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l o y a l t y

Hermit crabs change shells for a variety of reasons. 

As you might expect, the most common reason is growth. They outgrow their existing shell 

and need to find a new home that fits their evolving needs. 

There are also situations where circumstances outside of their control—stress or an 

inhospitable environment—can push a hermit crab to leave, forcing it to find a new shell. 

Other times, it will choose to change shells simply because it likes another one better.

Of course, the number of available shells affects the crab’s choice. If there is an abundance of 

options available, it might change shells often, even leaving one shell and later returning to it 

when it realizes the new shell wasn’t all it hoped it would be.

Like hermit crabs, your customers might leave for a variety of reasons. 

Supply chain disruptions are creating logistical bottlenecks. Service failures are all but routine. 

And many companies have increased prices in response to rising costs. Meanwhile, your 

competitors are circling, trying to lure your customers away with promises of lower prices and 

better support.

So, despite your best efforts to keep them, some of your formerly loyal customers have likely 

decided to leave.

Does that mean they’re gone for good? Or could there be a way to win them back?

lost
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t h e  w e i g h t  o f  t h e

win-back
In a recent B2B industry survey, 90 percent of companies said 

that their ability to win back lost customers was important to their 

success. 

That’s no surprise in this economic environment. Supply chain 

issues might be forcing your customers to find other sources for the 

inventory they need. Inflation could be causing your customers to 

shop around for a better price. And labor shortages might lead to 

more service failures that push your customers to look elsewhere.

As companies recover from the turbulence of the last few years, 

those former customers represent an enticing opportunity to recoup 

your lost revenue—if you can win them back. 

But it’s not an easy conversation to have. Eighty percent of 
companies believe that winning back a lost customer is at 
least as difficult—if not more difficult—than acquiring a new 
customer.

Why? Are your former customers somehow biased against your 

solution after they leave? Are sellers underestimating their ability to 

win back these lost customers? Or are you simply using the wrong 

approach to address these buyers’ unique motivations? 

Very 
impor tant 1 .

2 .

3 .

4.

5 .Not  a t  a l l

90%

Our ability to win back lost customers 
is important to our company’s success

90 percent of companies say that their ability to win 

back lost customers is important to their success.

Strong ly 
agree 1.

2 .

3 .

4.

5 .St rong ly 
d i sagree

80%

It is more challenging to win back a lost 
customer than to gain a net new customer

80 percent of companies say win-backs are equal to 

or harder than acquiring new customers.
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n e w  p r o s p e c t  o r 

Psychological studies have shown that, when faced with a decision, most 
people tend to stick with their status quo. People naturally view change as 

costly and unsafe. If the perceived benefits of a new solution don’t outweigh the 

perceived costs of change, people tend to resist taking action. 

This cognitive bias is what behavioral scientists call ”Status Quo Bias.”

Our past behavioral studies have shown that sellers need to disrupt Status Quo 

Bias when trying to persuade a new prospect to change from their existing 

solution. But in retention or expansion conversations with existing customers, 

sellers must take the opposite approach, bolstering their incumbent position by 

reinforcing their customer’s Status Quo Bias.

What about lost customers?

Is their buying psychology more akin to a new prospect or an existing customer? 

After all, you’re not their status quo—they chose to switch from your solution. But 

because they were a customer, they might still have some affinity for your 

company.

So, are lost customers willing to work with you again? And, if so, what message 

will persuade them to return? 

In his study “The Psychology of Doing Nothing,” 

research psychologist Christopher Anderson details 

four causes of Status Quo Bias: 

1. Preference Stability – If a customer’s 

preferences change less often, or remain static, 

they’re more likely to stick with what they’re doing 

today. Conversely, if you destabilize their preferences, 

you increase their openness to change. 

2. Anticipated Regret/Blame – Humans chafe at 

the possibility of regret. It elicits all sorts of negative 

anticipatory emotions such as fear, dread, and 

anxiety. While the consequences of actual regret will 

play out in the future, the emotional experience of 

regret takes place in the present.

3. Cost of Action/Change – Changing the 

status quo often involves a cost of some kind—the 

transactional costs associated with the change, or the 

transitional resourcing costs of changing to something 

new. Change seems risky or costly, while sticking 

with the status quo registers as either neutral or even 

beneficial—even in the face of contrary evidence. 

4. Selection Difficulty – When prospects and 

customers are overwhelmed by too many options, 

they suffer from “choice overload.” This amplifies 

their tendency to view change as complex and costly.

existing customer?
t h e  f o u r  c a u s e s  o f 
s t a t u s  q u o  b i a s
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t h e study
B2B DecisionLabs partnered with Dr. Leff Bonney, behavioral scientist and 

Associate Professor of Sales and Marketing at the Florida State University Sales 

Institute, to conduct this research study in two phases. 

In Phase One, sellers from three companies were asked to identify lost 

customers. Researchers then surveyed both the sellers and the identified 

customers about why they left and asked how likely they would be to work with 

the vendor again. 

In Phase Two, 315 sellers from a large electrical distribution company each 

selected 10 lost customers to pursue. Then, eight groups of 30–40 sellers 

learned one of eight different messages and applied that approach to try to win 

back the former customers they identified.

a  s t u d y  i n  t w o  p a r t s

Dr. Leff Bonney 
Associate Professor 

Florida State University 

Why not just skip to Phase Two?  

Asking B2B sellers and their lost customers about the 

customers’ likelihood to return yielded a couple of 

important insights.

First, it helped identify whether the likelihood of a 

customer returning changes based on the reasons 

they left.

If one lost customer experienced a service failure and 

another left for a lower price, would they both be 

persuaded by the same win-back message? 

Second, the questions in Phase One helped highlight 

any potential differences between what a seller 

believes vs. what a customer believes. 

In B2B DecisionLabs’ industry survey, companies said 

the Why Return conversation was one of the most 

difficult sales motions they face. But it raises the 

question: Are sellers just underestimating their former 

customers’ willingness to return?

You’ll see answers to all of these questions in this 

report.
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LEARN WHY YOUR CUSTOMER LEFT

HIGHLIGHT THE HIDDEN COST

SHOW THEM HOW YOU’VE CHANGED

t o  w i n  b a c k
c u s t o m e r s

Your once-loyal customer decided to leave. But that doesn’t mean it’s 

over for good. In this report, you’ll learn what motivates these buyers 

to return and what messages you can use to win them back.

communicate
change  



c o m m u n i c a t e  c h a n g e  t o  w i n  b a c k  c u s t o m e r s

y o u r  c u s t o m e r  l e f t
learn why



primary reasons
t h r e e

Based on data from Phase One of the study, researchers identified three primary reasons 

why customers choose to leave. They can be pushed away or pulled away for a number of 

reasons. Or they might be priced away.

Serviced away: A service failure occurred that caused the customer to look elsewhere. 

Inventoried away: The vendor could not keep up with the customer’s inventory needs. 

1. Pushed away

2. Pulled away

3. Priced away

Relationship-ed away: They had a better relationship with the competitor’s sales rep. 

Innovated away: The competitor had capabilities that the vendor didn’t have. 

The customer left because they found a better price elsewhere.

h a s  t h e  s t a t u s  
q u o  s o l i d i f i e d ?

Tim Riesterer 
Chief Visionary 

B2B DecisonLabs

Your once-loyal customer decided to leave their 

status quo for a new solution. But how long does it 

take for the new vendor to cement their position as 

the new status quo? 

Implementation will likely take time, which means 

your customer will incur costs up front while value 

trails. The new solution might even need to coexist 

with your solution for some period.

If your competition isn’t taking the right steps to 

accelerate their position as the new incumbent, then 

it could take some time for Status Quo Bias to take 

hold. Which means the customer might be more open 

to the Why Return conversation if you don’t wait too 

long.

How much time do you have? Regardless of the new 

vendor’s efforts, it might also depend on the reason 

your customer left. And that’s why tracking this 

information is so important. 

Your customer’s motivations for leaving—and how 

long it’s been since they left—could affect their 

willingness to return.
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m i n d  t h e

Overall, the results from Phase One show that sellers 

tend to be slightly less confident than buyers about their 

chances of winning back the customer’s business. 

Interestingly, sellers significantly underestimate their 

ability to win back a customer after a service failure. And 

they’re significantly overconfident in their ability to win 

back a customer who left because the competitor created 

a stronger relationship. 

The good news is, there’s always a chance to win back 

a lost customer. But the circumstances leading up to the 

break-up can potentially impact how well your message 

is received. 

If you’re approaching a customer who left because of a 

service failure, they might be more receptive than you 

think. But if a competitor builds a strong relationship 

with that customer, they might not be as willing as you 

expect—regardless of how good your service was. 

The reason your customer left does impact how 
willing they are to return. So with these results in 

mind, researchers set out to test which message won the 

most meetings overall, and how the customer’s reason 

for leaving changes the message’s effectiveness. 

Sellers significantly underestimate their ability to win back a customer after 

a service failure. And customers are less likely to return when a competitor 

creates a stronger relationship.

Inventoried 
away

Relat ionship-ed 
away

Innovated 
away

Priced 
away

Pul led 
away

Pushed 
away

Serviced 
away

Likelihood of working with the vendor again

Seller answersCustomer answers

gaps

Very 
l i ke ly

Not 
a t  a l l
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h i g h l i g h t  t h e hidden
    cost

c o m m u n i c a t e  c h a n g e  t o  w i n  b a c k  c u s t o m e r s



t h e  t e s t 

conditions In Phase Two of the study, researchers tested the following eight messages 

in a real-world win-back scenario with 3150 actual lost customers.

Why Change  
This message introduced new, previously unconsidered 

risks and costs associated with the customer’s choice to 

make a change to their current vendor. 

Why Change + apology 
This message followed the Why Change approach with 

an added apology for the previous service failure that 

caused the customer to leave. 

Why Stay 
This message focused on the value and results that the 

customer received during the previous partnership. 

Why Stay + apology 
This message followed the Why Stay approach with 

an added apology for the previous service failure that 

caused the customer to leave. 

We’ve Changed 
This message shared how the vendor—thanks to the 

customer’s feedback—has taken steps to fix problems 

that might have caused the customer to leave. 

Grass isn’t greener 
This message was phrased as a “check-in” with the 

customer to see whether their current vendor is 

meeting their expectations and whether there’s an 

opportunity to help fill in any service gaps. 

Future-focus + statistic 
This message used an industry statistic to introduce a 

potential issue for the customer. It did not acknowledge 

the vendor’s past relationship with the customer.

Future-focus + referral 
This message used the name of a referral to introduce 

a potential issue to the customer. Like the other “future 

focus” message, it did not acknowledge the vendor’s 

past relationship with the customer. 

See examples of  these messages
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t h e

m e s s a g e s

The Why Change message was the most effective approach overall 

in terms of booked meetings. But the We’ve Changed message was 

a very close second, with only a 0.7 percent difference between the 

two. 

Surprisingly, the retention-focused Why Stay messages were the 

least effective. And messages got an even worse response when 

they included an apology component. In fact, the Why Stay + 
apology message performed worst of all, losing by a 19.2 
percent difference compared to Why Change.

In previous behavioral studies, we found that a Why Stay message 

is the most effective way to retain an existing customer. And an 

apology message—when delivered in a specific way—can increase 

customer loyalty immediately after a service failure. 

But this study’s results indicate a shift in buyer psychology. After a 

customer decides to leave, their motivations change significantly. 

They’re no longer an existing customer, so documenting the results 

you’ve helped them achieve—a crucial element of a retention 

message—isn’t as effective. And it’s too late to offer an apology. 

That might only remind them of why they left. 

winning Meetings booked

Why 
Change

Why Change 
+ apology

Why  
Stay 

Why Stay  
+ apology

We’ve 
Changed

Grass isn’t 
greener

9 %

2 8 . 2 %

2 0 . 3 %

2 7 . 5 %

2 1 . 8 %

1 1 . 6 %

Overall, customers who received the Why Change message booked the 

most meetings.

The two future-focused messages did not get significantly good or bad 

results in this study. They won some meetings but were consistently in the 

middle of the pack among other test conditions. So, those messages are 

not included in the charts in this report. 
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The results from Phase Two suggest that former customers aren’t motivated by a backward-looking conversation. The most effective 

messages—Why Change and We’ve Changed—acknowledged the previous relationship but didn’t wallow in what went wrong or dwell on the past. 

Instead, the winning messages focused on the present. They recognized that the relationship had changed, lessons were learned, and highlighted how 

the vendor is still considering the customer’s current best interests.

Which message should you use? It depends on why your customer left.

The last time we talked, you mentioned that you were doing everything 

you can to counteract multiple forces making life difficult—from supply 

chain delays and labor shortages to competitors making budget and 

timeline promises you know will be near-impossible to hit.

We have heard similar comments from other customers, but they have 

also told us that by eliminating some risks, they’ve created new 
ones. You lose control and visibility over your spending at the very 

time prices are rising. Consistency and quality diminish. Ultimately, 

you’re managing more supplier relationships, increasing your overhead 

and inefficiency internally.

I know it’s been a while since we last talked but I am writing to 

say, “Thank you!” I know that at times across the past year, we’ve 

been unable to help you achieve your goals as well as we should… 

Regardless, I want to say how much I appreciate the open and honest 

feedback that you have provided in the past. 

I also want you to know that we heard you loud and clear. Because 
of what you shared with us, we have been able to improve our 
processes and operations. Our supply chain teams used your feedback. 

We have also taken proactive approaches to reduce the impact of the 

recent, dramatic, price increases in the electrical supplies market.

m o v e  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p

Why Change We've Changed

 orward
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When researchers examined message effectiveness 

based on the reasons the customers left, the Why 
Change message emerged as a clear winner for 
customers who were pulled away by a competitor’s 

capabilities or a stronger relationship with the sales rep.

If your former customer was lured away by another 

vendor (as opposed to being pushed away by a service 

failure), you need to disrupt their current situation. 

In these win-back conversations, the most effective 

approach is a provocative message that highlights the 

costs and risks of their previous decision to change. 

pulled away
w h e n  c u s t o m e r s  a r e 

Customers who were pulled away by competitors’ capabilities or a strong 

relationship with a competing sales rep were significantly more motivated by the 

Why Change message.

Why 
Change

Why 
Stay

Why Stay  
+ apology

Grass isn’t 
greener

We’ve  
Changed

Why Change  
+ apology

Meetings booked: pulled away vs. average

Overall averagePulled away
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Several messages worked almost equally as 
well for customers who chose to leave for a 
better price. 

In these situations, your former customers likely 

don’t have strong ties to their current vendor. Giving 

them a compelling reason to return with a Why 

Change message can be effective. But even the 

“grass isn’t greener” approach—which was more 

about filling in the service gaps with the customer’s 

current vendor—worked just as well. 

These results suggest that customers who were 

priced away have an opportunistic mindset. They 

might be willing to return for several different 

reasons that position your solution’s value above 

their current vendor.

priced away
w h e n  c u s t o m e r s  a r e 

Three messages worked almost equally as well to win back lost customers who 

had left for a lower price.

Why 
Change

Why 
Stay

Why Stay  
+ apology

Grass isn’t 
greener

We’ve  
Changed

Why Change  
+ apology

Meetings booked: priced away vs. average

Overall averagePriced away
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s h o w  t h e m  h o w 

you've chan ed

c o m m u n i c a t e  c h a n g e  t o  w i n  b a c k  c u s t o m e r s



The We’ve Changed message was significantly 
more effective than other messages for customers 
who were pushed away, whether by a service failure 

or inventory-related issues. 

These lost customers will be more responsive when you 

show them that you value their feedback, you’ve learned 

from your previous mistakes, and you’re taking steps to 

prevent those issues in the future.

This is still a conversation about change. But instead of 

convincing your lost customers why they should change, 

the We’ve Changed approach communicates how you 

have changed—and invites the customer to revisit your 

solution considering these new improvements.

pushed away
w h e n  c u s t o m e r s  a r e 

Customers who experienced a service failure or inventory issue were 

significantly more motivated by the We’ve Changed message.

Why 
Change

Why 
Stay

Why Stay  
+ apology

Grass isn’t 
greener

We’ve  
Changed

Why Change  
+ apology

Meetings booked: pushed away vs. average

Overall averagePushed away
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d o n ’ t  w a i t  t o

apolo ize
In a perfect world, your existing customers would never 

experience a service failure that causes them to leave. 

But mistakes happen, and when they do, it’s better to recover the 

relationship immediately rather than wait to win them back.

There are profound positive benefits to be had from a well-

executed recovery. Handling a service failure the right way 
in the moment—before your customer leaves—can not only 
rescue the relationship but advance it to an even higher 
level. 

It’s a scientific phenomenon called the “Service Recovery 

Paradox”: a situation in which the customer thinks more highly of 

you after you’ve corrected a problem than if they’d never had the 

bad experience to begin with.

In a previous behavioral study conducted with Dr. Nick Lee, 

Professor of Marketing at Warwick Business School, we identified a 

precise apology message choreography that activates the Service 

Recovery Paradox. 

In that study, decision makers who received the winning Why 

Forgive message immediately after a service failure were more 

likely to recommend the vendor and even buy more after a service 

recovery.

Read the ful l  research study here

C
u

st
o
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S e r v i c e  f a i l u r e

S e r v i c e  r e c o v e r y

C u s t o m e r  w i t h  
s e r v i c e  f a i l u r e  a n d 
s u c c e s s f u l  r e c o v e r y

C u s t o m e r 
w i t h o u t  

s e r v i c e  f a i l u r e

Service Recovery Paradox

Time

According to a previous study, decision makers who received a 

specific Why Forgive message were more likely to recommend 

the vendor and even buy more after a service recovery.

Likely to buy more

Condit ion 
#1

Condit ion 
#2

Condit ion 
#3

Condit ion 
#4

Why 
Forgive 

+ 1 6 %
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Your former customers aren’t motivated by the same messages 

as existing customers. But these buyers also aren’t quite new 

prospects. They’re already familiar with your solution. And even 

though they decided to leave, they might be open to returning—but 

only if you use the right approach. 

The two winning messages in this study—Why Change 

and We’ve Changed—had this in common: they both 

acknowledged the past relationship (without lingering 

there), and they both communicated change. 

Which message should you use? 

If your customer was pulled away by a 

relationship or the competitors’ capabilities, a 

Why Change message will work best. If they 

were pushed away by your service failure, a 

We’ve Changed message is most effective. 

And if they simply chose a lower price, 

then either of those messages will likely 

work equally as well. 

LEARN WHY YOUR 
CUSTOMER LEFT

HIGHLIGHT THE 
HIDDEN COST

SHOW THEM HOW 
YOU’VE CHANGED

t o  w i n  b a c k
c u s t o m e r s

communicate
change  



a u t h o r

c o n t r i b u t o r s

Doug Hutton leads all post-sale teams for exceptional delivery at 

Corporate Visions and B2B DecisionLabs. He works with behavioral 

scientists and research partners to build a scientific foundation for 

award-winning solutions that help sales, marketing, and customer 

success teams have winning customer conversations. Doug is 

co-author of The Expansion Sale: Four Must-Win Conversations to 

Keep and Grow Your Customers. 

Doug Hutton 
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Corporate Visions & B2B DecisionLabs

a b o u t  B 2 B  D e c i s i o n L a b s
B2B DecisionLabs is the only advisory firm and membership community 

dedicated to helping marketing, sales, and customer success departments 

improve seller and buyer interactions to drive better commercial outcomes. B2B 

DecisionLabs offers science-backed insights, expert guidance, and field-ready 

tools through four dedicated research laboratories:

•   Behavioral studies – to understand why buyers behave the way they do 

through fast, large-scale simulations. 

•   Neuroscience research – to observe what’s going on inside buyers’ brains 

using EEG, ECG, GSR, eye tracking, and facial recognition tools. 

•   Field trials – to optimize your digital selling initiatives by testing, tracking, 

and validating real-world customer interactions and outcomes.

•   Machine learning & sales analytics – to transform unstructured sales data 

into useful insights and coaching opportunities using AI-powered technology.
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