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[bookmark: _Toc117769255]Introduction 
 
Thomas et al (2001) state the selling movement concerning the progress for enduring consumer-supplier relations is now branded as a contemporary marketing model, labelled "relationship marketing" (Kotler, 1991, Christy et al, 1996) Furthermore, Singh and Koshy (2011) state that customer orientation (CO) is a dominant concept in the sales and marketing literature. Sales professionals (SP) remain a vital ingredient in the realisation of the new marketing paradigm. A SP’s CO is an essential component to the impact and degree to which relationships progress with consumers (Williams and Attaway 1996). Subsequently, it is imperative to quantify and comprehend the CO of a SP’s. 

Dramatic increases in healthcare expenditures have led to a substantial number of regulatory interventions in the markets for devices over the last few years (Schreyögg, et al, 2009).  The change in the selling environment has resulted in a complex selling environment, which leads into a set of negotiations, especially in business to business (B2B) sales.  There have been several studies that have looked at important antecedents of sales performance, especially CO selling (Boles et al, 2001; Singh and Koshy, 2011; Hoffman and Ingram, 1991). CO was first presented by Saxe and Weitz (1982) over 30 years ago to offer an alternative approach to the traditional high-pressure approach to sales. Saxe and Weitz (1982) suggest that CO is related to a SP’s “concern for others” and “need satisfaction/problem solution selling approaches”. On the contrary, selling orientation (SO) denotes a ‘concern for self’ and is exhibited with assertive sales activities that possibly result in immediate sales at the sacrifice of consumer satisfaction (Saxe and Weitz, 1982).  The selling orientation – customer orientation (SOCO) scale was established to evaluate the degree in which SP’s engage in CO selling (Saxe and Weitz, 1982).  
[bookmark: _Toc117769256]Aims and Objectives

[bookmark: _Hlk117162131][bookmark: bbb0330]The purpose of the proposed research is to strengthen the validity and reliability of the SOCO scale and explore whether CO creates value and has a positive impact on sales performance in the medical device industry within the UK. Additionally, the purpose is to see what is the most prevalent style of selling in the medical device industry.  There is no empirical data that could be found on CO in the medical device industry in the UK.  Academics have for some time been intent on understanding the impact and governance of the connection between SOCO and job performance (Boles et al, 2001; Siguaw and Honeycutt, 1995). This research aims to contribute to the antecedent studies with the finding of a substantially compelling association between SOCO and SP job performance.  The selling environment has changed considerably since the SOCO scale was introduced in 1982, (Weitz and Bradford, 1999) whereas its conceptualization has not, so testing this theory in a different context will further validate or disprove the assumptions of CO.  However, is CO as a behavior universally applicable? Or do context factors depend on whether it is effective or not?  Testing the theory in a different setting offers a greater contextual application, reducing context and situational arguments when applying CO.  The limited attention given to the question of context is alarming, as there is a good probability that the usefulness of CO behaviors depends on many factors such as sellers, product/services, buying environment and the type of relationship (relational or non-relational) both parties are aiming for (Viio, 2011).  For example, customers believe the stakes to be higher for more critical/complex goods/services and the customers’ information requirements are crucial and are more than likely to put increased value on CO SP behaviors (such as adapting a sales presentation to their needs) than customers purchasing products not perceived as important (Bloch and Richins, p72, 1983).  Additionally, Palmatier, Dant, Grewal and Evans (2006) state that there is still more to be understood around whether B2B SP’s actually create value in their relationship with customers and this research will hopefully address this by interviewing the customers. Additionally, the exploration of contexts in a medical device industry perspective will provide insight and help recognise where a human touch is required and allocate resources more efficiently. Moreover, it will provide an understanding of why buyers choose their preferred suppliers, when many suppliers offerings are very similar in terms of quality, price and service, presenting little differentiation

The proposed research will contribute to the understanding of why customers potentially defect. There has been a longstanding desire by sales managers and organizations to understand what relationship value constructs, act as predictors of good sales performance.  The greater the understanding and ability to identify additional useful predictors could prove helpful in recruiting, educating and managing SP’s (Frank and Park, 2006). Additionally, this research has a personal connection to the researcher as they are a SP for a medical device supplier and completing this research will only benefit the researcher.
[bookmark: _Toc117769257]Literature Review

What is Value? The popular concept of relationship value (Payne and Holt, 1999) focuses on products, delivery, service, and interactions, as key dimensions (Ulaga, 2003; Walter, Ritter and Gemünden, 2001), ignoring the SP’s CO actions that may have a bearing on value creation. Value is a subjectively perceived notion and different customers perceive value in different ways and is the result of a cognitive comparison process between perceived benefits and sacrifices (Eggert and Ulaga, p110, 2002).

[bookmark: bb0120][bookmark: bb0245]What is a relationship? At the very least a relationship involves interaction over time. If a customer makes a one-off transaction, like buying a Television from a retail store, most of us wouldn’t call this a relationship.  A relationship is composed of a series of interactive episodes between dyadic parties over time (Buttle and Maklan, 2015).  Episodes are time bound (they have a beginning and an end) and are identifiable; you can put names to the episodes. Within a supplier–customer relationship it is often possible to identify several discrete episodes, such as making a purchase, enquiring about a product, making a sales call, negotiating terms, dealing with a complaint, training, resolving an invoicing dispute and playing a round of golf (Buttle and Maklan, p25, 2015).  So, is there a need for relationships in the sales process? Chang (2022) provides a thought-provoking example stating that business to business (B2B) buyers with transactional requirements are capable of being supplied proficiently by artificial intelligence (AI) SP’s. However, B2B purchasers who explore complex consumer solutions in place of standardized products necessitate a SP in a consultative position with complete understanding, creativity, intuition and empathetic aptitude are expected to manage buyers’ needs more effectively (Huang and Rust, 2018 and Singh et al, 2019). This would suggest that a relationship that provides value is essential as there is an element of personalisation and solution finding in B2B settings. Dorsch et al (1998) state that aside from performance-based criteria companies choose suppliers with whom they have high quality relationships suggesting that investments in relationship management results in preferred supplier status. Schwepker (p151, 2003) asserts that developing a CO stategy delivered by SP’s may be vital to developing long-term buyer-seller relationships.

[bookmark: bbb0005][bookmark: bbb0340][bookmark: bbb0060]Jaramillo and Grisaffe (2009) say that SP’s who are CO participate in actions that customers hold in high esteem, such as listening to customer feedback and resolving customer difficulties. Part of the relationship process is the ability to listen and Itani et al (p120, 2019) state that listening is deemed an essential skill for SP’s to possess and when it is utilised successfully, the outcome is more trusting relations with customers, loyalty and better customer satisfaction and superior SP performance (Aggarwal, Castleberry, Ridnour and Shepherd, 2005; Pelham and Kravitz, 2008). Sales research indicates that listening is a significant factor of SP performance (Aggarwal et al, 2005; Castleberry and Shepherd, 1993).  What is listening and how to define it? Many definitions consistently define listening as a multi-dimensional process involving intellects, emotions and responses both verbal and non-verbal (Gearhart and Bodie, 2011).  Stating this research is imperative as a CO strategy requires strong relational foundations and there needs to be an understanding of how to establish strong relationships and the ability to listen has been evidenced as essential to the relationship building process (Itani et al, 2019). The CO approach puts great emphasis on long-term customer satisfaction in place of short-term sales targets (Frank and Park, p693, 2006). The SOCO scale measures these characteristics by evaluating the SP’s ability to help customers assess those needs, offer products that satisfy their needs, adapt sales presentations to match customer interests, avoid deceptive or manipulative tactics and avoid the use of high pressure selling (Jaramillo et al, p303, 2007). These factors are likely to result in improved SP job performance. 

The terms retention marketing and zero defection emphasize the relationship to existing customers. Zero defection means a defect-free relationship, reducing the loss of customers to zero (Gummesson, p47, 2011).  Gummesson (p47, 2011) state that the zero-defection strategy focuses on customers not leaving as a result of disinterest from the supplier, late delivery, sloppy service or wrong pricing.  This would suggest that poor relationship management would have a negative impact on sales performance. 

Overall, empirical results signify a convincing connection between customer opinions of SP’s CO and satisfaction, trust, and SP relationship development (Stock and Hoyer, 2005; Williams and Attaway, 1996). Frank and Park (2006) assert that the benefits of CO selling must be evaluated against the expenditure of resources such as the SP’s time consumed recognising customer issues and solutions, conceivably reducing margins or amplified service costs as a result of pleasing customers and missed sales opportunities that perhaps could have been exploited with more hard lined sales methods. Time requirements associated with CO could impinge on financial SP’s performance since they are linked with significant opportunity costs. SP’s aspiring to grow their
CO must alter the manner in which they organise their schedule. CO requires SP’s to devote additional resource per client, subsequently reducing the overall number of buyers they can interact with. Consequently, amplifying CO entails transferring resources from gaining new custom to retaining custom, which does not guarantee enhanced SP (Reinartz et al, 2005). Additionally, SP’s need to spend comparatively more time acquiring information and adjusting their proposal and less on SO techniques, such as encouraging and promoting (Weitz and Bradford, 1999).

A meta-analysis of CO conducted by Frank and park (2006) found that CO selling does not always lead to sales or additional outcomes that sales managers appreciate, since its influences on manager-rated and objective performance are not significant. SP’s may believe that CO selling has long-term payoffs, even if their short-term outcomes are not identified by managers or indicated in objective sales measures.  Furthermore, the outlays of executing CO selling may be higher than SP’s appreciate.   Boles et al (2001) deduced that SO is not necessarily harmful to enhancing customer value (CO-component) since customers envisage a certain amount of “selling” from a SP as this is the nature of the role. Goff et al (1997) proposed that the result of SOCO on job performance is superior when the relations between the SP and the purchaser are cooperative and consultative in nature. 

The following key words were used in the electronic search: Saxe and Weitz, sales orientation, customer orientation, SOCO, medical device sales, relationship sales and relational sales.
[bookmark: _Toc117769258]Key Questions

1. Is CO positively related to sales performance? If so, how powerful is this relationship?
2. What are the essential relational qualities that customers require/seek?
3. Does CO affect customer defection?
4. What are the main reasons for customer defection? 
5. Does SO have a negative impact on sales performance?

[bookmark: _Toc117769259]Hypothesis 

The proposed hypothesis is as followed:
H1 - The buying environment affects the degree of CO – CO has a bigger impact in B2B rather than B2C.  Medical device industry is B2B and CO will be the prominent sales style.
H2 - The greater the complexity of product or service the more beneficial CO will be.
H3 - CO increases customer retention 
H4 - CO improves sales performance 
H5 - CO results in preferred supplier status, when there is little differentiation between suppliers
H6 - Ability to listen improves CO 
H7 - SO has a negative relationship in a medical device context
[bookmark: _Toc117769260]Philosophical Statement 

Ontology is a philosophical belief system about the nature of the social world comprising of all we are able to understand regarding this reality and the way in which we can do so. In their model description, Lincoln and Guba (1998, p201) described the ontological question as: “What is the form and nature of reality and therefore, what is there that can be known about it?”.  A person’s ontological belief system tells equally our understanding of societal influences and similarly, what and how we are able to learn about it (cited in Leavy, 2014).  Social researchers are faced with the ontological question of whether reality is external to the individual (objective) or whether it is the result of individual consciences (subjective).  It is the researcher’s belief that knowledge is acquired and understood in a subjective manner. A viewpoint that will be considered during the research. If deciding between objective and subjective, my viewpoint lies closer towards subjectivity. However, when describing my efforts to construct this research, it is not the researcher’s intent to blindly disregard objectivism.  With this in mind, the less stringent philosophical approach of interpretivism will be utilised which holds a subjectivist position that views reality as socially constructed (Viio, 2011).   The interpretivist belief approach established in disciplinary contexts in the social sciences, gives emphasis to individuals’ personal knowledge and experiences, which are substantiated in social–historical settings (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011). This worldview proposes that we as individuals are functionally involved in forming and rebuilding meanings via our everyday exchanges, frequently denoted as the social construction of reality Leavy (p168, 2017).  

Epistemology is a philosophical belief system about how research proceeds and what counts as knowledge (Leavy, 2014).  The researcher’s epistemological stance is with the constructivism belief, which asserts that knowledge is socially constructed. It is the researcher’s belief that individual knowledge is acquired as a result of the social actors and our interactions with them and that the mind forms its own limitations of knowledge. 
[bookmark: _Toc117769261]Methods

The main purpose of the literature review was to categorise concept domains and produce research matter for fresh measures (mediators/variables) to assess the legitimacy of existing measures in new contexts.  The scale will be adapting and extending the works of Saxe and Weitz (1982); Frank and Park (2006) and Wachner et al, (2009) testing for a SP’s selling orientation and if it contributes to sales performance and customers potentially defecting in a medical device sales setting. The original scale consists of twenty-four statements that describe ways in which a salesperson might act with a customer or prospect customer. SP’s were asked to indicate the proportion of time they acted in the manner described by each item, using a nine-point Likert response scale ranging from one (never) to nine (always).  A number of studies (Periatt, LeMay and Chakrabarty, 2004; Thomas, Soutar and Ryan, 2001) have adopted the use of a condensed SOCO scale, which resulted in reduced respondent fatigue, without negatively impacting validity or reliability.  A reduced scale will be utilised for this research (Appendix A). Additionally, the SP’s personal rating of their SO may not be the sole fundamental factor that impacts relationship management with clients. The success of relationship management may be influenced by a customer’s opinion of SP’s. Therefore, interview questions (Appendix B) will be constructed to gain further insight into customers perspectives. Interview questions will be pretested with a manager and two SP’s from the researcher’s organisation to help ensure the questions are relevant and the wording adjusted accordingly ensuring the best possible data is attained by having well formulated and understood questions.

A mixed method research (MMR) approach was selected, gathering and integrating quantitative (scaled survey’s and sales volumes) and qualitative (semi-structured interview) data, providing greater comprehension of the research question being investigated. Cresswell (p83, 2015) state that qualitative findings can be applied to further support the quantitative findings of a study, which is why this method was proposed.  Semi-structured interviews will be used as the research involves several explorative mediators/variables. However, the semi-structured interviews are deductive and inductive as the research is testing an existing scale and shedding new light into the supplier-buyer relationship, especially around customer retention and what a customer perceives as added value.  Interviews will be conducted one participant at a time. The research design rationale has been chosen to allow participants the opportunity to provide their own narrative, providing extended and thorough answers if they decide. As opposed to answering questions with predefined responses such as yes/no or true/false (Leavy, p139, 2017).  Additionally, the semi-structured decision was chosen to allow some flexibility, but also provide some structure in recognition of the researchers lack of experience conducting such research. This research sits between deduction and abduction as the aim is to validate extant research that CO improves sales performance in B2B sales, but also examine how the qualitative data supports existing theory.

In relational sales situations, sales figures may not be an adequate presentation of the relationship between CO and sales performance, as it overlooks the potential benefits of long-term customer outcome satisfaction (Hunter and Perreault, 2007).  For this reaffirms the need for a mixed methods approach that will utilise both objective and subjective data collection and analysis. Data will include percentage of sales quota achieved as the measurement of performance as well as self-assessed sales representatives’ performance as used in research by Homberg et al (p70, 2011) (Appendix C) and will be analysed against degree of CO, to see if there are any trends.  CO will be established via the SOCO scale, which is supported by (Leavy, 2017).  Proposed SOCO scale can be seen in appendix (appendix A).  Additionally, years of experience will be requested as part of survey to see if there is any trends or value to be added by acquiring this data. 
[bookmark: _Toc117769262]Sample

Emerging studies indicate a continued problem that has impeded sales research, from previous and contemporary research, is the use of single firm samples, resulting in an inability to generalise the results, which restricts the interpretation and application of conclusions related with research performed in this method (Williams and Plouffe, 2007).  For this reason, heterogeneous samples will be taken from multiple firms offering a greater variety of inputs and allowing for generalizations of results within medical device industry. There are more than 3,700 companies in the medical technology industry (IQVIA, 2022).  As sample pool is considerably large, the main hurdle is the willingness to participate.
Samples will be taken from:
· Sales Professionals 
· Customers (Consultants)
The sampling method will be purposive sampling (Terrel, 2016) necessitating working in the medical device industry as the defined criterion.  Participants will be selected by researching contact details from company websites or LinkedIn or any other available network resources available. 
Sample size will aim to interview six consultants. Sample size for surveys will aim for 50 sales representatives, 10 from five different companies. The aim is to survey four different medical device companies gaining greater insight and strengthen applicability of research findings.  Consultants will be randomly selected by picking six consultants from at least three different locations reducing any cultural bias.  Consultants will be chosen as the customer as they interact the most with sales representatives and their regular face to face interactions will have the greatest input regarding the research hypothesis.  All participants will be UK based and will be English speaking.  The participants will ideally be within an 80-mile radius of Cardiff for researcher convenience.  
[bookmark: _Toc117769263]Data collection

Invites to participate in research will be sent out electronically with a cover letter and all research participants will be required to sign and return informed consent forms.  Consent received via e-mail will be acceptable.  The researcher will drive to research participants locations ensuring participant convenience and familiarity. Interviews will be recorded using audio recording device with the participants consent and will be kept in a password protected file ensuring participants data is protected.  A copy of the interview transcripts will be sent to each participant for appraisal and authentication of the process (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p.328). Surveys will be sent out electronically and responses will be stored in a password protected file. For anonymity and confidentiality, all participants will be given a number. 
[bookmark: _Toc117769264]Results

The aim is to use thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews to investigate the research subject by developing and hopefully reinforcing existing theoretical works put forward by Saxe and Weitz (1982) Frank and Park and Wachner et al (2009). The semi-structured interviews will be transferred into written transcripts.  Thematic analysis will be used to align with the approach described in Braun and Clarke (2012), where coding was performed inductively while also acknowledging the deductive use of existing theoretical frameworks. The hypothesis section and existing theoretical works will be used to populate a theme list to help with coding (CO, SO, listening, Value etc). Coding will be done manually as to not miss out on nuances and latent meanings, which computed aided coding may miss (Leavy, 2017).

For the SOCO scale a correlational analysis will be used to uncover patterns in SO or CO of the respondents with sales performance and experience. Analysis will test for SO and CO loading and will provide a mean score analysis for both variables. 
[bookmark: _Toc117769265]Timeline

Invites will be sent February 2023 electronically.  A reminder will be sent out 2 weeks later to remind invitees if response rate is below 60% acceptance in each of the three categories.  Data collection will be conducted over an 8-week period, due to the researcher’s full-time working commitments. The aim is to finish research in the following 4 months post data collection. 
[bookmark: _Toc117769266]Costs

There will be minimal costs associated with this research.  Consent and questionnaires can be sent digitally reducing the need for any paper and postage costs. The main costs associated will be the fuel for travelling to interview participants. 
[bookmark: _Toc117769267]Future Research

Chein (2021) says that today’s AI platforms eradicate the grind of relationship intelligence, unearthing suitable prospective customers sooner, gifting SP’s additional time to devote to customer’s needs. Moreover, gaining an understanding of the effects of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in building and sustaining relationships is something to consider given that 85% of executives stated that they propose to incorporate AI -related sales technologies into their businesses soon (Accenture, 2017).  Arli et al (2018) states that AI can produce and sustain a coherent buying experience through all exchanges, but additionally adapts the selling process to each purchaser and responds swiftly to new and innovative products or strategies. Furthermore, researching how AI can be leveraged for relational selling and the effects of AI in building and sustaining relationships is a topic to be explored.
Relationships in medical device sales were predominantly developed in face to face. However, in recent years protocols have dramatically reduced the amount of physical interaction between SP’s and healthcare professionals. Training sessions over lunch to describe the newest technology to healthcare professionals and assisting surgeons with medical devices in the theatre, typically a well-established method to reinforce relationships, steering the way to prospective business.
When the pandemic struck, it sent out shockwaves affecting the way SP conducted their business, with infection control procedures putting a halt to face to face visits. Though face to face interactions have been re-established, admittance is more constrained than previously. The change in status quo for SP’s has resulted in a hybrid approach with an emphasis on digital contact.  Johnson and Evers (2020) assert that companies need a mix of commercial models to meet new customer preferences and respond to restrictions on access to physicians.  Johnson and Evers (2020) conducted research to find out surgeons’ preferences on how they like to interact.  The study found that 75% of physicians that participated preferred in-person visits prior to Covid-19. However, 47% now prefer virtual exchanges or less-frequent visits. Looking at how augmented and or virtual reality and other digital innovations may impact or influence the way in which SP’s conduct their business in future is definitely something to be explored. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
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Appendix A
SOCO scale adapted from Saxe and Weitz (1982) and Thomas et al. (2001):
Customer orientation
· I try to figure out what the customer needs are.
· A good employee has to have the customer's best interest in mind
· I try to bring a customer with a problem together with a product/service that helps solve that problem
· I offer the product/service that is best suited for the customer's problem
· I try to find out what kind of products/services will be most helpful to a customer
Sales orientation
· I try to sell as much as I can rather than to satisfy a customer
· It is necessary to stretch the truth in describing a product to a customer
· I try to sell a customer all I can convince them to buy, even if I think it is more than a wise customer would buy
· I paint too rosy a picture of my product/service to make them sound as good as possible
· I decide what product/service to offer on the basis of what I can convince customers to accept, not on the basis of what will satisfy them in the long run.

Appendix B
Example Potential Interview Questions For Customers
1. Do you think your sales representative is CO? regardless of answer, ask if you trust your sales representative?
2. What are the reasons why you choose a certain supplier when product/service offerings are hard to distinguish?
3. What are possible reasons why you would change supplier?
4. Is supplier-buyer relationship management important to you?  Follow this with why?
5. Describe your relationship with your sales representatives?
6. Describe whether you feel your sales representatives focus is short term or long term?
7. How often do you do repeat business with your sales representative?
8. Elaborate on whether you feel your relationship with your sales representative is relational or non-relational?
9. Do your SP’s listen to your feedback and seek to solve your problems or are they harder lined in their sales approach and more direct?
10. Is your sales representative reliable?
11. How accessible is your sales representative?
12. What are the things you like and dislike from the SP?
13. Could you please explain whether you feel your SP’s are more concerned about themselves or about the customers? 
Appendix C
Salesperson Performance (Salespeople) (Homberg et al (2011)
Seven-point scale: “much worse” to “much better”
How do you evaluate your sales performance in comparison with your colleagues, based on:
• On the achieved sales in the last 12 months?
• On the achieved orders in the last 12 months? 
• On the achieved total contribution margin in the last 12 months?
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