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Are your international salespeople culturally intelligent? The influence of cultural 

intelligence on adaptive selling behavior with B2B customers 

Abstract 

Purpose – This study aims to investigate cultural intelligence (CQ) as an antecedent of adaptive 

selling behavior (ASB) and cultural distance and intrinsic motivation as moderators in this 

relationship. 

Design/methodology/approach – This research builds on a survey to 310 US-based 

international sales executives (ISE) and multiple regression analysis to test the hypotheses. 

Findings – The results show that CQ has a significant positive relationship with ASB, both as an 

aggregate construct and through its metacognitive, motivational, and behavioral facets. Also, 

intrinsic motivation moderates such relationship, whereas cultural distance does not. 

Practical implications – The findings of this research suggest that supplier companies involved 

in international selling should consider the cultural intelligence of their salespeople for selection, 

training, and coaching. 

Research limitations/implications – The study includes only a sample of US-based 

international salespeople in the B2B context, which limits the generalizability of the findings to 

salespeople from other countries or contexts.  

Originality/value – This study makes an important contribution to the literature on both ASB 

and CQ by expanding the knowledge on how to manage international salespeople effectively, 

considering the conditions under which CQ effects are expected and how these vary in this 

context. 
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Introduction

Globalization and communication technologies have fostered the development of commercial 

relationships between companies from different countries, with an increase in cross-cultural 

interactions (Ivanova-Gongne, 2015; Lee and Sukoco, 2010; Murphy et al., 2020) ; yet, many of 

these encounters are not successful (Bartel-Radic and Giannelloni, 2017). This brings new 

challenges to companies in terms of adapting to different cultures, countries, and people 

(Ployhart and Weekley, 2015). Executives increasingly interact with those of different cultures 

(Ivanova-Gongne and Torkkeli, 2018) and cross-cultural competences are needed to sell 

effectively; in practice, however, these are rarely incorporated in selection and development 

programs for international sales executives (ISEs) (Hansen et al., 2011). Likewise, from a sales 

management perspective, supplier companies competing internationally are more likely to 

succeed if they are able and willing to adapt their selling approach to the customers’ culture 

(Panagopoulus et al., 2011; Pornpitakpan, 2003). A clear understanding of the other side’s 

culture affect the strategy to be used when negotiating international agreements (Brett, 2017).  

In a literature review on international sales and sales management research, Schrock et al., 

(2018) identified adaptive selling as a topic of growing importance in the post-2000 period, 

relative to the pre-2000 period, highlighting the need for salespeople to adapt the communication 

to customers from different countries and cultural backgrounds. So far, the literature on sales 

management has identified several antecedents of adaptive selling behavior (ASB) (Weitz et al., 

1986), such as salespeople’s demographics, experience, customer orientation, cognitive styles, 

motivation, empathy, traits, skills and abilities, as well as thought self-leadership strategies 

(Alnakhli et al., 2020; Giacobbe et al., 2006; Harindranath et al., 2019; Jaramillo et al., 2007; 



Levy and Sharma, 1994; Limbu et al., 2016; Park and Holloway, 2003). However, our 

knowledge of why some salespeople are more effective than others in adapting their sales 

approach in cross-cultural settings is incomplete (Charoensukmongkol, 2020; Delpechitre and 

Baker, 2017; Pandey and Charoensukmongkol, 2019). Cultural intelligence (CQ) (Ang and Van 

Dyne, 2008; Earley and Ang, 2003), defined as “an individual’s capability to function and 

manage effectively in culturally diverse settings” (Ang and Van Dyne, 2008, p.3) may contribute 

to answering such question. However, research on CQ has mostly focused on other contexts, like 

international students or expatriate executives, but not on sales executives (e.g., Engle and 

Crowne, 2014; Holtbrugge and Engelhard, 2015; Lin, et al., 2012; Malek and Budhwar, 2013). 

As Hansen et al. (2011, p. 243) indicate, “…our understanding of the means through which 

cross-cultural sales relationships are best managed is limited”. 

This research examines international sales executives’ CQ as an antecedent of ASB, and 

cultural distance and intrinsic motivation as moderating factors of this relationship. Thus, we 

respond to the need to understand the conditions under which CQ effects are expected and how 

these vary (Ott and Michailova, 2018). The study contributes to existing knowledge on 

international sales in business markets by extending the research on the antecedents of ASB, 

showing CQ as a significant predictor of ASB. Also, we discuss human resource implications for 

sales management involved in international business in terms of selection, training, and 

management of ISEs. 

Theoretical background  

Adaptive selling behavior and its antecedents 



Adaptive selling behavior (ASB) is defined as ‘the altering of sales behavior during a customer 

interaction or across customer interactions based on perceived information about the nature of 

the selling situation’ (Weitz et al., 1986, p. 175). By adapting their sales approach, salespeople 

have the opportunity to see a customer’s reaction and respond to it, increasing the effectiveness 

of the sales effort (Spiro and Weitz, 1990; Weitz et al., 1986; Weitz, 1981). ASB has been found 

to be an important predictor of sales performance (Boorom et al., 1998; Franke and Park, 2006; 

Román and Iacobucci, 2010), and its relevance may be even greater in the international context 

where personal differences are likely to be more pronounced. 

Previous literature reveals some interesting findings about the antecedents of ASB. In 

terms of the demographic characteristics of salespeople, and contrary to researchers’ 

expectations, age, gender, and education do not appear to have a relevant direct influence on 

ASB (Dion et al., 1997; Franke and Park, 2006; Siguaw and Honeycutt, 1995). However, there is 

some evidence of interaction effects among demographic variables; for example, gender 

differences in ASB exist, but only in young salespeople, and formal education may affect ASB 

only among older sales executives (Levy and Sharma, 1994).  

Scholars have also analyzed the role of sales experience in affecting ASB, expecting that 

by gaining experience, salespeople will be exposed to a wider variety of selling situations, and 

will develop a repertoire of selling strategies (Franke and Park, 2006). In fact, a majority of 

studies has shown a positive relationship between sales experience and ASB (e.g. Giacobbe et 

al., 2006; Franke and Park, 2006; Levy and Sharma, 1994; Robinson et al., 2002; Shoemaker 

and Johlke, 2002). In addition, customer orientation appears to be a significant predictor of ASB 

(Harindranath et al., 2019). 



Another stream of research has looked at salespeople’s traits, skills, and abilities, as 

antecedents of ASB. Boorom et al. (1998) found that interaction involvement is positively 

related to ASB, whereas communication apprehension is negatively related to adaptive selling. 

Giacobbe et al. (2006) showed that both the ability to monitor the selling situation and the ability 

to modify self-behaviors and strategies were related to the intention to practice adaptive selling 

in non-structured selling settings. Simintiras et al. (2013) found that selling skills have a positive 

impact on the practice of adaptive selling, whereas Singh et al. (2017) showed that self-efficacy 

was a meaningful predictor of ASB. These results complement research that has found ASB to 

be positively related to androgyny, empathy, self-monitoring, and thought self-leadership 

strategies (Alnakhli et al., 2020; Eppler et al., 1998; Limbu et al., 2016; Spiro and Weitz, 1990). 

Furthermore, intrinsic motivation has been found to be a relevant determinant of ASB (Jaramillo 

et al., 2007; Román and Iacobucci, 2010; Spiro and Weitz, 1990).  

Cultural intelligence 

Cultural intelligence (CQ) has been conceptualized as an individual’s capability to function and 

manage effectively in cross-cultural contexts, and it constitutes a type of intelligence which is 

different from cognitive, emotional, or social intelligence (Ang and Van Dyne, 2008; Earley, 

2002; Earley and Ang, 2003). CQ is a culture-general and not culture-specific competence, as it 

offers a range of skills that are applicable to a broad variety of cultural contexts (Reiche et al., 

2015). CQ has become an increasingly relevant aspect of intelligence due to globalization (Ott 

and Michailova, 2018; Van Dyne et al., 2009), and it is considered a distinctive type of cultural 

competence precisely because it is theoretically grounded in the framework of multiple 

intelligences (Adair et al., 2013). 



Cultural intelligence is composed of four facets: cognitive, metacognitive, motivational, 

and behavioral (Ang et al., 2007). Cognitive CQ is the level of acquired cultural knowledge, in 

terms of norms, beliefs, facts, practices, and conventions in different cultures, which has been 

acquired from educational and personal experiences (Ang and Van Dyne, 2008; Bandura, 1999). 

Metacognitive CQ refers to mental processes used by individuals to acquire and understand 

cultural knowledge, sometimes by questioning their cultural assumptions and adjusting their 

mental models accordingly (Ang and Van Dyne, 2008; Earley, 2002). It is the capacity of 

individuals to adapt and adjust their strategies to be culturally appropriate and to achieve desired 

outcomes in cross-cultural encounters. Motivational CQ is the motivation to engage in culturally 

diverse relationships. It reflects the individuals’ interest in learning and functioning in cross-

cultural situations (Crowne, 2006) and triggers the effort to functioning in novel cultural settings 

and helps individuals to overcome problems such as hostility or incomprehension (Ang and Van 

Dyne, 2008; Earley and Mosakowski, 2004). Finally, behavioral CQ is the capability to exhibit 

appropriate verbal and nonverbal actions in cross-cultural interactions. It reflects the ability to 

acquire or adapt behaviors to a new culture or to a specific cultural interaction, which may 

include not displaying certain behaviors when it is necessary or adequate (Ang and Van Dyne, 

2008; Crowne, 2006; Earley, 2002).  

The four facets of CQ are qualitatively different and may or may not correlate with each 

other (Earley and Ang, 2003). For example, an individual may be knowledgeable about a 

specific culture, but may lack the ability to act upon this knowledge; or be motivated to engage 

in cross-cultural interaction, but may be unable to act in a way that leads to effective behavior. 

Therefore, it is reasonable to evaluate cultural intelligence not only as an aggregate construct, but 



also through its facets (Ang et al., 2007). We follow this approach in the development of the 

hypotheses. 

Conceptual model and hypotheses  

Figure 1 shows the conceptual model.  Cultural intelligence is hypothesized to positively 

influence adaptive seling behavior, both as an aggregate construct and in its facets. Additionally, 

we expect cultural distance and intrinsic motivation to positively moderate the CQ-ASB 

relationship. 

Figure 1 Conceptual model 

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 

Cultural intelligence as an antecedent of adaptive selling behavior 

CQ as an aggregate construct. We expect CQ to facilitate ASB in an international, cross-cultural 

context. Ang et al. (2007) found that individuals with higher CQ are able to make more accurate 

cultural judgments and show greater interactional adjustment than those with lower CQ. 

Likewise, Brett (2017) argue that culturally intelligent people respect cultural differences and 

should be able to manage them. Similarly, previous research has found that expatriates with 

higher CQ experienced greater cross-cultural adjustment than those with lower CQ (Lin et al. 

2012; Malek and Budhwar, 2013; Templer et al., 2006).  

This ample evidence about the relationship between CQ and cultural adaptation supports 

the idea of CQ positively affecting ASB in the international selling context. Hansen et al. (2011) 

argue that salespeople high in CQ would be more effective when facing international customers 



due to their better adaptation to their customers’ cultural backgrounds, and define cultural 

adaptation (p. 245) as “one type of adaptive selling behavior”, related to situations where 

salespeople modify their behaviors according to their customers’ cultural setting. Moreover, in 

the context of  Thai international salespeople, Charoensukmongkol (2020) finds a positive 

relationship between CQ and adaptive selling behaviors. Hence, we contend: 

H1: Cultural intelligence is positively related to adaptive selling behavior. 

CQ as a construct of four facets. It might be that in different contexts, the relative importance of 

each CQ facet differs, and so there is a need to investigate ‘where specific dimensions of CQ 

have special relevance to different outcomes’ (Ang et al., 2007, p. 364).

Cognitive CQ – the level of acquired cultural knowledge – should inform ISEs about the 

key elements of a sales approach that need to be modified, in response to the customer’s culture. 

Earley and Mosakowski (2004, p. 141) refer to it as the ‘head’, representing the rote learning 

about the beliefs, customs, and taboos of foreign cultures. The authors suggest that it would be 

unrealistic to expect customers to provide this information, either because of a reticence to 

explaining themselves to strangers or due to a lack of practice in looking at their own culture 

analytically. In the context of sales negotiations, Brett (2017) indicates that understanding the 

main characteristics of a culture can guide sales executives in what is normative, which 

facilitates the adaptation of the sales approach. Therefore, having high levels of cognitive CQ 

should guide ISEs to recognize specific elements of the customer’s culture and act accordingly. 

Wiseman et al. (1989) argue that cultural knowledge reduces the risk of misunderstandings with 

people from a different culture, and increases intercultural competency. Then, we propose: 



H2a: Cognitive CQ is positively related to adaptive selling behavior. 

Metacognitive CQ – the mental processes used by individuals to acquire and understand cultural 

knowledge – should facilitate ISEs’ adaptive selling behavior. Individuals high in metacognitive 

CQ acquire cultural information and adjust their mental models effectively, both before and 

during interactions (Ang and Van Dyne, 2008; Brislin et al., 2006; Triandis, 2006). It can be 

thought of as a strategy of learning how to learn skills (Earley and Peterson, 2004), and ‘thinking 

about thinking, comprising the processes of monitoring and adjusting one’s thoughts and 

strategies as one learns new skills’ (Chua et al., 2012, p. 117). Thus, a salesperson high in 

metacognitive CQ will probably incorporate new information effectively during a sales 

encounter, and adjust their sales approach accordingly. Therefore, we posit: 

H2b: Metacognitive CQ is positively related to adaptive selling behavior. 

Motivational CQ – the motivation to engage in cross-cultural interactions – is expected to 

enhance the extent to which ISEs adapt the selling approach to a specific customer in a cross-

cultural setting. ASB requires the motivation to act upon the specific aspects of a selling situation 

and/or customer, which in our context means adjusting the selling approach to cultural 

differences. The willingness to apply one’s capabilities, plus the attention and energy toward 

learning about functioning in a cross-cultural context, are critical (Earley and Ang, 2003; 

Johnson et al., 2006). Motivational CQ captures a self-efficacy belief in the ability to function in 

cross-cultural environments, as well as the intrinsic motivation to do so (Chen et al., 2012; 



Magnusson et al., 2013), which should increase the likelihood of initiating and maintaining an 

effort towards interacting with customers from a different culture and actively seeking cross-

cultural experiences (Ng et al., 2009). This is consistent with previous research that has found a 

positive association between motivational CQ and different forms of cultural adaptation, such as 

cooperative behavior in intercultural negotiations (Imai and Gelfand, 2010) or sociocultural 

adaptation (Ward et al., 2009). Consequently, we hypothesize: 

H2c: Motivational CQ is positively related to adaptive selling behavior. 

Behavioral CQ – the capability to exhibit appropriate verbal and nonverbal actions in cross-

cultural interactions – is likely to promote ASB in a international selling context. By exhibiting 

the appropriate actions, such as the words used during an interaction with a customer, the tone, 

the gestures, facial expressions and body language, ISEs are more likely to gain acceptance from 

potential customers, and develop interpersonal relationships (Ang et al., 2007; Lin et al., 2012). 

ISEs may have the cultural knowledge and the motivation to participate in cross-cultural context, 

but they could be ineffective in adapting their sales approach if they make behavioral mistakes 

when facing customers from other cultures (c.f. Haslberger et al., 2013). Formally, we posit: 

H2d: Behavioral CQ is positively related to adaptive selling behavior. 

The moderating effects of cultural distance and intrinsic motivation in the CQ-ASB 

relationship 



Ott and Michailova (2018) have expressed the need for research that considers contextual and 

individual differences as moderators in the relationship between CQ and adjustment, to 

comprehend its boundaries. This study explores cultural distance (a contextual difference) and 

intrinsic motivation (an individual difference) as moderators in the CQ-ASB relationship. 

Cultural distance. This concept refers to the differences between host and home countries in 

cultural aspects such as values, norms, beliefs, traditions, economic and political systems 

(Hofstede, 1980; Shao et al., 2020; Shenkar, 2001) and appears as a crucial variable to 

understand how difficult adaptation in some contexts could be.   

Cultural distance has been explored as a moderator of the relationship between CQ and 

adjustment, mainly in the context of expatriate executives and related to general adjustment 

and/or work-related adjustment (Chen et al., 2010; Zhang, 2012). However, in the case of 

international B2B selling, there is no evidence of whether cultural distance affects the CQ-ASB 

relationship or not. This issue is critical to inform sales managers in supplier companies on how 

to assign sales executives to international customers. 

Several authors have established that CQ is more relevant for adaptation when the cultural 

distance is larger (Kim et al., 2008; Pandey and Charoensukmongkol, 2019; Varela and Gatlin-

Watts, 2014). In those situations, a salesperson with high CQ should better adapt to new 

situations, revising his/her preconceived notions, assimilating new ones, and behaving 

adequately (Varela and Gatlin-Watts, 2014). In countries that are culturally closer, he/she can 

apply strategies similar to those utilized in his/her home country and obtain good results, because 

it is easier to understand and anticipate customers’ behaviors, making their CQ less relevant 

(Pandey and Charoensukmongkol, 2019). Based on this, we propose: 



H3: Cultural distance positively moderates the relationship between CQ and adaptive selling 

behavior. 

Intrinsic motivation. In a sales context, people with high intrinsic motivation prefer rewards that 

are intrinsically appealing, such as pride, enjoyment and personal satisfaction, in contrast to 

those which leads to some external consequences (Román and Iacobucci, 2010). Previous 

research has found that intrinsic motivation positively influences adaptive selling (Bande et al., 

2016; Jaramillo et al., 2007; Román and Iacobucci, 2010; Spiro and Weitz, 1990). Similarly, 

Kimura et al. (2019) found that intrinsic motivation helps salespeople to concentrate their 

general skills in reaching their goals, showing more adaptive behaviors. 

Intrinsic motivation has also been associated with CQ. Holtbrugge and Engelhard (2015) 

showed that, while studying abroad, intrinsically motivated people tend to develop their CQ 

more than those extrinsically motivated. The desire for studying abroad and interacting with 

individuals from other cultures play an important role in adapting better and faster to the host 

country because intrinsically motivated people get involved more actively in learning about the 

host culture. Additionally, in the context of religious expatriates, Presbitero (2017) found that 

intrinsic motivation moderated the relationship between CQ and the individuals’ psychological 

and sociocultural adaptation. Despite this evidence, intrinsic motivation has not been tested as a 

possible moderator in the CQ-ASB relationship. Therefore, we posit, 

H4: Intrinsic motivation positively moderates the relationship between CQ and adaptive selling 

behavior. 



Research methodology 

Sample and data collection 

The target population for this study is defined as international sales executives (ISEs), and more 

precisely, international business travelers working in sales (Collings et al., 2007), who travel 

from their home country to serve their customers at a different country, for short periods of time. 

The sample frame was obtained from a database of U.S. salespeople who served 

international customers. The identified potential respondents were contacted by e-mail and 

invited to complete an online survey. We obtained a sample of 310 ISEs (all U.S. Citizens), 

representing 32 different industries and traveling to 82 countries. They ranged in age from 18 to 

75 (mean: 34.6, s.d.: 13.04), most of them were male (64.2%, versus 35.8% female), and 82.6% 

had completed undergraduate or graduate studies.

The response rate for the survey was 36.9%. We tested for the likelihood of non-response 

bias by following the extrapolation technique by Armstrong and Overton (1977). We split the 

total sample into two groups: participants who completed the survey before the second wave of 

invitations, and who did it after that. Using a t-test, we compared the mean responses on each 

variable; the results revealed no significant differences between the two groups, leading us to 

conclude that respondents did not differ from non-respondents. 

We tested for common method variance (CMV) by conducting a Harman one-factor test 

(Podsakoff et al., 2003) with all the items of CQ, ASB, intrinsic motivation, ethnocentrism, and 

role ambiguity. It was found that the first factor accounted for 35.89% of the total variance; thus, 

common method bias does not seem to affect the validity of the results. In addition, following the 

reccomendations of Aaker et al. (2010) regarding questionnaire design, the categories in multiple 



scales were displayed in a random way, and the question order was pre-tested to prevent order 

bias. 

Control variables 

Based on previous literature, we included some control variables. Ethnocentrism is a tendency of 

people to see their own group as superior (Neuliep and McCroskey, 1997; Siamagka and 

Balabanis, 2015), and it is possible that executives who are highly ethnocentric will show lower 

levels of ASB. Role ambiguity has been shown to be negatively associated with ASB (Román 

and Iacobucci, 2010). International experience has been associated with higher levels of CQ 

(Engle and Crowne, 2014) and could be positively related to ASB. Finally, sales experience, age, 

and gender have also been studied as potential antecedents of ASB (Franke and Park, 2006; Levy 

and Sharma, 1994; Shoemaker and Johlke, 2002; Siguaw and Honeycutt, 1995). 

Measurement of the constructs 

Adaptive selling behavior was measured with the ADAPTS-SV 5-item, 7-point scale by 

Robinson et al. (2002). Cultural intelligence was measured using the CQS scale, a 20-item, 7-

Point scale by Van Dyne et al. (2008). Intrinsic motivation was measured using the 4-item scale 

by Román and Iacobucci (2010). Cultural distance was measured using the Kogut and Singh 

(1988) index, which is based on four of Hofstede’s national culture dimensions (individualism, 

masculinity, power distance, and uncertainty avoidance). Ethnocentrism was measured using a 

10-item, 5-point scale, adapted from the GENE scale (Neuliep and McCroskey, 1997). Role 

ambiguity was measured with the 4-item scale by Román and Iacobucci (2010). International 

experience was measured as the number of countries a salesperson has lived in and/or visited 



(Crowne, 2006; Engle and Crowne, 2014). Sales experience was measured by the total number 

of years working in sales (Levy and Sharma, 1994; Giacobbe et al., 2006). Age (specifically, 

year of birth) and gender were asked to participants directly in the survey. 

Previous to testing the hypotheses, we checked the psychometric properties of the 

constructs and the adequacy of the measures. For each construct, we calculated Cronbach’s alpha 

reliability indices: all of them were above the 0.7 threshold proposed by Nunnally and Bernstein 

(1994). In addition, all measures showed composite reliability values above the value of 0.7 

recommended by Hair et al. (1998). A complete list of the scales used for the variables, the 

Cronbach’s alphas, and the items’ loadings are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 Measures for the constructs, coefficient alpha, and item loadings

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

We then evaluated convergent and discriminant validity (Table 2). The constructs showed 

average variance extracted (AVE) values higher than 0.5 and composite reliability values higher 

than AVE, showing adequate convergent validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Hair et al., 1998). 

Discriminant validity was evaluated comparing AVE with squared correlations between latent 

variables. We found that there is discriminant validity between every pair of constructs, except 

among CQ facets; however, these variables are conceptualized as expected to be correlated (Ang 

et al., 2007; Ward et al., 2009). 

Table 2 Average variance extracted (AVE), composite reliability, and squared correlations 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 



Model estimation 

To test the hypotheses, we conducted OLS multiple regression analysis, with ASB as the 

dependent variable. We ran four models: the first two with aggregate CQ and the moderator 

effects as independent variables, and the other two with the four facets of CQ (metacognitive, 

cognitive, motivational, and behavioral) and the moderator effects as independent variables. All 

models included the control variables. We used robust standard errors to correct for 

heteroscedasticity; all the other assumptions for OLS regression were also met. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

Table 3 shows the mean and standard deviation for each variable and the correlations between 

every pair of variables. In the case of the correlations between gender (dichotomous variable) 

and the rest of variables (all continuous), we computed a point-biserial correlation, which is a 

special case of the Pearson correlation. We find that within the CQ facets, motivational CQ 

shows the highest mean, followed by metacognitive CQ, and behavioral CQ; cognitive CQ has 

the lowest mean and the highest standard deviation. As expected, we find that the facets of CQ 

are significantly correlated but distinct; the only exception is cognitive versus metacognitive CQ 

with a correlation of .81. 

Table 3 Means, standard deviations, and correlations 

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 



Hypotheses testing 

CQ as an aggregate construct and moderating effects (models 1 and 2). Hypothesis 1, which 

anticipated a positive association between CQ and ASB, is supported before ( = 0.417; p < 

0.01) and after introducing moderators ( = 0.950; p < 0.01). Hypothesis 3, which stated a 

moderating effect of cultural distance in the relationship between CQ and ASB is not supported 

( = -0.018; p > 0.05). Finally, Hypothesis 4, which stated a moderating effect of intrinsic 

motivation in the relationship between CQ and ASB is partially supported ( = -0.081; p < 0.05). 

In fact, there is an effect, but in the opposite direction relative to our expectation. 

Regarding the control variables, we find in both models the following to be significant 

predictors of ASB: ethnocentrism, international experience, and role ambiguity. In contrast, sales 

experience, age, and gender are not significant. Figure 2 shows the results for model 2. 

Figure 2: Results for regression model 2 

INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE

CQ in its facets and moderating effects (models 3 and 4). In this case, due to having more 

complex models (facets and eight interaction effects), we controlled for multicollinearity, 

following the procedure described by Balli and Sørensen (2013). 

Hypothesis 2a, which anticipated a positive association between cognitive CQ and ASB, is 

not supported (Model 3:  = -0.047; p > 0.05; Model 4:  = -0.039; p > 0.05). Hypothesis 2b, 

which suggested a positive relationship between metacognitive CQ and ASB, is supported before 

( = 0.183; p < 0.05) and after introducing moderators ( = 0.167; p < 0.05). Hypothesis 2c, 

which predicted a positive association between motivational CQ and ASB, is supported (Model 



3:  = 0.150; p < 0.05; Model 4:  = 0.143; p < 0.05). Finally, hypothesis 2d, which expected a 

positive association between behavioral CQ and ASB, is also supported (Model 3:  = 0.150; p < 

0.05; Model 4:  = 0.154; p < 0.05).  

Regarding the moderating effects, hypotheses 3 and 4 are not supported by model 4, which 

is not consistent with model 2. A possible explanation is that the presence of 20 regressors 

(model 4) instead of 11 (model 2) decreases too much the ratio sample size to regressors, and 

makes the moderating effects become not significant (Sekaran and Bougie, 2016).  

With respect to control variables, we find ethnocentrism, role ambiguity, and international 

experience to be significantly associated with ASB, while sales experience, age, and gender are 

not. Figure 3 shows the results for model 4. 

Figure 3: Results for regression model 4 

INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE 

Table 4 shows the results of the regression analysis for the four models. 

Table 4 Regression models: Antecedents of adaptive selling behavior 

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE 

Discussion 

Theoretical contribution 



This research contributes to the literature on sales management in an increasingly crucial topic - 

international business-to-business relationships (Jukka et al., 2017) – while responding to a call 

for conceptual development on the role of culture in individual encounters (Ivanova-Gongne, 

2015). We extent existing knowledge on the antecedents of ASB, a key predictor of sales 

performance, by examining the role of cultural intelligence (CQ) as a critical competence for 

international sales executives. Salespeople increasingly face the challenge of dealing with 

customers from different cultures; however, supplier companies rarely consider cultural 

competencies such as CQ when hiring or training international sales executives. Based on this 

research, sales managers should be encouraged to assess the CQ of candidates to or executives in 

international sales positions to increase ASB by making the right decisions on salespeople’s 

hiring, allocation to customers and markets, and training, among other applications of CQ 

assessments.  

This study also extends existing research on CQ by showing its relevance on a different 

context relative to the dominant one, which so far has mostly been the cultural adjustment of 

expatriates. We focus on a specific category of cross-cultural salesperson, which is the 

international business traveler (IBT) for short periods of time; this represents a very unexplored 

context in CQ research in spite of its practical relevance. International business travelers in sales 

positions are commonly engaged in relationships with customers from different countries, and 

thus having country-specific cultural knowledge becomes less useful (Earley & Peterson, 2004). 

We build on the work by Hansen et al. (2011), which highlights the potential relevance of CQ as 

a driver of cultural adaptation in selling but does not test empirically how CQ and its facets may 

influence ASB or under which conditions this could be more relevant. A major finding of our 

study is that CQ, as an aggregate construct, is positively related to ASB in international selling, 



which advances our knowledge on the antecedents of ASB in a cross-cultural context. Therefore, 

this research provides additional evidence of the importance of CQ generally, and specifically in 

the context of IBTs in sales positions.  

A third contribution relates to understanding the importance of the facets of CQ. 

Specifically, we find metacognitive CQ to be the most important predictor of ASB, followed by 

motivational CQ and behavioral CQ. Contrary to our expectations, cognitive CQ does not appear 

to have a statistically significant relationship with ASB. The latter may be explained, at least in 

part, by how selling is done, and the profile of ISEs. It might be that ISEs, compared to 

expatriates and immigrants – which have been the unit of analysis in most of previous research – 

vary less in their cognitive CQ scores. ISEs may have relatively similar job demands that are less 

likely to extend to the whole complexity of living and working in a country for a long time 

(Baruch et al., 2013). This result challenges the underlying assumptions around cultural 

intelligence in that all facets are important for the success of globally mobile workers and, 

therefore, supports the idea that cultural adjustment research needs to factor in the different 

dimensions of adjustment, as well as the roles and job profiles of international executives 

(Haslberger et al., 2013). Notwithstanding, as we have only looked at CQ of ISEs, these potential 

longer-term adjustment implications remain as speculations. As mentioned before, metacognitive 

CQ does predict adaptive selling behavior; this suggests that the way salespeople use cultural 

knowledge is more important than the cultural knowledge itself. In addition, motivational CQ 

and behavioral CQ appear to be very relevant predictors of ASB. 

In contrast to previous research, our results show that cultural distance does not play a 

significant role in the relationship between CQ and ASB. Given the task similarity explored 

above, it might be that the cultural distances described in culture studies (e.g. Hofstede, 1980) 



are simply too broad in capturing the nuances of the specific context (McSweeney, 2002). 

Nevertheless, intrinsic motivation does play an important moderating role in this context. When 

intrinsic motivation is high, the strength of the CQ-ASB relationship is reduced, which indicates 

that intrinsic motivation helps salespeople compensate a low CQ in order to adapt the selling 

approach. 

Managerial implications 

The findings of this research suggest that supplier companies involved in international selling 

should consider the cultural intelligence of their salespeople, for selection, training, and 

coaching. As a multidimensional competence, with cognitive, motivational and behavioral 

components, CQ becomes actionable from both a didactic (provision of factual information) and 

an experiential (learning how to learn) perspective (Reiche et al., 2015).  

First, it is advisable to factor CQ into the selection for international sales positions. 

Candidates with higher CQ levels should adapt more effectively to customers’ needs and 

contexts, and consequently perform better. In this sense, candidates may be asked to complete a 

questionnaire with the CQ scales developed by Van Dyne et al. (2008) or CQ facets could be 

included as part of stages of an assessment center in the selection process, such as interviews, 

role-plays, simulations, or group discussions. For example, a simulation exercise could be to 

present sales executives a set of cultural situations when visiting an international customer, to 

then assess the executives’ perceptions and reactions, and the extent to which they would adapt 

the selling approach. 

Furthermore, the four facets of CQ should be considered relevant components of ISE 

training programs as these elements can be developed (Johnson et al., 2006). These facets may or 



may not be correlated; therefore, some salespeople may have high levels of some CQ 

dimensions, but require some training to increase the levels of other ones. For instance, given 

that adequate behavior lies at the heart of cross-cultural interaction, behavioral CQ is highly 

important to build rapport and to construct and maintain a successful relationship (Nickels et al., 

1983; Simintiras and Thomas, 1998). Thus, some ISEs may require training in behavior-shaping 

techniques (Luthans and Kreitner, 1985), for example, through role-playing on cultural dynamics 

to learn what to expect and how to behave in sales meetings. Likewise, ISEs could be trained 

using self-learning videos that showcase social norms and people’s behavior in different 

situations of interpersonal interaction. 

Since motivational CQ is a relevant determinant of adaptive behavior, supplier companies 

involved in international selling should proactively seek that aspect in their selection processes, 

and develop training programs that encourage the motivation to interact across cultures. Earley 

and Peterson (2004) propose some guidelines to increase motivational CQ through training 

programs training programs that develop self-efficacy in interacting with people from other 

cultures. In this respect, ISEs could be exposed to a series of intercultural interactions in a 

controlled classroom setting, starting with short and simple tasks; as they build confidence, 

greater complexity coud be added until an adequate level of self-efficacy is achieved. 

Finally, high levels of metacognitive CQ are likely to increase adaptive selling behavior. 

Therefore, ISEs’ cross-cultural training should challenge the participants’ cultural assumptions 

and mental models (Ang and Van Dyne, 2008; Dickmann and Baruch, 2011) and experiment 

with nationally diverse management actions and mindsets (Hamlin et al., 2006). Such initiatives 

should foster metacognitive CQ, and may be implemented in workshops, where ISEs are 



exposed to diverse cultural settings that characterize some of the customers’ countries of origin, 

to then apply and adjust their cultural knowledge. 

Limitations and future research 

This research has some limitations. First, the study includes only a sample of US-based 

international salespeople working in the B2B context, which limits the generalizability of the 

findings to salespeople from other countries or in other contexts. Second, although our model 

controls for several variables that have been found in previous research to be related to ASB, 

there are some other possible antecedents related to cognitive styles (e.g. intuiting versus 

sensing, or thinking versus feeling) or to competences and traits (e.g. interaction involvement, or 

communication apprehension) that we were not able to include in this study.  

One fruitful area for future research would be to investigate CQ of ISEs from other regions 

of the world, such as Europe, Asia, or Latin America. It could be that cognitive CQ becomes a 

significant predictor of ASB, or cultural distance has a significant moderating role in the CQ-

ASB relationship, in countries from different regions of the world. Another venue for further 

research would be to look, in the same model, at the influence of CQ on sales performance 

through ASB, to explore whether the positive ASB-performance relationship, that has been well 

established in the literature, is reduced or not when CQ directly influences sales performance. 

Finally, future research could study other cross-cultural competences as antecedents of ASB, 

such as cultural agility or global mindset.  
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Table 1 Measures for the constructs, coefficient alpha, and item loadings

Variable, coefficient alpha, and items Loading 

Cultural Intelligence (aggregate); alpha = .96

Cognitive CQ; alpha = .91

1. I know the legal and economic systems of other cultures. .799 

2. I know the rules (e.g. vocabulary, grammar) of other languages.  .758 

3. I know the cultural values and religious beliefs of other cultures. .806 

4. I know the marriage systems of other cultures. .785 

5. I know the arts and crafts of other cultures. .831 

6. I know the rules for expressing non-verbal behaviors in other cultures. .833 

Metacognitive CQ; alpha = .89

1. I am conscious of the cultural knowledge I use when interacting with people with 

different cultural backgrounds.  
.825 

2. I adjust my cultural knowledge as I interact with people from a culture that is 

unfamiliar to me. 
.803 

3. I am conscious of the cultural knowledge I apply to cross-cultural interactions. .816 

4. I check the accuracy of my cultural knowledge as I interact with people from 

different cultures. 
.827 

Motivational CQ; alpha = .89

1. I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures. .732 

2. I am confident that I can socialize with locals in a culture that is unfamiliar to me. .783 

3. I am sure I can deal with the stresses of adjusting to a culture that is new to me. .839 

4. I enjoy living in cultures that are unfamiliar to me.   .775 

5. I am confident that I can get used to the shopping conditions in a different culture. .853 

Behavioral CQ; alpha = .91

1. I change my verbal behavior (e.g. accent, tone) when a cross-cultural interaction 

requires it. 
.782 

2. I use pause and silence differently to suit different cross-cultural situations. .833 

3. I vary the rate of my speaking when a cross-cultural situation requires it. .776 

4. I change my non-verbal behavior when a cross-cultural situation requires it. .872 

5. I alter my facial expressions when a cross-cultural interaction requires it. .817 



Variable, coefficient alpha, and items Loading 

Adaptive Selling Behavior; alpha = .91

1. When I feel that my sales approach is not working, I can easily change to another 

approach. 
.778 

2. I like to experiment with different sales approaches. .835 

3. I am very flexible in the selling approach I use.  .889 

4. I can easily use a wide variety of selling approaches. .849 

5. I try to understand how one customer differs from another.  .740 

Intrinsic Motivation; alpha = .81

1. Trying to sell to new customers is funny for me. .841 

2. Getting new customers is a challenge and a stimulant thing.  .753 

3. For me it is a challenge to find the way to sell the product to the customer.  .582 

4. I feel pretty good when I make a sale. .775 

Role Ambiguity; alpha = .89

1. I have clear, planned goals and objectives for my job. (R)  .862 

2. I know I have divided my time properly while performing the tasks connected with 

my job. (R) 
.869 

3. I know what my responsibilities are in my job. (R)  .806 

4. I receive clear explanations of what has to be done in my job. (R)  .727 

Ethnocentrism; alpha = .97

1. Other cultures should try to be more like my culture.  .782 

2. I am not interested in the values and customs of other cultures. .799 

3. Most people from other cultures just do not know what is good for them. .915 

4. I have little respect for the values and customs of other cultures. .898 

5. Most people would be happier if they lived like people in my culture. .824 

6. Lifestyles in other cultures are not as valid as those in my culture.  .890 

7. I do not cooperate with people who are different.  .923 

8. I do not trust people who are different.  .916 

9. I dislike interacting with people from different cultures. .893 

10.Other cultures are smart to look up to our culture.  .810 



Table 2 Average variance extracted (AVE), composite reliability, and squared correlations

Variable 
Composite 

reliability
AVE Squared correlations 

CCQ MCCQ MCQ BCQ ETHN RA IM ASB 

Cognitive_CQ (CCQ) 0.915 0.644 - 

Metacognitive_CQ (MCCQ) 0.890 0.699 0.809 - 

Motivational_CQ (MCQ) 0.896 0.637 0.666 0.715 - 

Behavioral_CQ (BCQ) 0.909 0.667 0.551 0.679 0.733 - 

Ethnocentrism (ETHN) 0.967 0.751 0.061 0.006 0.007 0.01 - 

Role Ambiguity (RA) 0.887 0.669 0.165 0.248 0.253 0.18 0.006 - 

Intrinsic Motivation (IM) 0.815 0.553 0.130 0.263 0.245 0.248 0.012 0.584 - 

Adaptive Selling Behavior 

(ASB)
0.911 0.672 0.277 0.449 0.427 0.41 0.008 0.438 0.528 - 



Table 3 Means, standard deviations, and correlations

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1 Cultural intelligence 5.09 1.20 1.00 

2 Cognitive CQ 4.71 1.42 .91** 1.00 

3 Metacognitive CQ 5.31 1.31 .91** .81** 1.00 

4 Motivational CQ 5.33 1.27 .90** .74** .76** 1.00 

5 Behavioral CQ 5.16 1.31 .88** .68** .74** .78** 1.00 

6 Ethnocentrism 2.13 1.18 .15** .24** .07 .08 0.1 1.00 

7 Intrinsic motivation  5.94 1.04 .44** .31** .43** .43** .43** -.05 1.00 

8 Role ambiguity 2.01 1.04 -.45** -.36** -.44** -.45** -.38** 0.06 -.63** 1.00 

9 Sales experience 10.22 8.77 -.07 -.13* -.01 -.03 -.05 -.18** .17** -.05 1.00 

10 Age 34.6 13.04 -.09 -.19** -.03 -.03 -.01 -.26** .21** -.01 .67** 1.00

11
Adaptive selling 

behavior
5.76 1.10 .62** .48** .61** .60** .58** -.09 .62** -.59** 0.1 .08 1.00

12 Cultural distance 3.08 1.64 .04 .03 .02 .01 .09 -.04 .07 -.03 .02 .00 .07 1.00

13
International 

experience
3.75 3.75 .25** .25** .24** .22** .18** .01 .09 -.03 .02 .04 .05 .07 1.00

14 Gender 0.64 0.48 .03 .07 .04 .03 -.03 .04 .06 .05 .14* .10 -.03 .01 .09 

Note: *p<.05. **p<.01 





1 

Table 4 Regression models: Antecedents of adaptive selling behavior 

Dependent variable: Adaptive Selling Behavior

Predictors Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Aggregate CQ 0.417** 0.950** 

Cognitive CQ -0.047 -0.039 

Metacognitive CQ 0.183* 0.167* 

Motivational CQ 0.150* 0.143* 

Behavioral CQ 0.150* 0.154* 

Cultural distance 0.017 0.109 0.017 0.010 

Intrinsic motivation 0.343** 0.730** 0.315** 0.286** 

Ethnocentrism -0.099** -0.102** -0.077* -0.082* 

Role ambiguity -0.224** -0.197** -0.225** -0.201** 

Sales experience 0.007 0.006 0.008 0.007 

International experience -0.026** -0.025** -0.023** -0.023** 

Age 0.0003 -0.0003 -0.003 -0.003 

Gender -0.053 -0.051 -0.017 -0.021 

CQ x Cultural distance -0.018 

CQ x Int_motivation -0.081* 

Cogn_CQ x Cultural distance -0.019 

Meta_CQ x Cultural distance 0.032 

Motiv_CQ x Cultural distance 0.020 

Beha_CQ x Cultural distance -0.053 

Cogn_CQ x Int_motivation -0.016 

Meta_CQ x Int_motivation -0.118 

Motiv_CQ x Int_motivation 0.058 

Beha_CQ x Int_motivation 0.003 

Intercept 2.23** -0.31 2.20** 2.49** 

R2 .60 .61 .61 .63 

∆ R2 .01* .02 

Note: * p<.05. ** p<.01




