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o v e r v i e w

While provocative messaging approaches remain popular and effective when it comes to acquiring new 

customers, a previous B2B DecisionLabs experiment found that this kind of message isn’t universally 

applicable—and could even backfire in a renewal selling context.

In sum, that study confirmed that creating an effective renewal message (or Why Stay story) is a much 

different enterprise than creating a message geared for net new customer acquisition. The research 

showed that to make the most convincing case for a customer to renew with you, your  message must 

reinforce four causes of Status Quo Bias (Preference Stability, Perceived Cost of Change, Anticipated Regret 

and Blame, and Selection Difficulty). Interestingly, those causes are the same ones companies must attack 

when they’re the outsider trying to convince a prospect to change, according to B2B DecisionLabs research. 

Conversely, the most effective renewal story will recognize those same decision-making principles, but 

apply them in reverse, so that instead of challenging the customer, you’re reinforcing your value.

r e s e a r c h  o b j e c t i v e s

This research builds on B2B DecisionLabs’ previous renewal messaging study, conducted with Dr. Zakary 

Tormala, a social psychologist and expert in messaging and social influence. The following study is designed 

to test and confirm a specific messaging framework for reinforcing the status quo and encouraging 

decision-makers to renew with (rather than switch away from) a current business partner.

http://homepages.se.edu/cvonbergen/files/2013/01/The-Psychology-of-Doing-Nothing_Forms-of-Decision-Avoidance-Result-from-Reason-and-Emotion.pdf
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t h e  s t u d y

To begin, Tormala recruited 398 individuals to take part in an online experiment. At the outset of the study, 

participants were instructed to imagine that they ran a small business, and that about two years ago they had 

signed up with a 401k provider to help promote their company’s retirement plan to employees. The hope was 

that getting more employees signed up would boost employee satisfaction and retention. Participants imagined 

that two years ago only 20 percent of their employees subscribed to the 401k plan, and their goal had been to 

increase participation to 80 percent. Now, two years later, participation had risen to 50 percent—a step forward, 

but still short of the 80 percent target. Meanwhile, employee retention rates had improved, but it was difficult to 

know how much of that should be attributed to promotion of the 401k plan.

Following this background description, participants read a message from their 401k provider, in which they 

were told to imagine they were trying to decide whether to renew and continue working with that provider. 

The message represented the provider’s attempt to persuade them to do so. For all participants, the message 

focused on reinforcing the status quo, emphasizing how much effort went into selecting the current provider 

and highlighting the risks and costs associated with changing to a new provider now. 

Importantly, the message varied along two key dimensions across four experimental conditions into which 

participants were evenly divided. The first dimension was whether the provider documented successful results 

before or after reinforcing the status quo. The second dimension was whether the provider gave more or less 

explicit detail on the recent advances they had made.

This resulted in four different message conditions, summarized below:

     •   Condition 1: Document results, then reinforce the status quo; provide less explicit detail regarding 

advances in the partnership.

     •   Condition 2: Reinforce the status quo, then document results; provide less explicit detail regarding 

advances in the partnership.

     •   Condition 3: Document results, then reinforce the status quo; provide more explicit detail regarding 

advances in the partnership.

     •   Condition 4: Reinforce the status quo, then document results; provide more explicit detail regarding 

advances in the partnership.

t h e  r e s u l t s

After receiving the respective message from the provider, participants answered a series of questions assessing 

their reactions to the message and its persuasive impact. These questions were accompanied by scales ranging 

from one to nine, labeled such that higher scores indicated higher values on the dimension assessed. The 

questions were designed to assess the impact of the message across the areas of: switching intentions, 

willingness to pay, trust, and message quality.



3What’s In a Winning Renewal Story?

F i g u r e  1 :  T r u s t

Switching Intentions

To assess switching intentions, participants answered three questions about how likely they would be to shop 

around for other providers, to switch companies and try a new provider, and to consider discounted offers from 

competitors. Responses to these questions were averaged to form a composite index of switching intentions. 

While order did not have a statistically significant effect on switching intentions, there was a tendency for 

participants to be less likely to switch when the provider documented results first, as opposed to reinforcing 

the status quo first. Additionally, there was a statistically significant effect of detail on switching intentions. 

Participants indicated they were less likely to switch or shop around for a new provider when the 

message contained more explicit detail. On average, participants were 7.36 percent less likely to switch in 

the more- compared to less-detail condition.

Trust

Participants also indicated how trustworthy they found the provider to be (responses were averaged to form a 

composite index). On this item, there were statistically significant effects for both order and level of detail. As 

illustrated in figure 1 below, participants reported greater trust in the provider when the provider’s message 

first documented successful results (rather than reinforcing the status quo) and when it offered more rather 

than less detail about recent advances. On average, the “results first” messages outperformed the “status quo 

first” messages by a margin of 5.49 percent, and the more detailed messages outperformed the less detailed 

messages by a margin of 4.72 percent.
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Willingness to Pay

Participants also reported how much they would be willing to pay monthly to renew with their current provider. 

In this case, responses were provided on a scale ranging from 0-100 percent of their current rate, in 10 percent 

increments. This measure revealed a significant effect of the order manipulation, such that participants were 

willing to pay 6.59 percent more when the provider documented successful results before reinforcing the status 

quo (73.61 percent of their current rate) rather than vice versa (67.02 percent of their current rate). There was 

no effect of level of detail on willingness to pay.

Message Quality

Finally, participants rated the provider’s message on several scales assessing how thorough it seemed to be, 

how much evidence it contained, and how unique it was. There was no effect of order on these ratings, but 

there was a significant effect of level of detail. Participants rated the message as higher quality (more thorough, 

more evidence-based, more unique) in the more-detail condition compared to the less-detail condition. On 

average, the more detailed messages outperformed the less detailed messages by 6.36 percent on this index.

c o n c l u s i o n

Overall, the results showed that (1) documenting results before reinforcing the status quo was a more effective 

strategy than reinforcing the status before documenting results; and (2) offering more detail about recent 

advances was a better strategy than offering less detail.
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t h e  w i n n i n g  f r a m e w o r k

The basic message structure of the winning condition from the study is provided below:

Document results - You’ve made great progress on your goals over these last two years. You’ve seen 401k 

participation grow from 20 percent to 50 percent. Your employee satisfaction scores are up, and your employee 

retention rates have started to improve, which was the ultimate goal of making these changes.

Reinforce Preference Stability - When you signed up two years ago, you really did your homework and 

looked at a lot of options before getting your entire team to come to a consensus and choose our company.

Anticipate potential regret/blame - As you look at making a renewal decision, it’s important to realize 

that you’re at a critical point in this journey and it’s important to maintain momentum to achieve your ultimate 

participation and retention goals. Any change to the program at this point could create an unnecessary risk of 

losing the positive gains you’ve made.

Mention Perceived Cost of Change - Bringing in another vendor would require you to invest time in getting 

them up to speed and money on implementation costs and other changes that you won’t have to spend if you 

continue working with us.

Detail improvements (Selection Difficulty) - We’ve continued to update your program over the last two 

years to ensure you’re keeping pace with anything else available in the market today. You’ll get two new 

features to help improve your goals of employee participation and satisfaction: a monthly report showing tax 

dollars 401k participants saved vs. those not in the plan, and an app with retirement planning calculators and 

budgeting tools to help your employees make more informed decisions.
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