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premises of symbolic interactionism, assuming the constant construction of social reality as a result
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of interactions undertaken by social actors (see: Blumer 2007). It is the nature of their interactions with
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customers, colleagues, and direct and indirect superiors that determines the specificity of a sales repre-
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sentative’s work situation. The analyses presented in the article are based on qualitative research using
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unstructured interviews, conversational interviews, and observations.

Beata Pawłowska is an Associate Professor of human-

in the work environment, including the educational environ-

ities and science in the field of sociology. A sociology and

ment. She has authored several books, among others, Network

psychology graduate (specializing in Human Resources

marketing. Kulturowe i osobowościowe wyznaczniki uczestnictwa

Management [HRM]). She works at the Department of So-

w Amway [Network Marketing. Cultural and Personality Determi-

ciology of Organization and Management, Institute of Sociol-

nants of Participation in Amway] (2011, Wydawnictwo Uniwer-

ogy, Faculty of Economics and Sociology, University of Lodz.

sytetu Łódzkiego, Lodz, ISBN: 978-83-7525-600-0) and Emocje

A researcher of organizational culture currently focused on

społeczne w pracy nauczyciela i przedstawiciela handlowego [Social

emotional behavior(s) within the professional contexts. She

Emotions in the Work of Teachers and Sales Representatives] (2013,

is a member of many research teams and a post-graduate

Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Łódzkiego, Lodz, ISBN: 978-83-

Lecturer in coaching, HRM, and public relations. She is the

7525-312-2).

Head of postgraduate studies Effective Public Sector Manager. She is particularly interested in issues regarding emotions

64

©2020 QSR Volume XVI Issue 4

email address: beata.pawlowska@uni.lodz.pl

The Work of Sales Representatives in the Context of Interactions and Work with Emotions

The

work of a sales repre-

image, and monitoring competition. Additionally,

sentative consists of

the specificity of a sales representative’s work is

working with people,

determined by training and the company’s motiva-

who are the main fac-

tion policy. Sales representatives are a group of em-

tor influencing the way they take actions related to

ployees most often participating in various types of

working with emotions. Interactions with clients,

training (cf. Mayo 2002). Since their activities direct-

co-workers, and direct and indirect superiors are

ly translate into the profit of a given company and

a source of motivation to work, job satisfaction, and,

are easily measurable, the employer needs to create

most importantly in the context of this article, work-

optimal conditions for the most effective sale of the

ing with emotions, defined by Arlie Russell Hoch-

company’s products (cf. Prus 1994; Schweingruber

schild (1983; 2009) as emotional labor, emotional

and Berns 2003). By participating in training, sales

work, or work on emotions.

representatives not only gain knowledge about the
products offered, but also improve sales techniques,

The theoretical basis of the article are the concepts

learn negotiations, manipulation techniques, the

of Everett Hughes (1958) concerning work, Arlie

ability to establish and maintain relationships with

Hochschild (1983) in the context of emotional labor,

the client, and manage their own and client’s emo-

Anselm Strauss (1993) pointing to the coexistence of

tions (see: Pawłowska 2013). They develop soft skills

emotions and actions, and Robert Prus (1997) on the

(e.g., communication skills), as well as linguistic

contextual nature of social life. They all derive from

and technical skills (e.g., using computer programs,

the interpretative paradigm and fit in with the the-

driving a car in difficult conditions). Sales represen-

oretical assumptions of symbolic interactionism, as-

tatives are also a group of employees to which sepa-

suming the constant construction of social reality as

rate incentive systems are applied, including salary

a result of interactions undertaken by social actors

scales. The sales representative’s salary consists of

(see: Blumer 2007). All the considerations presented

a fixed salary, as well as a commission and a bonus.

here refer to the situation of Polish sales representa-

The salary of a sales department employee de facto

tives and are thus set in the Polish social, cultural,

depends on the amount of work and the number of

economic, and legal contexts.

products sold. Apart from financial incentives, such
as, inter alia, remuneration in a mixed system based

The specificity of a sales representative’s work is de-

on commissions, bonuses, vouchers, passes, trips,

termined by several main factors. Firstly, these are

and non-financial ones, such as diplomas, cups,

the above-mentioned interactions with colleagues,

company gadgets, non-material motivators, such as

superiors, and clients. Secondly, it is their identi-

verbal praise and competition, are also important

fication with a company, in the case of which, an-

(see: Pawłowska 2013).

alogically to the emotional work they undertake,
two levels can be distinguished, that is, surface and

The aim of the article is to present the professional

deep identification. Thirdly, it is the scope of duties,

interactions undertaken by sales representatives in

which includes customer service, collecting orders

relation to the emotions they experience and how

and sales control, keeping contracts on time, promot-

they work with them. It should be noted that the

ing and presenting goods, upholding the company’s

presented perspective does not apply to sales tech-
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niques and practices of buyers (see: Prus 1989). The

Pawłowska 2013), conversational interviews (see:

specificity of the work of a sales representative con-

Konecki 2000), and observations (see: Schwartz and

cerning its selected aspects has been shown from

Schwartz 1955; Hammersley and Atkinson 2000;

the perspective of the employee.

Konecki 2000; Prus and Grills 2003). Additionally, I conducted a series of informal conversations

Research Methodology

with representatives of the described professional
group. I also analyzed existing materials, such as

The issues touched upon in the article are the re-

questionnaires for the evaluation of sales represen-

sults of research conducted in the environment

tatives’ work, work regulations, job descriptions,

of sales representatives. It is an internally diverse

scopes of duties, responsibilities and powers, train-

group that is an interesting example of managing

ing agendas, training reports, law regulations, and

one’s emotions and the emotions of other people, to

others.

which they are trained. Also, this group is highly
diversified in terms of demographic characteristics.

The studies were inductive using triangulation,

This occupational category includes both men and

which allows the researcher to distance themselves

women, very young people and those in the pre-re-

from the analyzed data (Hammersley and Atkinson

tirement age (although the majority are people un-

2000). The study used data triangulation, method-

der 40), people with general or technical secondary

ological triangulation, and theoretical triangulation

education (e.g., sale of tools, central heating stoves),

(see: Denzin 1978; Konecki 2000:86). Qualitative re-

as well as those with higher education (e.g., doctors,

search allowed for the collection of empirical data

pharmacists, engineers, humanists), including peo-

in the natural environment, everyday and basic

ple who completed postgraduate studies, for exam-

context in which the analyzed phenomena and pro-

ple, in the field of MBA. They are representatives of

cesses took place (see: Prus 1997:192; Deegan 2001;

various professional fields working for both large

Hammersley and Atkinson 2007; Kostera 2003:12;

international concerns and small local companies

2011:9; 2012:73).

and organizations. They occupy various levels in
the corporate hierarchy (from rank-and-file sales

The main research technique was in-depth unstruc-

representatives, merchandisers, to commercial di-

tured interviews (63 interviews). The interviews

rectors who are members of the board). Therefore,

concerned the nature of the work of the sales repre-

the category of sales representatives includes all

sentatives and the description of various situations

people employed in organizations and institutions

related to their contacts (interactions) with custom-

as a sales, pharmaceutical, or medical representa-

ers, colleagues, and superiors. The representatives

tive, who perform work consisting of daily contact

talked about their working day, emotions accompa-

with an individual, wholesale, or institutional cus-

nying the work, and activities undertaken as part

tomer (see: Pawłowska 2013; cf. Kempny 2008).

of their official duties. In the interviews, I tried to
draw attention to the essential elements of the work

It was a qualitative research using unstructured

of a sales representative, with particular emphasis

interviews (see: Lutyński 1968; 1994; Przybyłows-

on “easy” and “difficult,” pleasant and unpleasant,

ka 1978; Konecki 2000; Kvale 2004; Silverman 2007;

positive and negative situations, as seen by them.
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The average duration of an interview was 52 min-

of sales representatives (integration training and

utes, but some interviews lasted much longer (over

sales summarizing training); 3) 4 full-day quasi-par-

2 hours). During the research, some of the interloc-

ticipant observations during one-day and two-day

utors were returned to and interviewed again. Usu-

training of sales representatives conducted, among

ally, such situations took place after the researcher

others, by me (training in the so-called soft skills

got to know the informant more closely, and it hap-

and sales techniques); 4) 4 overt observations during

pened that the subsequent interview took place at

full-day training courses for sales representatives

the request of the latter. It allowed, inter alia, the

(various types of training in which I was a passive

contextualization of the data obtained in the first

observer); 5) 12 overt observations during organiza-

interview and to confront the observed data with

tional meetings of sales representatives; 6) 5 overt

the information provided by the respondents (see:

observations of a sales representative working day

Silverman 2007; Becker and Greer 1960). During the

(I travelled with a sales representative, observing

interviews, the informants were open-minded and

the activities undertaken by them during the entire

rather willing to talk about their work and the emo-

working day). Two such observations were carried

tions that accompanied it. The interviews were con-

out during the so-called “coaching.”1 In the car,

ducted in places and situations convenient for the in-

apart from the sales representative and myself, there

formants. Most often it was the interviewee’s home,

was their direct supervisor, responsible for observ-

researcher’s house, café, a room at the respondent’s

ing the activities of the employee, providing tips for

workplace, or the respondent’s company car. All in-

better and more effective work.

terviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, coded,
and analyzed based on the principles of grounded

To conduct some of the above observations, I took

theory methodology. The following grounded the-

on the role of a sales representative. With the ap-

ory methodology procedures were used: substan-

proval of the company’s management, I participat-

tive coding, including open and selective coding,

ed in initial training and later in training as a sales

theoretical coding, memo-writing, diagramming.

representative. My researcher’s identity was not

Based on the constant comparative method, cate-

known to other trainees, including regional sales

gories, their proprieties, and dimensions have been

representatives from other regions. Such a type

reconstructed, including experiencing the emotion

of observation can be described as a semi-overt

of pride and work with emotions.

observation because the identity of the researcher was known only to some training participants

As mentioned before, the data from the interviews

(cf. Pawłowska 2013). The observation of training

were supplemented with the information collected

in which I acted as a lecturer (trainer) was possible

in the course of the observations and the existing

since I was not the only trainer. Both during breaks

materials made available. I conducted 1) 4 full-day
participant observations during one-day training
courses for sales representatives (introductory training and training in selling, called by the informants
“knowledge” training [in vivo code]); 2) 2 full-day
participant observations during 2 two-day training

I used the phrase “the so-called coaching” since this activity
was thusly called by those under study (both the employee and
his supervisor, who also acted as a coach). In my opinion, it
was not a coaching session, but an observation of the sales representative’s work by their supervisor combined with an assessment of the work and an indication of “right” and “wrong”
actions taken by the employee.
1

Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org

67

Beata Pawłowska

in my training and during training in which I par-

and its specialization” (Kulpińska 1986:9). As Jan

ticipated as a participant or observer, as well as

Szczepański (1961:171) wrote, work is “any deliber-

during the observation of the sales representative’s

ate activity leading to the satisfaction of any human

working day, I conducted informal conversations

needs, having social significance, providing indi-

with the respondents.

viduals or groups that perform it with a specific position in society.” This definition highlights several

By conducting my observations, I wanted to partic-

aspects of the job.

ipate in all major events taking place in the work of
a sales representative, wishing to understand their

First, work is a conscious and purposeful human

perspective and to study phenomena that are little

activity. It may be dictated by the free choice of the

known or atypical areas of better-known phenom-

individual or by compulsion (see: Lis 1982:9). How-

ena (Deegan 2001; Kostera 2012:73; also: Kostera

ever, what appears to be one’s freedom can some-

2003:12; 2011:9). One of the advantages of observation

times be seen in terms of a constraint; and vice ver-

is the ability of the researcher to grasp the context

sa—a constraint can become one’s free choice. This

of certain phenomena or interactional episodes, and

phenomenon is referred to as “work fanaticism”

thus—to reconstruct the elements of the analyzed

(see: Dzięcielska-Machnikowska 1990:228). It seems

processes, which would not be possible if the study

that work itself is a compulsion. One’s urge to meet

were conducted using other research techniques

the needs requires work, which is related to earning

and tools (see: Adler and Adler 1987; Konecki 2000;

money. Money enables the fulfillment of the indi-

Wojciechowska 2018). For this purpose, an observa-

vidual’s needs. Thus, freedom of choice is not about

tion diary was kept, which, like David Silverman

whether to do work or not, but what work to do. But,

(2007) observes, provides space to distinguish emic

here, too, the choice may be significantly limited.

from the etic analysis. After each day of observation,

What we do is influenced not only by our educa-

I wrote an observation report and, if possible, took

tion, our abilities, and predispositions but also by

notes during the observation.

the economic situation of the state, including access
to work.

Work in the Lens of Symbolic
Interactionism

Secondly, work is a social activity, which means that
the way it is carried out affects the aspirations, at-

The purpose of the following is not a definitional

titudes, behaviors, and interests of other people or

overview, but to indicate the understanding of the

groups. Working in this sense is one of the most im-

concept of work from a sociological perspective,

portant elements of social bonds. It shapes coexis-

with particular emphasis on the interpretative par-

tence with other people. The social nature of work

adigm. Work, in the sociological sense, is a source

is manifested in the fact that the work performed by

of wealth. But, at the same time, it has a much more

an individual is always related to the work of oth-

vital meaning because it “builds” one (Dzięciel-

ers. At work, a person confronts their views with

ska-Machnikowska 1990:226). Work is “a kind of

the perceptions and attitudes of other people, which

human activity, carried out mainly in the institu-

leads to the development of attitudes that are social-

tionalized frames because of the division of labor

ly expected and desirable.
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Third, work determines the social position of an in-

social environment and the interactions that an in-

dividual. It is an indicator of their status and social

dividual undertakes. In the course of work, people

role. Thus, it will affect the way emotions arise and

constantly communicate, be it ordering to do some-

how we manage them.

thing, informing, persuading, or negotiating. “It is
impossible to work without the coordination of ac-

Fourth, work is done to meet needs, but such needs

tivities on the part of those who define it, perform

are determined by the structure and culture of the

it, provide the necessary work equipment, and con-

group to which the individual belongs. The culture

trol, and repair this equipment. Work is impossible

of a given community and the group of employees

without the audience, who can actively cooperate,

shape not only the attitude of employees towards

and even their presence alone can influence the

work but also the way it is performed. Thus, work

work process” (Konecki 1988:234).

has a cultural dimension (cf. Fukuyama 1997).
In general, I will understand work as an organized
Finally, in the approach to work that is of my ut-

activity of many entities, that is, individuals that

most interest, the fact that work influences the

adapt and interact with each other. Actions and

self-esteem of an individual is of great importance.

maintenance of all social relations are possible due

Self-evaluation is associated with the emergence

to the process of mutual interactions. This process of

of different emotions, but it can also be the result

mutual communication clearly influences the emer-

of the arousal of different emotions. In the course

gence of specific emotions. Emotions always arise

of work, each individual strives to achieve success,

from the interaction. According to Strauss, they are

which conditions the emergence of the emotions

part of the action and are never separate from it.

of pride and avoiding failure, which, in turn, con-

Separating emotions from action causes their rei-

tributes to avoiding the emotions of shame. “Man’s

fication (Strauss 1993:31-32). These interactions can

work is one of the things by which he is judged,

take place on many levels. We can communicate

and certainly one of the most significant things by

with other individuals, groups (of different sizes),

which he is judged” (Hughes 1958:42). It can be stat-

but also with ourselves. In the empirical section, the

ed that professional activities, the course of a pro-

analysis of the work situation will come down to

fessional career, interactions with colleagues, and

a description of interactions in a group of sales rep-

superiors will have a huge impact on the develop-

resentatives and to capturing how the group and in-

ment of one’s self. Through work, and thus the pro-

dividuals influence the formation and management

fession, a person evaluates oneself, develops their

of an employee’s emotions.

opinions about oneself, assigns value to oneself,
and builds their groups of reference and identifi-

Work in the sense proposed here is not only an inter-

cation (see: Hughes 1958; Konecki 1988). Such an

actional process, the production of external goods,

understanding of work is dynamic, and the sub-

but also a process taking place within the employee.

jective feelings of individuals are central here. The

A process that allows one to manage their own emo-

aspects that contribute to the emergence of various

tions, but also other people’s emotions. This process

dependencies between individuals are important.

of work taking place within an individual has been

The existence of work is not possible without the

called working with emotions.
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Working with Emotions

When writing about working with emotions, emotional labor, emotional work, or working on emo-

In my opinion, terms working with emotions,

tions in the context of the profession of a sales

work on emotions, or emotional labor can be

representative, one should, first of all, refer to the

used interchangeably. In doing emotional work,

concept of Arlie Hochschild. In her understanding,

the individual is doing work with emotions. Con-

emotion is a biologically defined sense. “It is how

sciously or not, it transforms emerging emotions.

we know our relationship with the world and thus

It evokes specific and desired emotions in a given

it plays a key role in the survival of human beings

situation, but can also manipulate the recipient’s

in group life” (Hochschild 2009:238). Expressing

emotions. Having a whole range of available emo-

the right emotion serves not only to adjust to so-

tions, one chooses the specific ones that, in their

cial circumstances but also to change our emotion-

opinion, will allow one to achieve the intended

al state. Emotions, in Hochschild’s opinion, play

goal. So emotional work is working with emo-

a signaling function, they show us our position in

tions. It is especially visible during actions taken

the world and define relationships towards oth-

by sales representatives. From the emotions avail-

ers and towards our goals, motives, and interests.

able to them, they choose those that allow for ef-

“Emotional experience is an amalgamation of how

fective sales and the continuity of positive inter-

we feel, how we would like to feel, how we clas-

actions with customers.

sify feelings, and how we express them” (Kemper
2008:380). The way we feel is determined by our

In the literature on the subject, there are two gen-

assessment of the situation. In turn, assessment of

eral approaches to investigate the topic at hand

the situation is influenced by structural elements

(Meanwell, Wolfe, and Hallet 2008; Wharton

such as social class, occupation, gender, age, and

2009; Rogalin and Hirshfield 2013). The first ap-

cultural aspects such as “rules of feeling” and

proach explored emotional labor from the angle

“rules of expression.” It is all done to comply with

of emotional management and expressed emo-

specific standards of a given community, includ-

tions (Kanter 1977; Hochschild 1983; 2009; Smith

ing the organization. Sales representatives, just

and Kleinman 1989; Sutton 1991; Pierce 1999; Raz

like the professional groups surveyed by Hoch-

2003). These authors focused on the understand-

schild (flight attendants and debt collectors), ac-

ing of emotional labor in terms of individual

tively manage their feelings to adapt their identi-

management of emotions (or how a person con-

ties to the requirements of the professions in the

trols their emotions in the workplace). The second

area of contact with customers. They do emotional

approach highlighted interactions that occur in

labor managing their emotions to be good work-

the service occupations in which emotional labor

ers. Emotional work is defined here as the ability

is most common (Hochschild 1983; 2009; Rafaeli

to modify or change emotions as required by the

and Sutton 1990; Williams 2006). In other words,

employer. Thanks to emotional work, an individ-

this literature tends to emphasize interpersonal

ual reveals the appropriate (desired in a given sit-

emotion management or how a person attempts

uation) emotions. When working with emotions,

to control other people’s emotions (Rogalin and

we use a number of techniques to facilitate feeling

Hirshfield 2013).

and expressing appropriate behaviors. And so we
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do: 1) work on the body, changing our physiologi-

Those two forms of emotional work differ from each

cal reactions to a given situation; 2) superficial ac-

other in terms of the activation of different emotion-

tions, that is, we use external gestures leading to

al regulation strategies (see: Gross 1998; Grandey

the feeling of emotions signaled in the expressed

2000). In the case of deep work, the employee takes

gestures; 3) deep actions to evoke specific feelings

regulatory actions that anticipate the emergence of

that, in the perception of an individual, should

emotions, while in the case of surface work, we deal

be shown in a given situation; 4) cognitive work

with correcting emotions that have already arisen.

through which a person evokes thoughts and ideas

It is a kind of pretending emotions and hiding real

associated with a certain emotion to emerge (see:

feelings (cf. Lee and Brotheridge 2011). Sales repre-

Hochschild 1983; 2009).

sentatives who enter into short-term relationships
with the client will more often use surface emotion-

Moreover, emotional work can take two forms: sur-

al work (see: Springer and Oleksa 2017), expressing

face acting and deep acting. Surface emotional labor

appropriate (desired in a sales situation) emotions

involves changing emotional expression (external

and suppressing their actual ones (Szczygieł et al,

action) without changing the emotion felt (e.g., an

2009).

employee smiles at a client, co-worker, or boss, although they experience emotions other than con-

Summing up, it can be stated that, according to

tent or joy). Although the emotions of the employee

Hochschild, in various organizations or other work-

do not change, their expression is consistent with

places, we deal with certain rules of the system,

the accepted standards of the work. The employee

which is a component of people’s emotional labor

“puts on a mask” when interacting with their cli-

(Hochschild 2009:2). And the employee’s emotion-

ents (Springer and Oleksa 2017:607). Deep action, on

al labor consists of arousing or suppressing certain

the other hand, occurs when an individual tries to

emotions they feel in accordance with the mission

change a feeling by changing its determinants, such

and goal of the organization (Hochschild 2009:5-89).

as the mental construct or evaluation that gave rise

Managing emotions means actively attempting to

to the feeling, and basic physiological factors such

change a pre-existing emotional state (Hochschild

as muscle tone and heart rate (Kemper 2005:380;

2009:238). Performing emotional labor, although

cf. Hochschild 1983; 2009). Deep emotional labor is

desirable by the employer, can cause negative out-

about changing the emotions you feel by adopting

comes for employees (see: Hochschild 1983; 2009;

a specific way of thinking about a situation. It is an

Grandey 2000; Brotheridge and Grandey 2002; John-

internal work, where the individual eventually feels

son and Spector 2007; Szczygieł et al. 2009).

the desired emotions and expresses them. The expression is natural. It is not a mask put on for the
needs of a given interaction, but an internally felt
emotional state. The employee modifies their inter-

The Elements of Sales Representatives’
Work in the Context of Working with
Emotions

nal experiences adequately to the desired situation.
By performing deep work, they evoke emotions

Looking at the work of a sales representative, it is

that are beneficial for the goals of the organization

easy to notice that it is a job in which interactions

in which they work (Springer and Oleksa 2017:607).

with other people are of importance. It is the nature

Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org
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of the interactions with customers, co-workers,

Well, of course, money is important and necessary.

and direct and indirect superiors that determines

After all, we all work for money. I’m on commission,

the specificity of the sales representative’s work

I get a kind of bonus from the activity and quarterly

situation. In their statements, the participants em-

sales growth. If the company exceeds the assumed

phasize all activities that build and maintain the

profit in the financial year, both I and all marketing

relationships with the clients. Contact with other

receive a bonus. Anyway, it is one of the terms of

people is also an important factor in choosing this

the contract, a great privilege in these times. [man,

profession and affects the dynamics of work. By

38-year-old, sales representative, electronics industry]

interacting with the client, the sales representative
takes the appropriate role and controls their emo-

Salary is a classic motivator that encourages people

tions. The emotional work that takes place when

to work more effectively and efficiently and to climb

interacting with the client is conscious and con-

the ladder of career advancement. The research of

trolled. Sales representatives learn the emotional

Kopertyńska confirms the results of my research.

manipulation strategy during a series of training,

In the group of 60 salespeople surveyed by Koper-

which is one of the distinguishing features of their

tyńska, 74% of respondents considered wages to be

work. Below, I will refer to selected elements de-

the most motivating factor. The respondents equal-

termining the specificity of a sales representative’s

ly recognized wage components such as base sala-

work. In the opinion of the interviewees, working

ry, team bonus, and commission bonus as the most

with emotions is mainly influenced by working

important motivators (Kopertyńska 2009:75-76). It

conditions and interactions they undertake. Work

should be noted here that the possibility of obtain-

is a process. It is considered in relation to social

ing high remuneration in Polish reality is one of the

life as a constantly ongoing process of “becoming”

main reasons for taking up employment as a phar-

in the sense of the successive shaping and trans-

maceutical or medical representative by people

forming of the subjective definition of oneself and

graduating from medical studies, including doctors

society (Konecki 1988:226). The work of a sales rep-

and pharmacists. The salaries of doctors in Poland

resentative requires cooperation. This means that

are often much lower than the salaries of medical

in the work process it is important to coordinate,

sales representatives.

manage, and cooperate even with individuals dispersed in time and space in order to meet the group

I know the sales representatives earn quite a lot, es-

and individual goals. Rules of operation and work

pecially pharmaceuticals like myself [laughs], but we

contexts are established. Actions are taken, includ-

work hard. I have to work to keep the level. I got used

ing sequences of actions (cf. articulation work), that

to and probably my wife also got used to living on

require adjustment to the organizational reality to

a certain level. It would be hard to give it up now and

achieve the desired result (see: Strauss 1988).

return to the learned profession. [man, 44-year-old,
sales representative]

Working Conditions
Finances and other material resources (e.g., a comOne of the main reasons behind undertaking the

pany car, laptops, health and pension insurance,

job at hand is salary.

material awards, business trips, holidays) offered
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by organizations employing sales representatives

employee puts on the official outfit along with pat-

are factors not only encouraging to work, but also

terns of desired gestures and behaviors.

maintaining or breaking the bond with the organization.

The second level is internal (deep) identification,
which requires work on oneself. It is expressed,

This type of job allows me to earn more money, and

among other things, in identifying with the compa-

it gives me satisfaction and willingness to work here.

ny for which the sales representative works. When

[woman, 37-year-old, sales representative, medical in-

an employee becomes a part of the company, when

dustry]

they internalize its values, norms, adopt an organizational culture, then we have to do with a strong

The informants linked the amount of remuneration

identification. Deep identification of sales represen-

with the prestige resulting from work in a specific

tatives with the company is reflected, among oth-

industry or organization:

ers, in recommending the company’s products to
friends and acquaintances, as well as in using those

very nice working conditions, because those were the

products on their own. The sales representative con-

times, it was the 2000s...you can say that uhm if some-

siders the products of the company for which they

one worked in the alcohol industry in those times,

work to be good and recommendable. This happens

you can say the first league, the best, the best money.

even if they did not have a positive opinion about

You drove, you drove, so to speak, the best company

the products sold before and their attitude towards

cars and, in general, the working conditions were re-

them was negative. According to the thesis that you

ally uhm definitely the best. [man, 42-year-old, sales

can only sell what you believe in (cf. Schweingru-

representative, spirits industry]

ber and Berns 2003), sales representatives work on
changing their attitudes. The bigger the change, the

Identification with the workplace, the organization

stronger the identification with the company. Iden-

for which the sales representative works, is visible

tification also manifests itself in the difficulties with

on two levels. The first is external (surface) identi-

separating work from private life. It is particularly

fication, which is expressed primarily through the

visible in the group of sales representatives dealing

external appearance of the employee and is often an

with the sale of financial products such as insurance

element imposed by the employer. Sales represen-

and policies. The interlocutors indicate the emer-

tatives usually receive guidelines on how to look.

gence of certain habits that, acquired at work, affect

The standards of external appearance often apply

the nature of social contacts outside work. It hap-

to clothing, makeup, hairstyles, and jewelry. An

pens unconsciously, which indicates a strong inter-

item of clothing is a type of mask worn to perform

nalization of organizational values and norms and

a given job. By putting on the “business” attire, the

deep emotional work. The work of a sales represen-

employee takes a professional role that determines

tative for financial reasons, but also certain freedom

the ways of managing emotions and influences the

as to working time, implementation of tasks and

emotions arising in interactions. The uniform even

the possibility of self-determination of individual,

determines the necessity to perform surface emo-

priority goals, becomes a highly addictive activity,

tional work. Acting as a sales representative, the

“Today, I cannot imagine myself in a different sys-
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tem, this job is becoming a habit” (male, 33-year-old,

the poor social reception of the workplace, the inter-

sales representative).

locutor has developed a rationalization that protects
against negative feelings. This is one way to deal

A change of attitudes also takes place concerning

with the emotion of shame. It is a defense against

emotions felt and desired by the employer. The ra-

social withdrawal and breaking social ties. Another

tionalizations made by the informants prove the

example of rationalization is provided in the quote

strong identification and the emotional work per-

below which simultaneously shows the feeling of an

formed. An example is offered by an interviewee

emotional bond with the company.

working in a company perceived negatively on the
labor market. It is a kind of justification for working

And I felt connected with that company, and I felt

for an organization that does not have a good repu-

connected with the uhm brand, uhm, and I wasn’t

tation on the market.

ashamed of any of those… I mean, I felt emotionally
connected. I believed in what I was doing, I believed

Yes. I’m not ashamed of the place, I’m not ashamed of

in those products, I believed in those people, and so

the company where I work. Uh... I don’t know. Uhm...

on. [woman, 32-year-old, sales representative]

It’s not a problem for me whether to tell someone
where I work or to think badly about this company.

The bond with the organization is also maintained

If I hear some bad opinions among, I don’t know, the

as a result of the emergence of the emotions of pride

market about this company, I can say I’m also strug-

(see: Shott 1979; Goleman 1997; Williams and DeSte-

gling. Because, I don’t know, I think it should be done.

no 2008; Pawłowska 2020). In this case, of pride re-

Besides, this is my employer. [woman, 28-year-old,

sulting from belonging to an organization and pro-

sales representative]

fessional group:

The informant makes a rationalization, which can

I believe we are number one. And, and our facilities

be described after Adie Nelson and Ronald Lambert

also prove it, that is, I feel good being a representative

(2001) as an emotional change. She proudly empha-

of company X...in general, I just feel good in my skin

sizes her identification with the company. Loyalty

being in this company. [woman, 26-year-old, sales

is a socially perceived positive trait. Therefore, al-

representative, office supplies]

2

though the company has a bad image, its employee
does not show the emotions of shame. Not showing

Strong identification is visible in statements such as:

shame does not mean that the emotion of shame has
not arisen (see: Scheff 1988; 1990; 2000; 2003). Due to

we are one big family. [woman, 30-year-old, sales representative]

Adie Nelson and Ronald Lambert distinguished three neutralization techniques: emotional obfuscation, changing places, and defining truth. Emotional obfuscation is a technique
that consists of seeking justification by referring to the emotional reaction of the environment. The authors argue that neutralization techniques can help “save face” not only in the immediate context of a specific act (see: Sykes and Matza 1979:498)
but also when no guilt or shame is felt. They allow us to avoid
internal contradictions (see: Nelson and Lambert 2001:84-87).
2
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we are here to be successful as a company. [man,
34-year-old, sales representative]
I like my job as it is. Even while on vacation, I think about
my clients. [man, 29-year-old, sales representative]
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Deep identification with the organization results

training, causes the employee to become a person

from working with emotions, including the con-

acting according to a specific pattern. This allows

version of negative emotions into positive ones.

the company to manage not only the actions taken

The longer the work experience in the organiza-

by the employee but also the emotions that arise

tion, the deeper the identification. The salary of

during the interactions. Consequently, this leads

a sales representative largely depends on the sales

to the creation of a feeling of strong identification

volume. Organizations often determine the level

of the employee with the organization, which, in

of sales, the performance of which determines em-

turn, leads to the development of behaviors based

ployment. Unfortunately, such activities do not al-

on positive emotions, such as, for example, pride,

low for building ties with the organization, as well

complacency, satisfaction, or joy. The “learning”

as for deep emotional work. Sales representatives

and application of a specific repertoire of emotion-

in such companies rely on the surface emotional

al behaviors are sequential, unconscious, and rela-

work that they learn during the training offered

tively permanent.

to them. This arouses negative emotions among
the informants, causing not only a lack of identi-

Interactions with Customers

fication with the workplace, but also uncertainty,
stress, and frustration.

One of the main reasons for working as a sales representative, apart from the financial one, is the will-

I can never be sure of tomorrow. I don’t know when

ingness to work with people and have contact with

I will be fired. [man, 31-year-old, sales representative,

the client.

mobile telephone industry]
My motives were very simple—I just love working
We are just bars. At the weekly, monthly, and quarter-

with and among people. In this job, I feel like the pro-

ly meetings, the boss shows only the bars [charts with

verbial fish in the water. [woman, 42-year-old, sales

sales results], uhm, I am purple. As soon as the sale

representative]

gets worse, you get a hard time. If it is good, you will
not hear praise. So if it’s bad, they’ll throw you out.

Well, I mean, very nice, very nice job. Contact with

You work until your bar falls below the magic line.

people, first of all. [man, 32-year-old, sales representa-

[woman, 27-year-old, sales representative, cosmetics

tive, spirit industry]

company]

The main responsibilities of sales representatives
When sales representatives start working for the

include customer service—collecting orders, field

organization, they enter a new pattern of social re-

trips, contact with customers, researching customer

lations. They conform to the rules and standards

needs, reporting customer visits, sales control, keep-

of a given company (surface identification). They

ing contracts on time, presentation of new goods,

internalize the values proclaimed by the employer.

and promotion. An important element of working

This process takes place in the sphere of the em-

with the client is solving the client’s problems re-

ployee’s unconscious actions. The sequential nature

lated to, inter alia, complaints, dissatisfaction with

of the rituals, which are most often visible during

products, lack of skills in handling products.
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You know. Sometimes someone comes and your com-

age and monitor competition. Another task of the

plaint is refused. In principle, it can be accepted, but

manager is “coaching” and the control of suppliers’

the fewer complaints, the company has fewer prob-

activities, including verification of promises made

lems...I always try to be loyal and reliably perform my

by contractors to sales representatives. Some region-

duties. [woman, 36-year-old, sales representative]

al sales managers, and even some representatives,
are admitted to the recruitment processes. The stud-

You can notice that sales representatives use dif-

ied professional group also has additional duties,

ferent ways of contacting customers. Some people

such as participation in training, which may result

prefer to be contacted by phone, which is usually

from an employment contract.

sporadic. Direct contact is maintained with clients
with whom the representative cooperates intensive-

The sales representative-customer relationship is

ly. Most representatives find this type of contact bet-

an important factor influencing the emergence and

ter because it allows them to get closer to the client

management of emotions. Sales representatives de-

and get to know them better.

clare having respect and sympathy towards their
clients, and such interactions bring satisfaction.

As I mentioned, what matters is the long-term nature

The informants talk about positive relations with

of trade agreements. The most satisfied ones never

customers, which may be the result of positively re-

leave me and I am still learning. In this job, you can

membered transactions between the sales represen-

still learn a lot about people, specific tastes, and ex-

tative and “one’s good customers,” mutual satisfac-

pectations. [man, 42-year-old, sales representative]

tion with the transaction between the interlocutor
and the client, multiple contacts with certain clients,

Interestingly, there are also different ways of ap-

which increased the sales representative’s turnover,

proaching customers depending on whether they

an increase in the level of trust based on the eco-

are regular, new, or strategic clients. Strategic clients

nomic exchange between clients and respondents.

are often invited to participate in various corporate

The respect mentioned in the narratives may result

events, team-building trips, and training. An im-

from the fact that sales representatives are obliged

portant task of a sales representative is to represent

to declare an attitude of respect, and even esteem,

the company outside, for example, during fairs and

towards their clients.

other promotional events. The representative must
also keep a close eye on the competition. The duties

By internalizing the norms and values imposed by

of the sales representative manager (e.g., regional

the employer, the informants manage their emo-

sales manager) include coordination, supervision,

tions in such a way as to feel the emotions desired in

and evaluation of employees’ activities. The man-

the customer-sales representative encounter. How-

ager has to make sure that the representatives keep

ever, working longer for a given company or in the

reports on activities and they have to carry out ad-

profession of a sales representative in general, they

ministrative and office work themselves. Managers

build lasting relationships with the client, turning

say they are responsible for almost all sales in the

superficial actions into deep ones. They start to like

company. The common task of managers and their

their customers, becoming patient and cheerful with

representatives is to take care of the company’s im-

them. The deep emotional work done is the source
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of friendship and even marriage. Some respondents

tions of pride and satisfaction. The interlocutor em-

pointed to the fact that their clients were treated as

phasizes the fact that he has communication skills

their mothers or grandmothers:

and knowledge of negotiation techniques.

I really like Mrs. Jadzia. She is like my grandmother.

Well, it is different. There are different buyers in Po-

Although she sometimes complains and does not al-

land. Some can talk to a person, they are very posi-

ways take what she ordered, changes orders, I know

tive. There are those from whom you have to draw

that I would let her do more. It doesn’t make me an-

every piece of information...Such an attitude that ev-

gry, but it rather moves me. When she looks at me like

erything is always wrong. It takes so long to talk and

that and says, “Sorry, I messed something up again,”

convince. Fortunately, I have no problem with that.

I only have warm feelings for her. [male, age 26, sales

I can talk as needed. [man, 23-year-old, sales repre-

representative, food industry]

sentative]

A true feeling of positive emotions is not an interac-

Sales representatives emphasize the positive atti-

tional game and is the evidence of deep work with

tude of customers and a pleasant atmosphere when

emotions. Such actions, by the way, allow the sales

making transactions and signing contracts. They

representative to achieve their own professional

indicate the direct and unofficial nature of the in-

goals, including achieving a certain profit.

teraction.

Moreover, the interviewees indicate the types of cli-

In those stores where they know me, that’s great.

ents and the strategies applied towards them. In the

It’s like, “ Hello, Mr. [name], welcome” and we have

quote below, the interlocutor dichotomically divides

a great chat. It’s generally nice. [man, 25-year-old,

clients into reticent versus talkative and nice versus

sales representative]

unpleasant. At the same time, there is a kind of emotional self-defense that consists of preventing a neg-

I was called there Sunshine, Darling, Treasure, Love,

ative emotion from occurring. The emotional veil

everything that you can think of. I’ve even been called

makes the informant add that she has rather nice

Pumpkin. In the beginning, it was a shock for me

clients because she would not talk to others.

when I started cooperating with those stores. Now
I’m used to it and I know it’s what it is. I stopped being

Customers are different, reticent, talkative, nice, un-

formal and instead of “Mrs.” [the interlocutor shows

pleasant. Of course, we have to talk to everyone, but

the quotation marks], I just say “Hi Ladies.” You can

there are exceptions. After all, we do not have to en-

see that they want to talk this way, you have to adapt

dure rudeness and aggression, and such cases have

to make it nice and pleasant. [man, 23-year-old, sales

happened. I have never encountered this personally.

representative]

I tend to have nice clients. [woman, 26-year-old, sales

The statement shows the need to work with emo-

representative]

tions and to tune in to clients. The commercial exA similar mechanism is seen in the next quote.

change situation forces the sales representative to

Moreover, we can easily notice the emerging emo-

change the behavior so that they can adapt to a spe-
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cific customer. Changing behavior involves adapt-

S. Stores. There were already S. Stores during the Pol-

ing a specific repertoire of gestures and emotions. It

ish People’s Republic. Well, this is a specific type of

happens that during the whole working day, deal-

store. And this is my observation. Other staff works

ing with different clients, a sales representative uses

there. Women, because only women work there,

different patterns of behavior and arouses different,

I have not met any man working there, they are very

specific emotions. Working with emotions is there-

specific. In all private stores, when I arrive, it’s always

fore continuous and guided by interactions with

“Mr.” and there it’s by your name. And I come, you

a given client.

know, I’m a young man, and it’s different, too. For
those women, it may be a sensation that a young boy

When talking about customer relations, sales rep-

is visiting. [man, 23-year-old, sales representative]

resentatives refer to relationships with female
customers. This is especially true in the food and

In dealing with the customer, especially in the case

cosmetics industries. It is more often noticeable

of sales representatives with a shorter experience,

among sales representatives selling directly to

there is a surface emotional labor. Negative emo-

smaller stores, called by them “retail stores” (in vivo

tions do not appear in emotional expression. The in-

code). The interlocutors serving large-format stores

formants emphasize that in contact with the client

or wholesalers do not indicate this type of depen-

they cannot show anger, irritation, or impatience.

dence and do not divide customers by gender. This

They have to do emotional labor to maintain a good

may be because more women work in retail, so

and lasting relationship with the client. Their remu-

those sales representatives have more contact with

neration and position in the organization depend on

female customers. Managers of hypermarkets and

it. An emotional mask is put on that allows them to

wholesalers are more often men, perhaps hence the

make a transaction.

lack of a distinction between customers in terms of
gender:

I have already told him six times. I told him what it
was about and he asks again. I cannot show irritation.

you have to talk to the employees of those stores. Most

I have to patiently answer this question again. [man,

are women. I think the sales representative is a guy

36-year-old, sales representative]

after all. It makes it a lot easier. Contact with a woman is always something like that, that’s my impres-

The informants talk about “politically correct be-

sion. Most of the representatives, however, are men.

havior” (in vivo code), which means that social bonds

And there is something about it, it’s easier to be there.

are durable. At the same time, it indicates taking ac-

Mrs. Jadzia, Mrs. Asia, a tittle-tattle, and somehow it

tions related to surface emotional work.

goes on. We’ll have a good laugh together and it’s fun.
[man, 28-year-old, sales representative]

Oh, a few have already upset me. This is life, it’s hard
to expect an ideal. I am learning to control my emo-
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It’s nice with women, but women are so much more

tions. You have to control your emotions, it is useful

focused on such things, such crap. And they are

in life—in fact, in any situation. This job taught me to

less able to generally say what there is in that store

be politically correct. [man, 42-year-old, sales repre-

and what is missing...Our company cooperates with

sentative]
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Sales representatives learn how to work with emo-

someone’s ignorance and rudeness that overwhelm

tions that arouse during interaction with the client

us. This is my emotional safety valve. [man, field sales

at training.

representative]

Yes, we have a lot of training...They mainly teach com-

Surface emotional labor, as a result of permanent

munication and negotiation, how to deal with a diffi-

and long-term interactions with the client, is trans-

cult client. After all, if the client is picky and whining,

formed into deep emotional labor. The condition for

I won’t tell him, “Get lost.” Sometimes I want to shout

such a change to occur is positive interactions with

or say something unpleasant, but I can’t offend the

customers. Sales representatives gradually learn to

client. The goal is long-term cooperation, and I know

control their emotions by actually feeling them.

that. Therefore, in such situations, I learned to be silent, sometimes nodding, and then I calmly make the

Interactions with Supervisors

offer again. Yes, that’s how it’s done. [man, 32-year-

Another factor distinguishing the work of a sales

old, sales representative]

representative in the context of their professional
And also during their work.

interactions is that the employer creates conditions
of relative independence and freedom. It is also an-

I used to worry when a client came and he immedi-

other factor influencing the employment of a sales

ately shouted and was dissatisfied. I was taking it per-

representative.

sonally. I was worried. Today it’s different. Customers
often come and say that they have been deceived be-

The work of a sales representative is mainly field-

cause the price is different. Sometimes they challenge

work. Usually, the employee is not present in the of-

the company. I try not to listen to it. I explain the dif-

fice, but on their way, and during the working day

ference in the bill and that’s it. It used to be that I felt

they change their location several times; although

like crying. I would go home and yell at my daughter.

there are also such working days when a sales rep-

Today I’m calmer. I got used to it. The manager of-

resentative performs some of their duties at the

ten says, “Don’t worry. Do your thing.” And so I do.

headquarters of the organization for which they

[woman, 41-year-old, working in the customer service

work. Among the representatives with whom I have

department of one of the hypermarkets]

spoken, there were two types of work organization
methods: 1) “own workshop”—the representative or-

The techniques of operation learned during the

ganizes their working time, arranges the day plan,

training are checked in direct interactional situa-

sets the number of visits, et cetera, and 2) a top-down

tions. This is when the actual work with emotions

work plan. Some sales representatives indicate that

takes place.

their workplace is a car. There is a belief about the
lack of one’s desk and performing the work in a car

I always try to focus on the feelings and needs of

or one’s home. However, in my opinion, the car is

a specific person. I take into account the preferences

not as much a workplace as it is a tool of work. It

of my clients—in fact, they should be satisfied!...I am

allows one to travel long distances, and thus allows

learning to control my own emotions!…I ignore

one to work. Among the group of sales representa-

Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org

79

Beata Pawłowska

tives performing their duties only outside the work-

is incorporated, including the ways of working

place and contacting the employer and colleagues

and its organization. The informants emphasized

only by phone or e-mail, the phenomenon of social

that sometimes it happens in an inconsiderate way,

alienation may occur. Such an employee is outside

without taking into account the specificity of Polish

the “organizational life” of the workplace. In this

work and culture, which becomes a source of nega-

group, as with remote workers from home, prob-

tive emotions.

lems of alienation may arise. This may lead to a lower identification of the employee with the company

Nobody is interested in the fact that sales are fewer

or to psychological issues. Moreover, it is difficult

in November. The plan is only slightly lower than in

for such an employee to estimate the real working

December. It’s paranoia. They have Thanksgiving in

time. Such a sales representative had to reevaluate

November in the States, we have All Saints’ Day here.

their social role. Until now, a person has acted as an

People don’t buy cosmetics from us then [laughs]. It

employee when they were at the workplace. Being

has been raised many times, and the Americans are

an employee was thus referred to, among others, as

doing their job anyway. Do you believe that the plans

the time spent in a given workplace. An individual

[sales plans] arrive from the States! [man, 32-year-old,

in the role of a sales representative must function

sales representative]

outside the workplace. The flexibility of the forms of
employment, working in extra-dimensional work-

Interactions with superiors, as indicated by the in-

ing hours have caused the individual to perceive

formants, are a source of many emotions, including

oneself as the self-employee. Such relocating of the

fellow feeling, trust, satisfaction, and admiration:

role, overlapping of the role with other roles, such as
the one of husband/wife, father/mother, may result

I hardly see the boss. He trusts me. I am in the field

in frustration and changes in the personality sphere.

rather than on the ground here...If necessary, I’m
mainly contacted by phone or e-mail. But, as I say,

The creation of conditions of relative freedom, in-

I trust him and he trusts me. This freedom suits me.

dependence, and decision-making also applies to

[man, 31-year-old, sales representative]

the sales representative-superior relationship. Contacts with immediate superiors are limited due to

and fear, stress, anger, and even mutual hostility:

the work system. The lack of frequent interactions
and meetings with managers is perceived positively

We don’t like each other; it’s normal, very correct. She

by the sales representatives. The communication of

doesn’t like me and I don’t like her. Nobody likes her

sales representatives and their immediate superiors

anyway. [man, 41-year-old, sales representative]

is usually indirect. The interlocutors indicated that
there was no possibility of direct, frequent com-

Sales representatives are often given free rein as to

munication with the main superiors due to, for ex-

how they work. It is visible in the case of sales rep-

ample, the location of the company’s headquarters

resentatives working in small enterprises with Pol-

outside Poland. In the branches located in Poland,

ish capital and employing one to three salespeople.

the management policy of the main shareholder is

The informants point to the pros and cons of such

implemented and thus the organizational culture

a situation. They praise situations when the boss
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does not interfere with what they do and how they

“track” (in vivo code) and observing their actions

work, but, at the same time, emphasize that they are

while interacting with customers or driving a com-

often on their own. In the absence of a back office,

pany car was indicated most frequently.

they feel the burden of the decisions they make. According to sales representatives, personality traits

When you got in with this sales representative, the

play the greatest role in relations with the manager.

point was that he wouldn’t make some nasty pranks

Some managers are involved in their work to build

while driving a car covered with company signs. Like

a good atmosphere in the company. Such managers

forcing the right of way, behaving vulgarly, inelegant-

are open to the needs of their subordinates. Some

ly, et cetera. He also had to present the company’s cul-

managers prefer a system of reprimands, impose

ture, which was very important. [man, 52-year-old,

their management method, which makes it difficult

former sales representative, manager]

to create informal relations between employees and
to work in the company.

In their statements, the interlocutors emphasized
the freedom of action and “freedom” (in vivo code).

The boss is in Busko and I am here in Lodz with two

Freedom is a symbol. It is a keyword that awakes the

colleagues. We settle accounts once a month. Then

imagination, stimulates emotions, and, consequent-

we go to the company’s headquarters. And if in the

ly, directs the intellect to actions following the expec-

meantime, there is a phone call that you have to ar-

tations of the organization. Even if freedom is only

rive, you start to think about what happened, what is

apparent, the aspirations defined by this word were

going on, what did you screw up. Then it may not be

strongly internalized by the sales representatives.

nice. But, such situations are rare. [man, 37-year-old,
sales representative]

What matters to me now is that I can make my own
decisions…I have freedom. [man, 34-year-old, sales

It should be noted that the interviewees, when

representative]

talking about their relations with superiors, often
did not mention their immediate superiors. There

I feel so free in this job, at least I’m always somewhere

were narratives in which the interlocutors claimed

else. [man, 26-year-old, sales representative]

that there was no boss, and when asked, they indicated that the boss was somewhere, but far away,

It’s cool about this job that I know how much I have

and they rarely see him. When talking about their

to work to earn. If I don’t feel like it, I can let it go.

work, sales representatives most often pointed to in-

One day more, the next less. And contact with people.

teractions with the company they work for, and as

[man, 37-year-old, sales representative]

such the company can be seen as a supervising unit.
Thus, it can be concluded that interactions with su-

Freedom is also a motivator for effective work, in-

periors are not frequent and that they are horizontal

cluding working with emotions. It is an important

in nature. The story about the superiors appeared

factor in the modern labor market.

in the context of the sales representatives’ job evaluation. The fact that a manager was traveling with

If someone offered me a job for more money, but

a sales representative all day following a certain

I would have to give up the freedom I have here,
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for example, if I could not plan for myself every

as the interviewees emphasize, in some organi-

next working day, I probably wouldn’t take it. [man,

zations, contacts with other sales representatives

43-year-old, sales representative]

are limited to accidental meetings in hotels during
overnight work, the so-called “business and social

Today, traditional incentives such as high wages,

contacts during the tour” (in vivo code) and meet-

bonuses, and promotion opportunities are no lon-

ings during various types of organizational rituals,

ger sufficient. Employees expect a flexible working

including training. What seems to be most frequent

day, the ability to manage their working time, tasks

in interactions between colleagues was loyalty.

that are challenging, but, at the same time, that do
not require maximum dedication. There are a lot

In my company there work young people aged 20 to

of discussions about work-life balance. For the in-

40. They are very cool and we meet a lot after work.

formants, as well as the entire Y and Z generations

There is no envy among us. We try to help and sup-

(see: Giddens 2006; Rogozińska-Pawełczyk 2014;

port each other. [woman, 26-years-old, sales represen-

Wiktorowicz and Warwas 2016), it is important to

tative]

feel freedom understood as freedom of working
time, freedom of speech, tolerance, and an orienta-

I keep in touch with many people. They are my

tion towards diversity and individualism. In a given

friends. Those are the people I can meet for a BBQ

organization, generation Y expects an atmosphere

with a glass of beer and chat. [man, 37-years-old, sales

of uniqueness and importance of the goals pursued.

representative]

They value partnership relations between the employee and the supervisor. All this enables them to

Contacts at work, although limited, are extended

work as a sales representative

to the non-professional sphere, resulting in many
years of friendships:

We all call each other by name. We often go to various
training courses and that’s probably why. My boss?

such a friendly trip, because it was not organized at all.

I’ve called him Jack for a long time. Anyway, we’ve

Three friends from the company. We left, took a boat,

known each other for so many years. [man, 34-year-

borrowed a sailboat, swam on the lakes, fished, drank

old, sales representative]

beer, talked about everything...But, with such complete ease...Usually, after our trip, which was no secret

Interactions with Colleagues

in the company, it was known that we were leaving,
and Marysia came to us and said, “Well, I heard that

The last group of factors described in this article

you are going, when you are going, remember to take

and influencing working with emotions in the case

a camera and write me 10 sentences” [photos and in-

of sales representatives concerns the relationship

formation about the trip were published in the com-

between a sales representative and their colleagues.

pany’s newsletter]. [man, 52-year-old, former sales

In most cases, those are positive relationships that

representative, manager]

evoke fellow feelings and even friendship. They are
based on the emotions of trust, mutual respect, sat-

Although sales representatives help each other and

isfaction, as well as on help and support, although,

support each other on the road, while staying in
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different hotels, they rarely talk about situations di-

motivates to action. [man, 30-year-old, sales repre-

rectly related to their business activities.

sentative]

But, no one revealed their secrets. No one is to sell

Competition is an important motivational factor

some cool information. [man, 34-year-old, sales rep-

and contributes to deep emotional work. For man-

resentative]

aging employees’ emotions, it is an important method of action, leading to satisfaction, pride, as well

Competition is the factor that differentiates sales

as increasing employees’ identification with the or-

representatives due to the nature of interactions.

ganization to which they belong. Many interview-

Some respondents point to its destructive nature. In

ees emphasized pride in their individual or team

particular, older sales representatives emphasized

achievements, referring to the implementation of

the lack of mutual understanding and trust.

the sales plan assumed by the organization and obtaining material benefits as a result.

Very good, I like everyone very much and everyone
likes me uhm and it all looks very nice. It’s nice, nice,

There is a ranking of the best results and...the top

but there is always a hidden agenda. It turns out that

15 people who achieved the best results go on a trip.

sales representatives are like wolves. One looks at the

This year they were on the Caribbean islands. I can

other as a victim, as if he were just to steal X’s com-

proudly say that I was one of them. Next year it will

pany, trick him, use him, and leave him. Well, that’s

be a trip to Colorado in the United States. It’s a lot of

what sales representatives are. [man, 44-year-old,

fun. You have to try it. [woman, 26-year-old, sales rep-

sales representative]

resentative, office supplies]

Competition is also an incentive to work more in-

The competitions were amazing. It was amazing.

tensively. Many interviewees indicated competition

And it motivated people a lot. Every month, those

as a factor that directly or indirectly influenced the

results were presented in the newsletter and were

level of sales and the achievement of the assumed

announced, the heads of the regions were emailed...

goals:

and each boss...was obliged to provide that data to
employees. Hear up, your region...is second. We have

this work always gives some satisfaction. There is

to try…Such turning on, charging of the batteries.

always some rivalry between us here in the region,

[man, 52-year-old, former sales representative, man-

always if we meet, we know who sold the most, who

ager]

was the best in this and that, if I am the best in a certain period, there is always such a moment of sat-

The competition allows for activities in which social

isfaction and further motivation for this work and,

actors can reflect on themselves (see: Strauss 1959).

and actions. [man, 27-year-old, sales representative]

The activities of sales representatives taking place
within a group context are relational in nature and

The rivalry is very big, the rivalry exists, of course,

are produced in the process of mutual communica-

nobody wants to be the worst. First of all, it’s the

tion and negotiation of meanings (see: Strauss 1959;

basic thing, but it has such a positive dimension. It

1993). It is this level of activity that directly influenc-
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es both the interactions with other colleagues and

As a result of much training and organizational

the emotions aroused in the process. It controls the

indoctrination, sales representatives quickly learn

emotional work, directing it to deep activities de-

how to build a relationship with the customer, in-

sired by a given organization.

cluding surface emotional work. They know which
emotions are desired by the organization and it is

Conclusion

a condition of obtaining maximum benefits and
profits. By building lasting relationships with the

This paper aimed to show four factors influencing

client, they replace surface actions with deep ones.

and shaping interactions undertaken by sales repre-

Activities based on deep emotional work not only

sentatives in the context of their work with emotions.

allow them to pursue their professional goals, in-

Adapting the perspective of symbolic interaction-

cluding achieving a specific profit, but also shape

ism, I indicated the mutual nature of interactions

the direction and nature of the interactions under-

and, as a result, the formation and management of

taken by negotiating, defining, and giving mean-

emotions. I emphasized the two-way nature of the

ings to objects in their social reality. Interactions

interaction by referring to the negotiation of mean-

are a platform for sales representatives’ activities.

ings and the interpretation of gestures. Contrary to

They have a different direction and character. They

other sociological concepts, symbolic interactionism

are a source of emotions, but also a platform for ne-

emphasizes the communication processes in an or-

gotiating meanings, including emotions. The sales

ganization, relations between organizational posi-

representatives’ goal is to build trust between them

tions, including relations between the identities of

and the customer. This can be done either due to

organizational actors, and organizational and orga-

surface action—giving the impression of a patient

nizing activities (see: Konecki 2007:8-9). Social reali-

and serious person, or in the course of deep action,

ty, as emerging in the course of interactions, is fluid.

as a result of which a person becomes more patient

All social structures arise in the process, in action

and serious, and thus no longer has to “make an im-

(see: Strauss 1993).

pression” (Hochschild 2009:159).

The sales representatives in this study are mainly

It should be noted that the ways of dealing with

young people for whom satisfying the needs such

emotions among sales representatives are a deriv-

as owning an apartment, a car, wearing high-end

ative of the perspective they adopt regarding the

clothes is vital. In the interviews, they emphasized

nature of their work. They are the result of the work

that the work of a sales representative is associated

performed by the sales representatives during the

with frequent trips and staying away from home for

training. They are intended and learned activities.

a long time, therefore, it is more suitable for younger

Due to participation in initial training, even nov-

people, who did not yet start a family. Singles find it

ice sales representatives quickly develop strategies

much easier to work in rapidly changing conditions,

to deal with positive and negative emotions, which

requiring constant availability and mobility. Sales

they effectively manage.

representatives remaining in relationships must
count on the understanding of partners and their

The main research technique was unstructured

trust.

and in-depth interviews in the case of which we are
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dealing with someone’s experiences. This time the

flects their experiences. The same goes for examin-

data were primarily made of the stories about the

ing emotions. Therefore, in this study, I also relied

work of sales representatives. In their narratives,

on observations—to contextualize the data collected

they shared information regarding emotions both

due to conducting interviews.

desired and felt in their profession. More than once,
the interviewees revealed the process of working

The activities of sales representatives presented in

with emotions, unconsciously pointing to surface

the article referred to working conditions, interac-

or deep emotional work. They talked about “saving

tions with their superiors and colleagues, and, im-

face,” which allows them to control their emotions,

portantly, interactions with customers. In the con-

but also their clients, as well as pointed to the mo-

text of working with emotions, the situation of sales

ment when surface actions turned into deep ones—

representatives may not be significantly different

when, for example, due to constant interactions,

from other professions, especially in terms of rela-

they started to genuinely like the client and could

tions with superiors. Thus, I hope that this article

no longer be cross with them. They talked about be-

will contribute to a wider interest in working with

coming more patient and understanding. Of course,

emotions and encourage other researchers to do

as researchers, we can never be certain to what ex-

studies in this area among representatives of other

tent the story told by the interlocutors indeed re-

professions.
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