferability 

According to Saunders et al. (2009) external validity refers to which extent the study’s 

result is generalizable beyond the specific study and if it can be applicable to other 

research, which Shenton (2004) refer to as transferability. According to Shenton “[...] it 

is the responsibility of the investigator to ensure that sufficient contextual information 

about the fieldwork sites is provided to enable the reader to make such a transfer.” 

(Shenton, 2004, p. 69-70). To address the transferability issue the researchers have 

presented transparent information of how the study was conducted which will increase 

the possibility for transferability. 

 

Since the findings of this qualitative study was investigating a small number of 

participants, chosen by non-probability sampling which cause the respondents to not be 

representative of the population, it will be hard to demonstrate how the conclusions and 

findings could be applicable in different settings. Although, the findings from this study 

should not be directly rejected due to that it may still be transferred and applicable for 

companies or individuals that want to understand how sales professionals’ perceptions 

regarding financial incentives and motivation is. Shenton states “In order to assess the 

extent to which findings may be true of people in other settings, similar projects 

employing the same methods but conducted in different environments could well be of 

great value” (Shenton, 2004, p. 70). By conducting further research, for example with a 

quantitative approach, would test the transferability of this study. This since a 

quantitative study could give a generalized answers, which then could be compared with 

this study's result. 
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3.14.2  Dependability 

In which degree the techniques of the collected data and/or the procedures the analysis 

has taken and if these will yield consistency in the findings is refer to as reliability 

(Saunders et al. 2012). By this, it will be possible to ensure that there is consistency in 

the data collection process if the data is collected in a different point in time, which is 

referred to as repeatability (Oghazi, 2009). This together with the internal consistency 

that is defined as how reliable the measurement is across the items will help to ensure 

the reliability for a study (Oghazi, 2009). Saunders et al. (2012) highlight that every 

study must consider reliability when ensuring quality criteria. However, as discussed 

earlier, due to that the study is of qualitative nature dependability has been considered 

instead of reliability. In the issue addressing dependability of a study, there is a need of 

presenting the study’s process in detail to enable future studies to repeat the process 

(Shenton, 2004). He further explains dependability in more practical way “ This entails 

ensuring that complete records are kept of all phases of the research process— problem 

formulation, selection of research participants, fieldwork notes, interview transcripts, 

data analysis decisions.” (Shenton, 2004, p. 71). 

 

To address this the researchers have transcribed the gathered data immediately after the 

interviews to ensure that no data was neglected. By recording the interviews, the 

researchers had the possibility to go back and listen to the recording again to assure that 

all data was transcribed. The study kept records on the selected participants and 

interview transcripts, however, notes from the fieldwork or the data analysis were not 

kept which would have been optimal to increase the dependability. Furthermore, this 

study utilized semi-structured interviews and in-depth interviews as data collection 

method it is a weakness concerning dependability and are important to highlight. 

According to Saunders et al. (2012) semi-structured and in-depth interviews are not 

repeatable mainly because they only reflected the social world at the time the data was 

collected. 

3.14.3  Confirmability 

Confirmability is to strive to be objective as possible during the research, it is 

completely impossible to be totally objective in business research but the researchers 

should aim to be as objective as possible (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The researcher 

should show that the study have been conducted in good faith, it should be clear that the 
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researcher have done everything in it powers to be objective without any personal 

values (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Shenton agree with this and states “Here steps must be 

taken to help ensure as far as possible that the work’s findings are the result of the 

experiences and ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences 

of the researcher.” (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). The researchers have tried to be as objective 

as possible in every steps of the study. For example, in the data collection the 

participants were given the opportunity to read the transcribed interviews so that they 

could confirm that this was their view and not the researchers’ views of the answers. 

3.14.4  Threats to take into consideration with qualitative interviews 

Due to that the study has used qualitative interviews as data collection method there are 

four threats to consider: subject or participant error, subject or participant bias, observer 

error and observer bias (Saunders et al. 2012). 

 

The study did not have the ability to tackle the participant error due to that the 

interviews were booked and held on the premises of the participants schedule and 

availability. This causes lack of consistency of the gathered data by the interviews due 

to that the interviews was held in different time aspect of the week. Saunders et al. 

explains the issue “...you will find that a questionnaire completed at different times of 

the week may generate different results. Friday afternoons may show a different picture 

from Monday mornings!” (Saunders et al. 2009, p. 156). If the researchers was to tackle 

this issue the interviews would have to be booked further in advance, which was not 

possible due to time restriction. However, the interview guide provided a consistency 

among the interviews in form of having a clear structure of how and when to ask the 

questions so that all participants were asked the same question. Nonetheless, since this 

study utilized a semi-structured interviewing all participants was not questioned with 

the same follow-up questions. 

 

When undertaking participants bias the researchers held the interviews outside the 

participant's office and the participants was presented anonymous in the study. To keep 

the participants anonymous are important according to Saunders et al. “Interviewees 

may have been saying what they thought their bosses wanted them to say” (Saunders et 

al. 2009, p.156). The participants were then given the possibility to express their real 

feelings and opinions about the studied subject. 
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Saunders et al. explain observer error as “[...] three of us conducting interviews with 

potential for at least three different ways of asking questions to elicit answers. 

Introducing a high degree of structure to the interview schedule will lessen this 

threat.”(Saunders et al. 2009, p. 157). One of the two person present in the interview 

asked the questions and the other person was taking notes of the answers from the 

participant. To handle this issue an interview guide was constructed and utilized as a 

tool during the interviews. Saunders et al. (2009) further argue that there will be 

observer bias, in this study, there was two ways of interpreting the replies, and 

individuals interpret things differently. To decrease the observer bias the researcher has 

discussed the responses to handle this reliability issue so that the interpretations should 

represent both individuals view. 
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4 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The empirical findings is divided into two parts, the first part is to present the 

respondents for the study. The second part is the collected data gathered by semi-

structured interviews within financial incentives and motivation among sales 

professionals. 

4.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF RESPONDENTS 

This study have chosen to treat the respondents anonymously and therefore a short 

presentation of the various respondents is necessary for the reader to get a clear picture 

of the sales professionals’ background, various salary and financial incentive systems. 

These will be presented below together with the names of the respondents, which are 

randomly given, and not their real names.  

                    

Mrs. Lifting equipment is a female, 24 years old and are currently working within 

industrial lift industry as a sales professional and has been in this position since 

December 2014. Mrs. Lifting equipment have a salary that is fixed with a 

complementing bonus, the bonus she receives will be based on her individual sales 

budget. The budget is set on a three-month basis and the bonus will be received when 

the sales budget is reached. A group budget for all the sales representative exist, but this 

budget does not generate a financial bonus. 

 

Mr. Software is a male, 28 years old and working as sales professional within human 

resources technology, selling a SAAS (software as a service), since July 2015. Mr. 

Software’s salary is partly fixed and partly variable; one part is commission, which is 

based on individual sales, and the other part is bonuses when certain targets are 

achieved. The commission is based on the total contract value, which generate a 

percentage rate from the value of the contract (sale) to his salary that month. The bonus 

is divided in two different parts; monthly individual budget and monthly sales group 

budget. Both these bonuses are rewarded by a fixed sum every month if they are 

fulfilled. 
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Mr. Construction material is a male, 31 years old and is currently working within the 

wood industry selling building products to building companies. He has been in this 

position since April 2013. The salary is based on a fixed part and one part variable. The 

variable part has two components; one commission and one bonus. The commission is 

given on every sale as a percentage of the total amount of the order. The bonus is based 

on the monthly budget, this budget is set six months ahead. The bonus is being paid 

when Mr. Construction material have reached the targeted budget for the month. The 

commission and bonus are only on an individual basis and it do not exist any group 

budget or bonuses. 

 

Mr. HR is a male, 33 years old and working as sales professional at a recruitment and 

employment agency and has been in his current position since 2014. The salary system 

he has today is based on a fixed part and one part variable. The variable part is based on 

a percentage of his sales, this is only based on his individual effort. The staffing contract 

he sells is over a period of time, which gives him the percentage commission divided 

with the period of the agreement (e.g. X %/ 7 months) on his salary. 

 

Mrs. HR is a female, 26 years old and working at a recruitment and employment agency 

in the position as human resources sales professional, since August 2014. She has a one 

part of fixed salary and one part with variable (commission) salary. The variable part is 

a percentage as a commission given on every hired consultant as a percentage of the 

total amount of the order. The commission is divided with the period of the agreement 

(e.g. X %/ 7 months) on the salary and this is only an individual commission. The 

company does also have bonus system that is divided in two budget groups; the local 

office and the corporation. The local office reward is a variable bonus depending how 

good the office has been doing according to the set budget. The corporation bonus is a 

fixed financial reward and these are due to how the company has been doing that 

specific month. 

 

Mrs. Book Publisher is a female, 24 years old and work as a sales professional for a 

book publisher since the fall 2015. Her salary is based on two parts, one part is the fixed 

salary, and the other part is the variable (commission) salary. The variable salary 

consists of two different percentages based on whether or not the sale was to a new 

customer or a current customer. A percentage of the sale value was received if the 
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customer was a new customer and if the sale was to a current customer. She explained 

that it existed group bonuses but it was not in the form of money.  The “prizes” as she 

called it were mainly in the form of dinners or movie tickets. 

 

As shown there is different ways of designing the salary system for sales representatives 

among companies. All the respondents have financial incentives as a part of their salary, 

however they have different designs. These designs are based on different indicators 

and they are called different names. All the respondents have a fixed salary and at least 

one variable where the financial incentive is placed. In the following sections, the 

respondents’ answers will be presented. 

4.2 PRESENTATION OF THE FINDINGS 

We will refer the respondents to Mr. or Mrs. Lifting equipment, Software, Construction 

equipment, HR and Book publisher in the following sections. 

4.2.1 Motivational factors 

In aspects of the respondents, explanation of what motivates them at work varies. Some 

of the respondents provide a short explanation of this while others have a more detailed 

explanation of their view of why they are motivated at work. The respondents sees 

different factors contributing to their motivation such as: working task, involvement 

with customers, chance to learn and develop new skills, colleagues, and the 

salary/money their work provides them with. 

 

“The salary is the main factor for me. The money gives me the possibility to do fun 

things in my spare time and of course my colleagues and the actual work tasks are 

factors that motivate me too.” (Mrs. Book Publisher, 2016-05-03). 

 

“I believe that the working tasks are the main factor contributing to my motivation, I 

really love my job” (Mrs. Lifting equipment, 2016-04-22). 

 

“I go to work every day mainly to meet my colleagues and meeting my customers, both 

current and new, but also by the financial incentives I receive on the sales“(Mr. 

Construction material, 2016-04-26). 
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“For me it is a mix of everything, colleagues, tasks and getting paid for what I manage 

to do well” (Mr. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“The money is a major driving force for me, it works as a motivator for me in my work 

and also to afford things in my private life” (Mrs. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“The motivator for me to go to work is the chance to develop and learn new skills, in 

combination with that it is enjoyable to be at work“(Mr. Software, 2016-04-21). 

 

Furthermore, Mr. Software explains that he views the motivation in three levels; “There 

is a three step pyramid of factors that motivates me at work. In the fundamental level I 

place corporate culture and colleagues, in the middle layer I places the actual role and 

work tasks as an employee, and in the top I place the overall compensation.” (Mr. 

Software, 2016-04-21). Without the fundamental level, he claims that he will not be 

motivated at all to do the work. Therefore, the compensation is placed as the third most 

important factor for motivating him. As for motivation he believes that the commission 

part of the salary are working well as a motivator and that he do get very concrete 

feedback from it, in the form of money if he has done something good in terms of a 

sale. 

4.2.2 Sale professionals positive perception of their financial incentives 

The majority of the respondent believes that their salary system with financial 

incentives do have positive aspects. Some respondents explained that the financial 

incentive provide them with a motivational tool to be challenged and developed at 

work. Almost all respondents argue that it provides them with the possibility to affect 

their own salary. There are views from the respondents that sales professionals should 

be paid accordingly to their performance and that this gives a conformation that the 

sales professionals are doing a good job. This result then in the form of more money on 

the paycheck. Some of the respondents are expressing that they are competitive minded 

meanwhile some did not mentioning anything regarding this. These arguments is 

explained by following quotes: 

 



  

 

35 

“I think the financial incentives does not affect me more than in a positive way” Mr. HR 

further argue that “I have quite a stable salary and I can do a good job without feeling so 

pressured to do more sales” (Mr. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“To have the opportunity to influence the salary by my own performance is something 

that I feels is a positive attribute concerning the bonus system. The bonus system 

provides both internal and external motivation for me. The external motivation refers to 

the money that I earn from the bonus system and this is of course motivating”. She 

follows up by stating; “If I’m selling well I should be paid accordingly” (Mrs. Lifting 

equipment, 2016-04-22). 

 

“We do not have a maximum limit on how much they are able to earn on the 

commission, which allows me to get large commissions on highly valued contracts” 

(Mr. Software, 2016-04-21). 

 

“I enjoy the feeling of freedom to be able to affect my own salary. I perceive myself as 

a competitive person and I believe that the variable part of the salary challenge me to 

sell more” (Mr. Construction material, 2016-04-26). 

 

“I believe that I am working harder and better due to the financial incentive part of the 

salary, and also due to that the fixed salary is low”. Furthermore, he argues that “I want 

to appear as a good sales representative for the company too” (Mr. Construction 

material, 2016-04-26). 

 

“The salary system is challenging and making me to continue to develop. Since the 

competition is high it means I always have to sell my own personal brand and develop 

new contacts to survive, this motivates me a lot” (Mrs. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

Some of the respondents explained that their variable part of the salary do make them 

work harder. This is perceived due to that they see a connection between the output of 

their work effort and the possible reward. Noted by Mr. HR, Mrs. HR and Mrs. Book 

Publisher: 
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“I believe I am working harder and better due to the variable part of the salary” (Mr. 

HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“The commission makes me work harder and with a great attitude due to that I feels it 

positively rewards me” (Mrs. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“I had a positive view of the salary system in the beginning of my employment which 

impacted me to work harder” (Mrs. Book Publisher, 2016-05-03). 

 

One factor that is brought forward by all the respondents is that by sales numbers the 

sales professionals are viewed and considered as good employee within their 

organization. Some do feel that the variable part of the salary motivate them but also 

point out that there are more factors that also contributes to this. This is expressed by 

Mr. Construction material and Mr. HR: 

 

“I want to appear as a good sales representative for the company. You always want to 

perform good whatever you do for a living” (Mr. Construction material, 2016-04-26). 

 

“To be recognized from employees in senior positions and get the possibility to advance 

to senior positions in the company motivates me” (Mr. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

Some of the respondents highlight the effect that the financial incentives have on their 

internal motivation, which they refer to as inner self-esteem and self-confident, they 

view this as being positively affected through their financial incentive. It is also pointed 

out from the respondents that the commission and bonus gives that extra edge on their 

motivation. 

 

“The internal motivation refers to my self-esteem and self-confident which I feel that 

the bonus is providing a boost for.”(Mrs. Lifting equipment, 2016-04-22). 

 

“There is two parts that motivates me which is both the salary system and the inner self-

esteem it brings. If everything is going well, you do feel better, it creates an extra boost” 

(Mr. Construction material, 2016-04-26). 
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Mr. HR and Mrs. HR have a clear picture of how they view their current salary system 

and how they feel about the financial incentive. Due to that, the salary system is unlike 

the other four respondents they express a feeling of security when talking about the 

financial incentive part of the salary. This because the system is designed to give them 

the financial part over a period of time rather than one point in time. 

 

“It provide me with a secure feeling since I know the commission during the agreed 

period and how it affect my salary” (Mr. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“I can see my upcoming salaries which creates a form of security” (Mrs. HR, 2016-04-

27). 

4.2.3 Sale professionals negative perception of their financial incentives 

Although the sales professionals have stated and argued that their financial incentives 

are positive for their motivation, they have also described negative aspects it brings. 

This will be presented in the following section. 

 

All respondents do mention that their variable part of the salary creates stress and 

pressure for them. They describe the feeling of stress in different ways due to that the 

individuals handle and perceived stress differently. Some of the respondents stated this: 

 

“The financial incentive create some part of stress and pressure but I feel that this 

creates a source of motivation to sell even more for me, I personally do not feel that 

commission are a burden as some people might think” (Mrs. Lifting equipment, 2016-

04-22). 

 

“I believe my salary system creates too much stress and pressure every month and that a 

sale do not give me satisfaction or happiness, it is not enough to only sell”. Mr. 

Software continuous “My personal budget is more a stress factor than a motivational 

tool” (Mr. Software, 2016-04-21). 

 

“I feel that the variable part of my salary is “alright”, however, in some situations it 

emerges stress and pressure” (Mr. Construction material, 2016-04-26). 
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“ It can be stressful but I feel calmer than some younger colleagues who seem to feel 

that there is more pressure and stress due to the salary system” (Mr. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“There is a negative part that comes with desire to work hard and get paid accordingly, 

it result in that I get overloaded with work which affect my spare time” (Mrs. HR, 2016-

04-27). 

 

“Of course it exist some stress and pressure because of the salary system but after 

working with the system for a while it is nothing that I feel make a big difference either 

in the positive or the negative way. I believe this affect my employer since they do not 

get the same output from me as they want” (Mrs. Book Publisher, 2016-05-03). 

 

Furthermore, some respondents express that the pressure and stress has been affecting 

both their psychological and physiological health through their profession due to the 

salary system. It is expressed of some of the respondents that their self-esteem is 

impacted. This is especially notified when referring to periods when there is lack of 

sales, they all announce that it is impacting them in some way. One example of this is 

Mrs. HR, which concludes that she felt disappointed with her performance when 

comparing with good periods, when she earned more money. Here the financial 

incentive affected her self-esteem and the outcome of the salary. Others expressed this 

issue as: 

 

“The commission and bonus do create some psychological tiredness and this cause me 

to be more easily annoyed, but mainly after work” (Mr. Construction material, 2016-04-

26). 

 

“My health is impacted by the salary system in terms of that I get overloaded with work 

and this this is stressing me a lot” (Mrs. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“I get stressed and partly tired, which have led to a negative attitude towards my work. 

This is mainly during times when there has been a lack of sales, which is mentally 

tough. The stressful environment is created by the budget and I feel that I have not 
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accomplished the work task and the actual sales role that I was hired to do” (Mr. 

Software, 2016-04-21). 

 

“During periods of not getting result in sales I feel frustrated and more easily annoyed. 

This affect my self-esteem, but also I feel a pressure to show results in form of sales to 

the colleagues in senior position” (Mr. Construction material, 2016-04-26). 

 

“The atmosphere at the office become worse and people is more depressed since the 

sales periods is fluctuating month to month, this affected all the sales representatives” 

(Mrs. Book Publisher, 2016-05-03). 

 

In aspects of how the respondents then handle this situation when sales are not going as 

good as expected, they all vary in their answers. Mr. Software claims that he needs to 

operate on a monthly basis, and be able to reset after each month; “Looking ahead 

instead of back is an important attribute to survive as a sales representative” (Mr. 

Software, 2016-04-21). For Mrs. Lifting equipment it is different, the bonus system do 

not affect her work, and she is internally processing this so it do not affect the work. “I 

do not want, and not allowing this to impact me since I am new in the sales job” (Mrs. 

Lifting equipment, 2016-04-22). However, Mr. HR argues that since he had been 

working with this for a long period of time he have learned how to cope with this issue. 

When comparing himself to his younger colleagues he claim; “It can be stressful but I 

feel calmer now compared to when I was new in the profession. And also if I compare 

myself with the younger colleagues who seem to feel that there is more pressure and 

stress due to the salary system”, “Now I do not get impacted as before, I have learned to 

process it and I am still in this profession” (Mr. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

The argument about that it is tough in the beginning of the career within the sales 

profession both Mr. Software and Mrs. HR support this by stating; 

 

“The first 6-7 months of my employment I felt a large pressure to perform, this due to 

the highly set goals together with the variable part of the salary system. There were 

times when I was not able to sleep properly because I was so stressed and anxious” (Mr. 

Software, 2016-04-21). 
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“The first five months of my current position I was thinking of quitting because of the 

salary system, but that idea changed when I realized how much I was starting to earn 

and once I got more confident in my role” (Mrs. HR, 2016-04-27). 

4.2.4 Sales professionals perception about their salary system 

As highlighted in the earlier part of the empirical findings, the respondents have both 

positive and negative views of their financial incentives. However, while discussing 

how a perfect salary system would be designed most of the respondents agree that their 

current salary system is well designed. Some go to the extent and argue that even 

though the current system do not fit perfectly; having a variable part is necessary for the 

sales role. However, all agree that keeping a fixed part is necessary, to have some sort 

of security. Some of the respondents who work within the same industry express that 

since their variable part are divided up into multiple months ahead it creates a secure 

feeling. There is two respondents that clearly explained that in a future employment a 

partly variable salary would not be an option, they would go with a job that had fixed 

salary. Following statements will be demonstrated by quotes from the respondents. 

 

“I like the salary system I have today, if I could chose it would be similar. The choice of 

only having financial incentives salary would not be an option for me”. However she 

also claims “I do not see another incentives as more motivating than the financial 

incentives” (Mrs. Lifting equipment, 2016-04-22). 

 

“I wish for a higher fixed salary than today but still with some part commission.” Even 

though he do not perceive today's system as a good fit for him he do not believe it 

should be changed. “Changing the budget to make them more reachable would not 

make me sell more, instead probably the opposite, and that is not so good for the 

company” (Mr. Software, 2016-04-21). 

 

“I would like a higher part fixed but continuing to have the variable part is important 

too, especially for the sales job. Today I view my salary system as positive due to that 

my two different variable parts complement each other well”. When questioning if he 

would choose to have financial incentive again he answers, “If it would be a sales job it 

would be hard to find a job without any variable part. I believe that a sales professions 

in general need to have some variable part of the salary in order to stay motivated.” 
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However later in the interview he states: “I would prefer a different job where I have 

fixed salary only” (Mr. Construction material, 2016-04-26). 

 

“I have not worked under a salary system using financial incentives before and I would 

not choose it again, I don't think it is anything for me. I would definitely go with a fixed 

salary” (Mrs. Book Publisher, 2016-05-03). 

 

“I really like my salary system today but of course I would like a higher percentage on 

every sale I do. For me the fixed part of the salary works as insurance, which is good. 

The financial incentives make me work harder and I feel a great attitude to it due to that 

I feel it positively rewards me!” (Mrs. HR, 2016-04-27). 

 

“In my current position I had a quick learning curve and managed to increase the 

variable part of the salary quite fast”. Moreover, he continues to state “This salary 

system appeals to me better, then others before. When I have a percentage split over 

several months after the staffing contracts. Earlier I have sold products where I just got 

part of the deal that specific month, which made it a little more stressful to get a sale 

and there were an uncertainty for the near future” (Mr. HR, 2016-04-27). 
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5 ANALYSIS 

In this chapter the empirical findings will be analyzed together with the theoretical 

framework this to reach the purpose of the study. The chapter will be divided into four 

parts; Motivational factors for sales professionals, motivational factors from financial 

incentives, work effort and reward, and stressful environment. 

5.1 MOTIVATIONAL FACTORS FOR SALES PROFESSIONALS 

As stated in the introduction chapter financial incentives has long been utilized to 

increase work performance among employees and has been used by sales organization 

to motivate their sales professionals (Tremblay et al. 2009; Wiley, 1997; Stanton et al. 

1991; Ford et al. 1985; Money and Graham, 1999; Zoltners et al. 2012; Lawler, 2003; 

Wadie and Lanouar, 2012). Not surprisingly, our findings have again confirmed that 

money is not the only factor contributing to the sales professionals’ motivation. There is 

a range of factors mentioned by the sales professionals that contribute to their 

motivation. In this study, there was found similarities but also differences between the 

sales professionals perception of what is contributing to their motivation. Some of the 

respondents highlight financial incentive as motivating, but in connection with other 

factors that contribute to their motivation. This implies that financial incentives are not 

the only key factor to sales professionals’ motivation. Our findings have found other 

non-financial motivation factors; working task, involvement with customers, a chance 

to learn and develop new skills, colleagues and receive praise and appreciation from 

others. This shows that we have found support for some of the motivational factors 

posited by Herzberg (1968). Our findings support Pouliakas and Theodossiou (2012), 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs theory (1943) and Herzberg (1968) that being praised and 

appreciated by others is a motivational factor. Furthermore, the perception of how the 

colleagues and work environment contributing to the motivation, our findings support 

Deci and Ryan (1985) and Maslow's (1943) arguments of relatedness. All mentioned 

factors from our findings suggest that they create motivation for the sales professionals. 
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5.1.1 Income security 

Our findings claim that all respondents want to have some part of their salary fixed. 

This is not a surprisingly discovery since humans seek security and this has long been 

viewed among the basic humans needs (Maslow, 1943). This is emphasized by Maslow 

(1943) and Herzberg (1968) who both argue the importance of safety for individuals in 

order to be motivated. Having thus stated it is possible to understand that the 

respondents seem to believe that the safety the fixed salary provide are important and 

motivating. If this safety does not exist, Jobber and Lee (1994) argue that it will work as 

a demotivator for the sales professional. It seems that the sales professionals in this 

study express more clearly that the financial incentive affects them whereby the fixed 

salary is not clearly viewed as a motivator for them, even though the Maslow and 

Herzberg imply this. However, it seems that the sales professionals view the lack of 

fixed salary more as a demotivator, since they state that they do not want to be without 

fixed salary. Therefore, it is hard to suggest that the fixed salary works as a motivator 

for the sales professionals. 

5.2 MOTIVATIONAL FACTORS FROM FINANCIAL INCENTIVES 

As argued before the incentives are a motivational tool to impact employees work 

performance. All of the sales professionals express positive factors that the financial 

incentives provides for them such as; challenged and developed at work, possibility to 

affect their own salary, flexibility, be paid accordingly to their performance. These 

positive factors we interpret as motivators for the sales professionals. Stanton et al. 

(1991) argue that motivated sales professionals are essential for the organization to 

achieve the goals that have been set. Which then should generally lead to that the sales 

professionals within this study are motivated and will help their organizations to 

achieve their goals? 

 

It is possible to see that the sales professionals in the study do seek to challenge 

themselves and that the financial incentives provide them with the opportunity to do 

this. They are actively seeking for development through the challenges by having the 

financial incentives as a motivator. 
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The self-determination theory is concerning that humans actively and consciously 

seeking to evolve and advance themselves through challenges (Deci and Ryan, 1985). 

This will also move the respondents more towards self-actualization within the 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs, which implies that individuals strive to fulfill one's true 

potential. Both these theories imply for our findings that when the sales professional 

express how the financial incentives are challenging them, it seems that they perceive 

the financial incentive as a source for motivation. 

 

It seems that the sales professionals see the financial incentives as a feedback and 

reward that they are doing a good job. As Vroom (1964) describes it, the individual 

need to see the connection between the work effort and the reward that the outcome will 

bring to be motivated by the incentive. This is also enhanced by Jacobsen and Thorsvik 

(2008) that argue the importance to see the connection between reward and performance 

for the employees. The sales professional see this connection clearly according to the 

findings. They understand that if they increase their work-effort they will be given 

financial incentives. However, we have found that it is not just creating a motivation for 

the sales professionals as Vroom (1964) argue. It seems that financial incentive can 

bring other effects. Even though employee sees the connection in work-effort and the 

reward it can bring. In the following section, this will be further discussed. 

5.3 WORK EFFORT AND REWARD 

Breaking down the three components by Vroom (1964), expectancy, instrumentality, 

and valence can help the study to understand how the sales professionals perceive the 

connection between work-effort and financial incentives. In terms of the expectancy 

(E), the study has found that the sales professionals see the link between that hard work 

gives a specific work result, which Vroom highlight is the key for the motivation. If the 

sales professional does not have expectations what hard work can bring for them, 

Vroom (1964) argue that they probably would be demotivated. The findings imply that 

the sales professionals know that they need to work hard in order to get results. 

 

In aspects of the instrumentality (I) the findings suggest that the sales professionals do 

see the reward of working hard and do see the consequences if they do not. Here Vroom 

(1964) argue that in terms of motivation there must be a connection between work 

results and if they will be rewarded or punished. Knowing the connection does motivate 
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the sales professionals in this study. This we can demonstrate through the positive 

affects financial incentives have for them and since they claim that they will be paid 

accordingly to their performance. “If I’m selling well I should be paid accordingly” 

(Mrs. Lifting equipment, 2016-04-22). To demonstrate this further there is one example 

in the findings where the individual is motivated due to the connection between work 

effort and financial incentive, which in her case result in that her work is taking time 

from her spare time. “There is a negative part that comes with desire to work hard and 

get paid accordingly, it result in that I get overloaded with work which affect my spare 

time” (Mrs. HR, 2016-04-27). Here it is clearly demonstrated that there is understanding 

of the connection and that it can also result in other outcomes, due to that this sale 

professional gets motivated by the connection. 

 

According to our findings, the work results within sales are identified as sales number 

and these are rewarded by financial incentives (Lewin and Sager, 2008). However, there 

is no pronounced punishment from the organization if the sales professionals do not put 

in that extra work effort. But, there is an underlying perception among the sales 

professional that if they do not sell they are perceived, by others, the organization and 

especially by themselves, as not perform the job after what they were hired to do. The 

sales profession includes a competitive environment and the sales professionals cannot 

always impact all outcomes (Lewin and Sager, 2008).  The complexity at the workplace 

and high demands comprise that the sales professionals in this study can devote time 

and work-effort, and if this not create a sale, they are not rewarded. They do not receive 

either result or financial incentives by their work effort. This creates a contradiction, the 

sales professional work hard and are not rewarded, and they can perceive it as a 

punishment since the fixed salary seems not to be enough satisfying. By stating this and 

looking back at Vrooms arguments the sales professional would have low 

instrumentality when not receiving a reward for hard work and this could lead to a 

demotivated sales professional. 

 

For the last component by Vroom (1964) valence (V), the variable that explains that the 

individual need to see the reward or punishment as essential. This will increase the 

motivation and if the individual does not see the reward or punishment as essential it 

will lead to a demotivated individual (Vroom, 1964). In the findings, it seems that the 

respondents who perceive the reward (financial incentives) as attracting to them, do 
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express that they are motivated due to the financial incentive. Meanwhile, the findings 

also point out that if a sales professional do not see the reward as attracting it do not 

create motivation to the same extent. “I have not worked under a salary system using 

financial incentives before and I would not choose it again, I don't think it is anything 

for me. I would definitely go with a fixed salary” (Mrs. Book Publisher, 2016-05-03). 

By this, our findings confirm the aspects of valence to motivate or demotivate sales 

professionals. 

 

The question that arises by this finding is who is more or less attracted to financial 

incentives and does the personality play a role? Pouliakas and Theodossiou (2012) 

highlight that further research should be conducted among individuals that have a 

financial incentive to investigate what the role of personality and satisfaction have on 

motivation. Which this study is prepared to agree on. It seems that the satisfaction and 

personality might have an impact on the sales professional view of financial incentives 

in this study. Gneezy et al. (2011), Lopez et al. (2006) and Lazear (2000) argued that 

one form of incentive can be more effective on different types of individuals which this 

study findings have the tendency to confirm. 

5.4 STRESSFUL ENVIRONMENT 

As argued before, the environment of the sales professions can be tough (Snow et al. 

2003; Lewin and Sager, 2008). The sales professionals have expressed concerns about 

how the financial incentive affects them. Even though they mention different factors, all 

of the findings do have common ground, concerning pressure and stress. The 

participants who are new in the sales profession seems to express the pressure and stress 

more as a demotivator connected with the financial incentive then the ones that have 

been within the profession longer. “The first five months of my current position I was 

thinking of quitting because of the salary system, but that idea changed when I realized 

how much I was starting to earn and once I got more confident in my role” (Mrs. HR, 

2016-04-27). One respondent argues that he have learned to handle the pressure over the 

years working as a sales professional.  “It can be stressful but I feel calmer now 

compared to when I was new in the profession. And also if I compare myself with the 

younger colleagues who seem to feel that there is more pressure and stress due to the 

salary system”, “Now I do not get impacted as before, I have learned to process it and I 

am still in this profession” (Mr. HR, 2016-04-27). Flaherty and Pappas (2002) argue 
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that individuals in their early stage of the employment or career prefer fixed salary 

instead of incentive pay, which have shown to impact job satisfaction. According to our 

findings, it seems that it is hard in the beginning of an employment to handle the 

financial incentive and the pressure this creates, and not due to the fact that a fixed 

salary would be preferable. As Mr. Construction material describes it, “I would like a 

higher part fixed but continuing to have the variable part is important too, especially for 

the sales job”. However, it seems to be more manageable to handle the financial 

incentive when the sales professionals have adapted in the sales environment. 

 

It seems that stress and pressure are big factors for sales professionals were financial 

incentives seems to contribute to this. As mentioned earlier, financial incentives can 

bring other effects. The findings mainly suggest that the feeling of stress and pressure 

increases when the sales numbers are not reaching the desirable level. The pressure and 

stress spur out from the financial incentive, and is one factor that creates the 

demotivation according to our findings. Contemporary research has found the damaging 

linkage between work-related stress and workers’ well-being due to the changing 

business environment (Daniels and Harris, 2005; Keaveney and Nelson, 1993; Moore 

and Mellor, 2003). We can indicate that all sales professionals within this study 

experience and perceive stress. It could be further argued whether or not this stress is 

chronic in their current situation. However, we still want to demonstrate that the sales 

profession has a stressful environment. Several of the sale professionals within our 

study express how the stress has affected their self-esteem, tiredness, sleeping and even 

to the extent; wanting to quit the job. If these chronically stressful environments appear 

for individuals, they must find ways to cope with the stress (Keaveney and Nelson, 

1993). This led us to argue that we see a connection with Keaveney and Nelson (1993) 

arguments. Our findings imply that in some way the sales professionals have learned to 

cope with the stress, this we can state due to that they still are in the profession. 

However, we have not investigated how they have managed this aspect. However, there 

are several risks for sales professionals to be in certain chronic stress situations and not 

being able to cope with it, this can result in burnout (Sand and Miyazaki, 2000). As 

discussed earlier the sales professionals do agree on working hard to receive financial 

incentives. By working hard and increasing work hours the sales burnout has according 

to Lewin and Sager (2008) become a major concern today among sales organizations. 

Additionally, Jobber and Lee (1994) argue that increased working hours work as a 
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demotivator for sales professionals. We want to argue that burnout is a potential risk for 

the sales professionals, this risk could be reduced depending on how good they 

themselves manage to cope with the stress. Thereby prevent them to become 

demotivated. None of the sales professionals has expressed that the organization in 

some way are helping them to handle the stress. This implies that the responsibility 

relies on the individual’s capacity of how to cope. This we can also state due to that 

they claim that it is not the salary system with financial incentives that is wrong. They 

all agree upon that there must or should be financial incentives for a sales professional 

in order to feel and stay motivated. The individuals have developed some kind of bias 

towards the profession and if they do not like it, it is because they are not the right type 

of person for the job.  “If it would be a sales job it would be hard to find a job without 

any variable part. I believe that a sales professions in general need to have some 

variable part of the salary in order to stay motivated.”  (Mr. Construction material, 

2016-04-26). With all arguments stated concerning stress, we want to highlight that it 

will in some way affect the sales professionals motivation. 

 

The motivation relies within the individual according to Deci et al. (1991) who argues 

that the power of motivation relies within the individual's self-regulation. An example 

of this is intrinsic motivation, where individuals are said to act with a sense of free will 

and the experience of choice. This led to that the individual being in control of its own 

destiny (Deci and Ryan, 1985). The behaviors and actions are performed to the internal 

desire without any external factors affecting this (Grant, 2008). By understanding this, 

we want to argue the possibility that the sales professionals who have learned to cope 

with the stress have some kind of control over their motivation as suggested by several 

authors. The bottom line is that if the sales professionals managed to cope with the 

stress the financial incentive will work as a motivator, and if not, it will work as a 

demotivator. If they have managed to control their motivation by self-regulation, this 

can lead to outcomes such as persistence, productivity, and performance (Grant, 2008). 
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6 CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this chapter the conclusion of the study will be presented in order to fulfill the 

purpose; to explore and describe sales professionals’ perceptions regarding financial 

incentives and their motivation in a business-to-business context. This will be followed 

by the managerial implications and further research. Finally, the limitations of the 

study will be presented. 

 

Not surprisingly, our findings also confirm that money is not the only factor motivating 

sales professionals. It exists other non-financial factors that contribute to the motivation; 

working task, involvement with customers, chance to learn and develop new skills, 

colleagues and receive praise and appreciation from others. These factors have from 

earlier research been confirmed as motivational as in this study. Income security, as in 

fixed salary, for the sales professional, is important. However, it is not perceived as a 

motivator unless there is a lack of this income security, where it becomes a 

demotivation. We can therefore not conclude that the fixed salary works as a motivator.  

 

The financial incentives seem to challenge the sales professionals and thereby increase 

their motivation. Together with this, the sales professional perceive the financial 

incentive as a form of feedback. The sales professionals do understand the connection 

between work effort and reward, which is crucial for the motivation. However, all of the 

sales professionals do not see the reward as attractive and are therefore not motivated by 

the financial incentive. Thereby the connection between work effort and reward loses its 

purpose to motivate.  

 

Hard work as sales professionals do not always pay off, the financial incentive could 

then turn to a demotivator. In the same time, the sales professionals want to be paid 

accordingly to their performance, which our findings suggest affects their motivation. 

The sales professionals have the perception that what others, the organization and 

especially themselves perceive them, in the working role is important. It seems that the 

personality among the sales professionals could have an impact on their perception of 

the financial incentive and how it may affect their motivation.  
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A regular day for the sales professionals comprises a stressful environment with 

pressure and stress. By our findings, we can conclude that individuals new in the sales 

professions seem to have difficulties coping with the stressful environment, compared 

to individuals that have been longer within the profession. The pressure and stress seem 

to be increased by the financial incentive. This shows that financial incentive not only 

has a positive impact on the motivation, it could become a demotivation factor for the 

sales professionals. The stress could affect their well-being and health, and if the stress 

is chronic, and not coped with, it could lead to burnout. This risk could be reduced 

depending on how good the sales professional is to manage the stress. We have found 

that the responsibility for this rely within the individual. Having financial incentives are 

according to our findings essential for the sales profession so that the sales professionals 

feel and stay motivated. Their perception is that, it is not the financial incentives fault 

that this stress occurs. It seems to be placed on the individual not handling the situation 

and not being the right man for the job. So, stress affects the motivation, however, it lies 

on the individual power to tackle this issue. If they can cope with the stress the financial 

incentive will work as a motivator. 

 

6.1 PRACTICAL AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

This study contributes to a deeper understanding of how the financial incentive and 

motivation is perceived by sales professionals. We also believe that our study can help 

other sales professionals or individuals who are or considering working within the sales 

profession. 

 

Sales organizations need to be aware that financial incentives may affect individuals in 

different ways. It is not clear that the financial incentives only bring motivation. If not 

the financial incentive is leading to motivation there will be a risk for demotivation, 

which can result in lower performance from the sales professionals. As result the 

organizations tactic of increasing performance by financial incentives will be useless.  

 

This implies that the sale organization needs resources to understand whom and what 

the potential sales professionals is motivated of, and how the work environment is 

perceived. By understanding how its current sales professionals perceive the work 

environment, the organization will have the possibility to tackle issues. By this, the 



  

 

51 

organization could minimize the risk of affecting the wellbeing of the workers and 

getting demotivated employees. As earlier research and our findings suggests there is an 

issue within the sales professions environment, stress, that can have big consequences 

on employees’ well-being and motivation.  

 

Therefore, the human resources department should pay attention when hiring new sales 

professionals. They should have a tool in the hiring process to try to ensure that the 

person in question can manage the environment and the demonstrated factors the 

financial incentive can bring. If hiring a person not handling this situation it will lead to 

unnecessary expenses for the company and the well-being of an individual. 

 

By our conclusion, we have shown that in the beginning of an employment for sales 

professionals are tough, mainly due to the stress and pressure they experience. So before 

deciding on working as a sale professional, the individual need to ask himself or herself, 

if they can handle the stress and pressure that the profession provides. It relies on the 

individual to handle the stress and pressure since our findings have not identified any 

support by the companies concerning this issue. 

 

We believe that it is the sales organization's responsibility to find a solution that can 

minimize the risk of affecting the sales professionals’ health. This is also essential due 

to their business objectives, to ensure that the financial incentives are giving the 

desirable effect. Thus, this will hopefully lead to motivation as well as business 

performance. 

6.2 LIMITATIONS 

Throughout the process, there have been some constraints that have affected the study. 

The main constraint was time, both regarding the overall research process but also the 

conducted interviews. If the time frame for the study had been greater the ability to 

gather more data from a bigger sample size would be possible. It would also have been 

possible to conduct longer and deeper interviews. If more time was available both from 

the interviewers and interviewees perspective there would had been possible to gather 

even more in-depth data. The interview guide could have included more concepts within 

motivation and financial incentives in order to receive even more perceptions from the 

sales professionals within the studied phenomena. However, also here the time 



  

 

52 

constraint had an impact on the possibility to accomplish this. All these constraints had 

a possible impact on the conclusion.  

 

As discussed in the quality criteria chapter, the researchers have been aware of that the 

characteristics of a qualitative approach include getting access to meaning and in-depth 

understanding. The authors have tried to be as objective as possible, however, of course 

how the authors have interpreted the data could be different if another researcher would 

interpret the same data. 

6.3 FURTHER RESEARCH 

By conducting this study, the authors suggest further research that would be interesting 

to take a closer look at. This study has investigated financial incentive and motivation 

from the sales professional's point of view. There are other standpoints to take in this, 

such as the managers, the organizations, and the customers. It would be interesting to 

investigate the organization view, to understand their strategy of utilizing financial 

incentives and how they perceive it is working as a motivation for their employees. By 

comparing the managers and the sales professionals’ perceptions regarding the financial 

incentive and how they view it differently would be interesting to investigate. 

Furthermore, by looking at the customer's point of view it could be possible to 

understand how the customer interaction is undertaken depending if the sales 

professional does have a financial incentive or not. Conducting this study on sales 

professionals that have the same design on their salary system, preferably from the same 

organization can also do further research. This would provide a more detailed 

understanding of the financial incentives and the impact on motivation within one 

specific case, where it also might be possible to see the different perception depending 

on personality. 

 

As brought up earlier in this study, it could be that the personality of the sales 

professionals does play a role in how they perceive financial incentive and the 

motivation. This would be an excellent further research to provide another perspective 

for financial incentive and motivation. What kind of personality is optimal for sales 

professional to be motivated by financial incentive and what personality would have 

difficulties in this profession are questions to think about. 
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A concern that has aroused is if the financial incentives can lead to unethical behavior 

among sales professionals. Does the financial incentive affect the sales professionals’ 

behavior? Can it also depend on the personality? It would also be interesting to 

investigate how financial incentives is used in other countries and regions; do they 

perceive it as a source of motivation? 

 

The stressful environment that sales professional perceive which this study highlight 

creates a concern of how the organizations handle this. How are the organizations 

supporting their sales professionals concerning the stress they perceive? Why are 

individuals leaving the sales profession, is it because the organization have not enough 

support or is it the individual that do not have the ability to cope? 
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8 APPENDICES 

 

8.1 APPENDIX 1 - INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

Preliminary questions: Background of participant 

- Age? 

- Could you describe your professional background? 

(Previous work? How long have you worked in your current position?)     

- In which industry are you working today? Do you sell a service or product? 

Theme 1: Motivation 

1. What motivates you to go to work every morning? 

2. What factors motivate you at work? 

3. How do you feel that your current salary system motivates you to do your work? 

4. Would you say that you experience your commission as motivating? 

·        Can you explain how you feel? 

5. Do you see any other kind of reward that you think would be more motivating for 

you personally? Why?)                

6. How do you think the commission affect your work? 

7. Do you feel that the commission challenges you in your work? 

·        Does it help you to develop? 

8. If the work is not going as well as usual (the commission is linked to performance) 

for some time, what emotions do you get?) 

·        How do you feel for your commission? 

9. Would you say that you prioritize tasks that are linked to a reward and postpones 

unrewarded duties?  

 

Theme 2: Financial incentive 

10. How are your salary structured? What is your salary based on? 

11. How is the commission structured/based on? 

·        Group/individual commissions 

·        Some other bonuses? 



  

 

II 

12. What do you think about the commission system you have today? (General opinion, 

positive or negative?) 

13. Have you had a commission based salary system in a previous job? And if so, how 

was it designed? 

·        Yes: Comparing with the previous commission, which appeals to you most / 

least, why? 

·        No: Would you choose the commission salary again on a new job, why / why 

not? 

14 a. How do you think the commission affect you? (General view) 

14 b. What is your perception of working with a commission salary system? (Feeling) 

14 c. Have you experienced that the commission affects your health? 

15.  If you would construct your own payroll system, what would it look like? 

·        Do you want a variable part? If so, how much variable / fixed? 

 

 


