
Discover the Unstated Reason 
Why Customers Leave



increasing customer 
retention by just 5% 
increases profits by 

25% to 95%. 

5%

95%

The Importance 
of Loyalty and 
Retention 

Of course, retention is essential. This is  
like motherhood and apple pie, right? 

We need to do all we can to keep our clients. 
But do we know the reason for attrition? Do we 
have systems in place to discover, record, and 
track our progress? If we don’t, are we genuine-
ly taking this as seriously as we should?

Don’t think an NPS survey or a traditional sat-
isfaction survey will get us the answers. They 
may get us part of the way, but as you will see, 
these are not enough. 

According to the Harvard Business Review, has 
the potential to increase customer retention by 
just 5% increases profits by 25% to 95%. In ad-
dition, depending on the source and the study, 
a dissatisfied customer will tell 13 to 20 others 
thereby negatively affecting acquisition.

But in this age of social media, the numbers 
get much higher than that. As reported in  
“Customer Think,” following poor customer 
service, 28% will post a negative online review, 
and 26% will complain on social media.

Seth Godin estimates that each angry  
customer will tell 3,000 others (through 
social media).



while I was running the Insights team at H&R 
Block, we conducted a lot of satisfaction 

surveys. One of the questions we asked about was 
“expertise.” And guess what? We always scored high 
on expertise. Yet at the same time, many of these 
same customers left us for CPAs. When we asked 
"why," they told us that CPAs were the experts. Ugh! 
What were we missing?

To make this more complicated, satisfied customers 
leave. OK, perhaps not as many as dissatisfied cli-
ents, but enough to know that there are other forces 
in play.

Changing Needs - Satisfied clients leave if they do not 
think we are relevant for them anymore.

In my H&R Block example, some feel that when they 
grow up and become adults, they will eventually mi-
grate to a CPA. H&R Block did not do anything wrong. 
We were still very good for these respondents given 
their life stage. They rated us high on satisfaction and 
they may have even referred us to others. But these 
customers felt they had outgrown H&R Block and 
now they could afford “my guy,” something they did 
not feel H&R Block offered. 

Here’s another example; many DIY investors love 
investing, it’s engaging, it’s exciting. Over years of 
investing, they figure out their strategies and they 
are confident in these strategies. They also become 
comfortable with and like their DIY brokerage firm. 
But things change as they get closer to retirement. 
Strategies need to change. New questions arise. 
“Will I have enough for retirement?” “What are the 
best types of investments for this stage?” “How much 
can I withdraw?” “Will my money last?” These ques-
tions are new to them. This investing style is new to 
them. And now they have their entire life savings to 
manage without additional income coming in. 

It is at this stage of life many feel the need to hire 
a financial advisor. 

But this does not mean they were dissatisfied with 
their DIY broker. In qualitative groups, I have heard 
these investors say they recommended their DIY 
broker to others – even though they left. 

Satisfied clients leave when they don’t believe the 
firm is relevant for them anymore. 

Just for fun, here’s one more example. You may have 
had your favorite burger joint when you were younger. 

But when you met the person 
of your dreams, you didn’t 
think that was the best place 
to take the love of your life for 
a date. You loved your burger 
joint. You rated it high on satis-
faction scores. You referred it 
to friends, but now you don’t go 
there as often.

Customers will change solu-
tions based on their needs. But 
that doesn’t mean you have to 
lose them.

McDonald's introduced salads 
in 2005 in response to a 

Satisfaction Studies Are Not Enough
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Satisfied clients 
leave when they 
don’t believe the 
firm is relevant to 
them anymore

desire for healthier food. Charles Schwab, who 
essentially invented the low-cost DIY investing 
category, has introduced several services that 
provide advice. 

Sometimes you don’t have to add new services. 
I have seen firsthand when customers left be-
cause they did not know their provider offered 
what they were looking for. Many H&R Block 
defectors did not realize that we had many very 
experienced tax preparers who are well versed in 
complex returns, handling audits, and helping a 
client with tax planning. Yet they left searching 
for this very thing. 

The point is, we must first know the reason  
why they leave.

Another problem with  
traditional satisfaction studies
Satisfaction studies are typically framed up as 
“how good did we do” on different dimensions. 
But a frequent reason for attrition is service 
breaks. And these usually are not covered in  
traditional satisfaction studies. 

We may get a low satisfaction score, and we 
may be able to track it down to customer service 
(as an example), but it is difficult to pinpoint the 
cause unless we know what we’re looking for. 
Since satisfaction tracking studies tend to be 
static from one wave to another, many times 
they miss issues that may emerge. 



We Need to Get  
to the Behaviors
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Similarly, it is the behavior that matters. 
When working with a credit union, we 

found that “welcoming” and “friendliness” 
were very important for this company’s 
brand. Now all branch employees may have 
felt that they were friendly, but we discov-
ered that when customers were greeted 
when they walked in, when someone  
called them by name, they rated us higher  
on “friendly employees” and, therefore,  
we received higher satisfaction scores.

If we understand these behavioral drivers, 
our firms can train for the correct behaviors.  



This Leads Us to Attrition Studies

P erhaps the biggest challenge with attrition 
studies is that they have the same flaw we 

know exists in other studies . . .

Respondants may not want to tell us the real 
answer – They may give us the answer they want 
to tell us. Or, they give us answers they think we 
want to hear. Many of us may have our own favor-
ite stories on this point. Mine comes from a friend. 
When she asked mothers the reasons for their 
selection of a quick-serve restaurant for their 
children, they gave answers such as “healthy 
alternatives.” But when they conducted their driver 
analysis to understand the real reasons, they found 
dimensions such as “kid’s request it,” and “it makes 
my kids happy” are the real drivers. 

The resulting strategies of these two sets of 
answers are very different. If they only asked the 
question directly (i.e., stated importance), they 
would have led the company down the wrong path, 
resulting in millions spent in the wrong place and 
losing time getting to the real issue. 

We have known about this issue for quite some 
time. Thus, many of us rely more on a derived or 
modeled score when determining what is most 

important. But when we interview attritors, we don’t 
typically have that type of analysis as an option.

They may not even know the answer. On the sur-
face, this appears to be a strange reason. But not 
when we dig into all the recent research into how 
humans make choices. 

I was first exposed to these discoveries when 
reading “How Customers Think,” by Gerald Zaltman. 
Zaltman is critical of traditional market research. 
He is critical of our straightforward surveys and our 
focus on easily communicated features and bene-
fits. In Zaltman’s words . . . 

At least 95% of all cognition occurs below 
awareness in the shadows of the mind 
while, at most, only 5% occurs in higher- 
order consciousness.

 - Gerald Zaltman, “How Customers Think”

In short, Zaltman is saying that we may not even  
be aware of how we made decisions. It was easy  
to ignore Zaltman’s conclusions – until – more and 
more confirmation emerged. And not just any  
confirmation – from Nobel Prize willing  
psychologists and economists. 

The Biggest Problem With Attrition 

Attrition studies typically ask attritors to give  
  a reason for why they chose to leave.

I have executed many of these. But after several 
attempts, we just stopped. Regardless of the 
research firm we used, irrespective of the approach, 
they all gave us surface, obvious, and logical 
answers such as “price,” or “convenience.” Some of 
this was helpful. But we knew there was more to it, 
but we could not tease it out.

In my quest to solve this, I asked others in the 
Insights industry, and found the results surprising. 
Other research professionals had gone down this 
path before me, came to the same conclusion, 
so simply stopped asking the question. They just 
stopped conducting these types of studies be-
cause they did not feel they were getting to the 
real meat of the situation. 
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Most impressions and thoughts arise in 
your conscious experience without you 
knowing how they got there.

  - Danniel Kahneman, Nobel Prize Winner

Decisions are made based on emotion  
and justified rationally.

- Dr. Daniel Goleman, Harvard

The point is that consumers may not even know 
the reason why they come to a firm or why they 
leave. We used to believe in homoeconomicus or 
Adam Smith’s economic man, where all decisions 
were rational, where we could apply utilities to all 
features, add them up and make a choice. But the 
homoeconomicus species is extinct. Well, for that 
matter, it never really existed. 

This makes understanding why consumers do 
what they do immeasurably more difficult. We 
simply cannot launch a survey on Survey Monkey 
(or Qualtrics, or any other tool), ask straightfor-
ward questions, and leave it at that. We will get an 
answer, alright, but will it be the right one? 

This is why understanding why clients leave is 
more difficult and why our past attempts have  
led us to only surface answers. 

I would love to see the study of firms who took  
the literal answer from a survey, launched pro-
grams, only to see no difference in their business. 
Just think of the millions spent pointing to the 
wrong thing. 

Lou Carbone was one of the early leaders of  
understanding the importance of “experience” rath-
er than just products. I was fortunate to work with 
him on several projects. While Lou was the CMO of 
Avis Rental Car, he faced a challenge. Syndicated 
surveys gave Avis low scores for cleanliness. Avis 
tried everything. Lou said they cleaned those cars 
so thoroughly inside and out, they were almost 
washing the paint off the car. 

But then Lou tried something else. At that time, 
when you rented a car from Avis, you walked past 
the child seats. Avis began wrapping these seats 
in plastic in between use. The result – scores 
increased. Even though most renters did not use 
these seats, even though they probably did not 
even notice these seats, they were left with the 
impression that the cars were cleaner. 

In Lou’s words, “I’m sure our competitors could not 
figure out how we were able to get best in class 
cleanliness scores.” 

The point of this story 
is that standard, literal 
surveys led them 
down the wrong path.

Lou figured out what 
Nobel Prize-winning 
economist Richard 
Thaler and Cass Sun-
stein wrote about two 
decades later.

A good rule of thumb is that everything 
matters...[and this] can be both paralyzing 
and empowering."

- Richard Thaler & Cass Sunstein, "Nudge"

Lou uses this concept to determine “clues” to 
shape the experience. The customer may not even 
be aware of the clue, but it has its effect. At H&R 
Block, we wanted our clients to feel welcomed. So, 
upon Lou’s recommendation, we added coffee to 
all the offices (it had previously been removed for 
operational efficiency). 

But it wasn’t about the coffee; it was all about 
having a person welcome the client. It was about 
showing we care about our customers. The coffee 
was just the vehicle.

Consumers don't 
think how they feel, 
say what they think 
or do what they say.  
        -David Ogilvy



Getting to  
the Solution

O ne day when re-reading Jim Collins  
“Built to Last,” it hit me.

In the first chapter, Jim Collins and Jerry Porras 
describe the rationale for their research approach. 
They compared and contrasted the visionary firms to 
other firms and searched for what was different.

“We could have simply put the visionary companies off 
in a corral by themselves, studied them, and asked the 

question ‘what common 
characteristics do we see 
across these companies?’ 
But there's a fundamental flaw 
in merely pursuing a 'common 
characteristic’ analysis. 

“What would we find if we just 
looked for common character-
istics? Just to use an extreme 
example, we would discover 

that all eighteen of our companies have buildings! That’s 
right! We would find a 100% correlation. 

“The critical question is not ‘What’s common across a 
group of companies?’ Rather, the critical issue is ‘What’s 
essentially different about these companies?’ What 
distinguishes one set of companies from another?”

       -“Built to Last,” Jim Collins and Jerry Porras

We fell into this same fundamental flaw with our attrition 
studies. If we only talk to those who attrite and do not 
compare them to something or someone else, we may 
miss the real reason. Or worse, in the example below, 
I show results from a real example that would have 
been 180 degrees wrong. 
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It’s All About 
Comparisons
In the case of Jim Collins, he compares one set of companies to another. We do this all the time. We compare users to non-users, segment 1 to segment 2, test vs. control.

When we build analytical models, we are also making comparisons. We compare dependent variables to independent variables. In segmen-tation studies, we compare the results across different respondents to determine segments. You get the idea. Yet when we conduct attrition studies, we don’t compare to anything. Why not?
When we identify the real drivers of choice, we don’t ask the question directly; we analytically  derive the answer by correlations (i.e., compar-ing). Defection Detection follows the same logic. We compare those who leave to those who stay. 

Let me show you how it works. 



Creating gap scores 

O riginally, we applied discriminant analysis to 
identify the drivers of attrition. And this works 

just fine. The challenge with these more advanced 
methods is that they produce coefficients. Coeffi-
cients are difficult to explain. And if we can’t explain 
the results, they won’t be used, and the entire study 
becomes worthless. 

We found that a simple comparison of scores 
yielded essentially the same results as the more 
complex discriminant analysis. But our “gap” 
scores are much easier to understand. 

The absolute score differences – Of course, lost 
customers will give their old company lower scores 
on most all metrics. That’s ok. We focus on the  
largest differences. 

Be as specific as possible
When creating customer satisfaction surveys, I used 
to add the statement, “It’s for me.” Responses to this 
metric are highly correlated with overall satisfaction, 
referral, and retention. The problem is... what does 
it mean, and what does a firm do if they receive a 
low score on this? It tells the company very little. 
The same can be said for metrics such as “good 
customer service.” If we received a low score, what 
does that mean? Was it rude behavior? Did we not 
solve the problem? Did we not call back? Were we 
not knowledgeable? Was it wait time? Who knows? 
So how is management going to fix anything unless 
they know what to fix? 

Thus, we want our metrics to be as specific as 
possible so that if they are found to be important 
factors leading to attrition, management knows 
what to do about it. 
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Presenting Results

N otice that by using this approach, we are not 
only discovering drivers of attrition, we are also 

capturing drivers of satisfaction. Take a look at this 
chart to the right.

This chart identifies those topics that create delight 
-- those factors that are not expected, but consumers 
are thrilled when they get them. These are in the top 
left quadrant. 

It also identifies service breaks – those deliverables 
that are expected, but for some reason, we did not deliver. 

Then we have the upper-right quadrant. These are 
issues that help (or hurt) both attrition and delight. 
Thus, these issues should be the key focus areas. 

I love this chart. It provides clear insights as to where 
to focus. This chart is typically part of the executive 

summary. And clarity, not lots of data, is what will 
get through to management. 

Some Execution Considerations



Rather than “customer experience,” let’s ask about 
the specifics that make up customer service (e.g., the 
problem was not solved, did not receive a call-back, 
wait time too long, etc.). 

Generate hypotheses
The challenge with being specific is the number of 
potential items to include in any one study can be 
huge. Of course, we can’t cover everything. So what 
do we do?

We start by generating hypotheses as to why custom-
ers leave. Of course, our client should give us their 
hypothesis. But we don’t stop there. The following are 
great places to explore to generate these hypotheses:

• Read the comments from NPS detractors 
• Read or listen to customer service calls – 

especially those challenging calls
• Read online reviews

If all else fails, we can always interview those who 
left. Us humans are great at telling others what we 
don’t like.

Highlight the critical dimensions
If we have many items, this “Drivers of Delight and 
Drivers of Attrition” grid can get very jumbled and 
crowded. This removes clarity. 

Thus, we will summarize higher level issues in this 
chart and provide more detail on a later page. To use 
customer service as an example, if several customer 
service dimensions prove to be drivers of attrition, 
we may only list “customer service” in the grid. But in 
the next page or two, we will define the elements of 
customer service that lead to attrition. By doing this, 
we are offering a more strategic view within the grid, 
maintaining clarity, but also providing the details so 
that the company knows where to focus. 

If we have difficulty identifying the higher-level dimen-
sions with all the data, you can apply factor analysis 
or cluster analysis of variables. Both will provide 
insight into determining the higher-level dimensions. 



Digging deeper, we see significant  
differences between these two groups  
on customer service dimensions. This,  
as well as other corroborating metrics  
within the study, revealed that, although  
they thought the price might be high,  
most left due to poor customer service.
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The Defection Detection Approach
Now, this is a very simplified example to illustrate how we do this.  
But it is based on a real study.

But wait, those who remained with us also  
evaluated us just as poorly on price – but they 
remained. What’s going on? Now we know that it 
can’t be just about price. Perhaps they think our 
price is high, but that there is something  
else going on.

We ask those who leave to evaluate us on several different 
topics. In this case, they rate us poorly on price. So we  
might conclude that price played a major reason why  
customers left.

High Prices

Defectors

55% 52% 3%

35% 30% 5%
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25% 2% 23%
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Poor customer service  
was the trigger
Notice what we did here. Our findings changed 180 
degrees. If we only interviewed defectors, we would 
have concluded that price caused the attrition and 
customer service had a lower impact.

It’s a good thing we did the study this way. Fixing 
poor customer service is a lot less expensive than 
lowering the price.

A full range of topics
This approach allows for a full range of topics, not 
just those typically included in satisfaction, or even 
attrition, studies. By utilizing these comparisons, 
we can look into issues such as brand perception, 
brand personality, and even attitudes and beliefs.

Wherever possible, True North prefers to add  
in actual behaviors and experiences. Did the  
teller smile? Did you call customer service? Was 
your problem resolved with the first call? If these  
behaviors emerge as important reasons for  
attrition, they provide very clear direction  
on where and how to improve.

So Taking a Closer Look, We Find...



Parting thoughts
I don’t want to leave you with the belief that customer satisfaction studies 
are wrong. On the contrary, customer satisfaction studies have a place; 
NPS has a place; event-driven satisfaction studies have a place. And don’t 
forget observation – simply watching customers experience your products 
or services also has a place.

There is not one ultimate study type. Each provides a somewhat 
different perspective. Depending on the value you place on retention, 
you may want multiple views. Defection Detection is excellent in combina-
tion with a satisfaction study since we interview current customers as well. 
We can answer many more questions and provide much more clarity by 
incorporating Defection Detection in with your customer satisfaction study. 

Understanding why customers leave will always be important. As 
research professionals, let’s do it in a way that empowers management 
with actionable and accurate information. Let’s do it in a way that 
recognizes how and why humans make choices. 

About the author
Dave Santee is President and founder of True North Market Insights. He 
started True North after 20+ years on the “client side” of the business with 
great firms such as Hallmark Cards and Hill’s Pet Nutrition/Colgate. He 
wrapped-up his client-side experience as the director, world wide market 
research at H&R Block. In addition to Market Insights, Dave held 
assignments in new product development, key accounts, category 
management, and he also ran a $200 million division while at H&R Block.

About True North
We like to say that True North “is not your father’s market research firm.” 
We are client side researchers building the firm we could never find. 
Although we love the profession, while on the client side we became frus-
trated with the business. Too many huge PowerPoint documents and too 
few insights. We see an industry that knows how to collect data, but not 
how to integrate it into real world decisions. The industry may know how  
to collect data on a brand; but do we know branding? We may know how 
to collect information on price; but do we know pricing strategy? Thus, 
we found ourselves re-writing execute summaries before sending them 
to management. We at True North are building the firm that we could 
not find but always wanted. 
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More information can be found 
at the following location:

Truenmi.com/defection-detection

 

Or contact:

Dave Santee, President, Founder, 
True North Market Insights

785-218-7832

David.santee@truenmi.com


