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Jim Black: Sales Representative∗

By Steven L. McShane, The University of Western Australia

Jim Black impatiently drummed the steering wheel and puffed a cigarette as his car
moved slowly northbound along the Don Valley Parkway. Traffic congestion was normal
in the late afternoon, but it seemed much heavier today. In any event, it was another
irritation that was going to make him late for his next appointment.

As a sales representative at Noram Canada Ltd., Jim could not afford to keep clients
waiting. Sales of compressed oxygen and other gases were slower during this prolonged
recession. Other compressed gas suppliers were eager to grab new accounts and it was
becoming more common for clients to switch from one supplier to another. Jim pressed
his half-finished cigarette against the ash tray and accelerated the car into another lane.

Buyers of compressed gases knew that the market was in their favour and many were
demanding price discounts and shorter delivery times. Earlier in the week, for example,
one of Jim's more demanding customers telephoned for another shipment of liquid
oxygen to be delivered the next morning. To meet the deadline, Jim had to complete an
expedited delivery form and then personally convince the shipping group to make the
delivery in the morning rather than later in the day. Jim disliked making expedited
delivery requests, even though this was becoming increasingly common among the reps,
because it often delayed shipment of Noram's product to other clients. Discounts were
even more troublesome because they reduced his commission and, except for very large
orders, were frowned upon by Noram management.

Meanwhile, at Noram Canada's headquarters in nearby Brampton, senior managers were
putting more pressure on sales reps to produce. They complained that the reps weren't
aggressive enough and area supervisors were told to monitor each sales rep's monthly
numbers more closely. Jim fumbled for another cigarette as the traffic stopped
momentarily.

Two months ago, the area sales supervisor had "a little chat" (as he called it) with Jim
about the stagnant sales in his district and loss of a client to the competition. It wasn't
exactly a threat of being fired---other reps also received these chats---but Jim felt nervous
about his work and began having sleepless nights. He began making more calls to
potential clients, but was only able to find this time by completing administrative
paperwork in the evenings. The evening work wasn't helping relations with his family.
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To make matters worse, Noram's parent company in New York announced that it planned
to sell the Canadian operations. Jim had heard rumours that a competitor was going to
purchase the firm, mainly to expand its operations through Noram's Western Canadian
sales force and production facilities. The competitor was well established in Ontario and
probably wouldn't need a larger sales force here, so Jim's job would be in jeopardy if the
acquisition took place. Jim felt another headache coming on as he stared at the endless
line of red tail lights slithering along the highway ahead.

Even if Jim kept his job, any promotion into management would be a long way off if the
competitor acquired Noram Canada. Jim had no particular desire to become a manager,
but his wife was eager for him to receive a promotion because it would involve less travel
and provide a more stable salary (less dependent on monthly sales). Business travel was a
nuisance, particularly for out-of-town appointments, but Jim felt less comfortable with
the idea of sitting behind a desk all day.

The loud honk of another car startled Jim as he swerved into the exit lane at Eglington
Avenue. A few minutes later, he arrived at the client's parking lot. Jim rummaged through
his brief case for some aspirin to relieve the headache. He heaved a deep sigh as he
glanced at his watch. Jim was 15 minutes late for the appointment.


