Marketing to
the Status Quo

An executive guide to
reaching the buyer who
won’t make a move

Why B2B deals really stall, the
psychology behind it, and what to
do about it in your content

An executive guide from
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Competitors aren’t the main enemy

Across B2B pipelines, no-decision losses — deals lost to inaction rather than a competitor — consistently run
two to three times higher than competitive losses. Behavior change experts call this state of decision making
"pre-contemplation.”

You know it better as "status quo." But status quo isn't one buyer. Clinical researchers on behavior change
identified that people who aren't yet considering a change fall into distinct psychological categories, not one
uniform state.

\
This guide adapts that research to apply to B2B buying groups as the 4 R's of Status Quo.
Rationalization defends Reluctance hasn't done Rebellion defends Resignation has given up.
a belief. They've built a the math. They know ownership. They built the They tried to fix it, more
coherent case for why something's off but have current system, and a than once, and no longer
the current approach never quantified what it pitch to replace it reads as see much value in trying
is fine, and direct costs, so it never outranks a challenge to their own again.
confrontation only other priorities. competence.
strengthens that case.
J
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Most marketing content built for status-quo buyers assumes a single failure
mode — not enough proof, not enough urgency, or not enough information.
In practice, each of the 4 R's fails to react for a completely different
psychological reason, and content built to motivate one will often backfire
on another.

Each section that follows uses the same structure to help you understand
each buyer's unique posture and how you can effectively reach them with
content. You'll see explanations of what the buyer says, the psychology and
neuroscience behind why they say it, and a recommended plan of action —
specific, prioritized actions for content built to impact that buyer.

STAT TO KNOW: B2B deals are 2-5x more likely to be
lost to no decision than to a named competitor.'
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Diagnostic: which R is your buyer?

The tell is usually in how they say no, not whether they say no.

R1
RATIONALIZATION

"That's just how it's done."

Driving it — loss aversion, status quo bias, cognitive dissonance

Backfires — direct confrontation

Works — peer benchmarks, a competing story

R2

RELUCTANCE

"It's annoying, not worth it."

Driving it — optimism bias, habituation, undetected
gradual friction

Backfires — vague pain-point messaging

Works — a quantified cost, an outside benchmark
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R3

REBELLION
"l built this myself."

Driving it — high value placed on what they already
have, choice as its own reward

Backfires — telling them their system is wrong

Works — a menu of choices, staying in charge

R3
RESIGNATION

"We've tried that already."

Driving it — passivity, not enough return on the
required effort

Backfires — a big ROl pitch, a large ask

Works — a small guaranteed win, first
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R’

Rationalization

The buyer who has built a coherent, defensible case
for why the current approach is fine.

A rationalizing buyer isn't unaware of the problem. They've
normalized it, and every objection they raise sounds like due
diligence: a prior evaluation, a compliance requirement, a
budget cycle. Of the 4 R's, this is the one most likely to be
mistaken for a genuinely well-reasoned position, because from
the inside, it is one.

This is different from Reluctance, where the buyer simply hasn't
quantified the cost of staying put. A rationalizing buyer has
quantified it, or would if pushed, and has decided the cost of
changing is higher anyway. Generic pain-point content doesn't
inform this buyer of anything new. It just gets filed under
"already considered."
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What you’ll hear

—> "That's just how enterprise procurement works.
—> "We've already thought about this."”

—> "We've always done it this way."

In practice

A VP of Procurement has evaluated three inventory
platforms in two years and passed on all three, each time
citing a compliance issue or a failed pilot elsewhere. Her
team's manual process costs an estimated 40 hours a week,
and she knows that number cold. She isn't unaware of the
cost. She's built an airtight case for why no alternative is
worth the risk.

STAT TO KNOW: 2X — On average, a loss feels
twice as painful to people as an equivalent
gain feels good.
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Why it happens

Loss aversion sets the terms before the conversation starts.
Losses feel roughly twice as painful as equivalent gains feel
good, so a new vendor never gets judged as "better than
nothing." It gets judged against everything that could go
wrong, and that fear carries more weight than the upside.

Status quo bias gives that fear an institutional home. People
stick with what they have even when better, cheaper-to-
switch-to options are obvious, because the current choice

is tangled up with sunk cost, internal politics, and the
discomfort of admitting a past decision was wrong.

Confirmation bias and cognitive dissonance do the rest

of the work. A rationalizing buyer reads your content,

then quietly discounts it while giving full weight to the

one internal story that supports staying put. That filtering
happens fast, mostly below conscious awareness, and it's
reinforced by a durable bad memory: the brain locks in
emotionally charged failures far more tightly than routine
wins, so one bad rollout years ago can outweigh a decade of
quiet evidence since.
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Action plan

@ Don't confront it directly. A head-on challenge
intensifies dissonance and produces a "boomerang
effect,” pushing the buyer to defend their position
harder. Use peer benchmarks and maturity
frameworks instead — they redefine "normal”
without forcing an admission of past mistake. In
practice, this works well as a maturity-curve one-
pager or an anonymized peer-benchmark report.

@ Give them a new memory to compete with the
old one. A rational rebuttal can't out-argue an
emotional memory. A specific, credible story from
a comparable peer can, especially in formats with
real texture: a named customer story, a short video
testimonial, a candid panel discussion.

@ Make the next step low-stakes and face-
saving. Frame change as an evolution of good
judgment, not a correction of bad judgment. A
low-commitment pilot or audit framed as "validate
what's working and find the gaps" gets further than
a full replacement pitch.

7  Executive Guide: Marketing to the Status Quo

thr®content



R2

Reluctance

The buyer who knows something is off, but genuinely
doesn't grasp how much it's costing them.

v
A reluctant buyer isn't defending anything. Ask directly and - :
they'll agree, vaguely, that things could be better. But "could
be better" and "worth the effort of fixing" are two different ’
thresholds, and this buyer's friction has never crossed the -
second one, because nobody has ever put a number next to it.
This is different from Rationalization, where the buyer has ~ _.
an active argument for staying put. A reluctant buyer has no '
argument at all, just a shrug. Hand them a credible, specific
number and most will genuinely reconsider. The problem is that
the number almost never shows up on its own.
I ——————— p————
£
[ i

" :
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What you’ll hear

—> "It's annoying, but not worth ripping everything up over.’
—> "We'll probably look at it eventually.”

—> "It's not really a priority right now."

In practice

A Director of Customer Support has fielded the same
complaint about a clunky routing system for two years.
She'll admit it's annoying. She's never calculated what it
actually costs in agent hours or churn, so it's never made
this quarter's list of things worth fixing.

STAT TO KNOW: 80% of people
systematically underestimate their own
downside risk.?
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Why it happens

Optimism bias rounds the downside down before it's
weighed. Roughly 80%? of people systematically
underestimate their own downside risk, so a reluctant
buyer's honest forecast of "what happens if we do nothing"
never gets a fair hearing. People are also more likely to
revise their expectations in response to good news than bad
news about their own situation, which can make evidence
about the risks of inaction easier to dismiss.

Habituation makes familiar pain go quiet. The brain's reward
circuitry reacts to what's different from expectation, not to
absolute good or bad, so routine friction stops registering
as a problem even though it never actually stopped. That's
compounded by Weber's Law: the brain detects change
relative to an existing baseline, not in absolute terms, so
friction that piles up slowly, one small workaround at a time,
escapes detection completely.
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Action plan

@ Quantify it for them. Their brain won't do the math
onits own, so hand them the number already
calculated: hours per week, dollars per incident, a
documented peer benchmark. An interactive cost
calculator or a short diagnostic quiz does this well
because it produces a personalized number, not a

generic claim. »
@ Bring an outside benchmark. Their internal sense
of "normal” has quietly drifted. Reset the reference

point from outside their own experience with an
industry benchmark report or a peer comparison,
ideally naming a specific, comparable company.

@ Repeat it, differently each time. One dramatic
message won't break through habituation. The
same cost shown in a new, concrete form —a

short video, a customer quote, a fresh statistic —
will register as new information again instead of
background noise.

L

v . - e
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R3

Rebellion

The buyer defending something they built, and their
own competence along with it.

A rebellious buyer usually has real ownership in the status quo:
they championed it, built it, or fought for the budget behind it.
Telling them it's time to change reads as a claim about them
personally, and the harder you push, the more dug in they get.

This is different from Rationalization and Reluctance, where
the friction is with the content or the argument. With Rebellion,
the friction is with the messenger. The more a pitch reads as
"replace what you built," the more it triggers a defense that has
little to do with the actual merits on the table.
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What you’ll hear

—> "l built this."
—> "Based on my experience, we did it this way."

—> "You don't understand what it took to get this running."

In practice

The Head of DevOps at a fintech company built the current
deployment pipeline himself, after an outage nearly cost a
major client. Suggest a managed platform and he doesn't
just contest the technical merits. He pushes back like his
professional reputation is on the line, because in his mind,
itis.

~
STAT TO KNOW: The “boomerang effect” —
telling someone they’re wrong can make
them dig in further, regardless of how good
your alternative actually is.

J

12 Executive Guide: Marketing to the Status Quo

Why it happens

Threatening someone's freedom to choose makes them
reassert it. Psychologist Jack Brehm identified this in 1966:
challenge someone's autonomy and they push back, often
harder than the situation calls for. This is the "boomerang
effect” — telling someone they're wrong can make them
dig in further, regardless of how good your alternative
actually is.

People overvalue what they built, and it's measurable.
Behavioral economists call this the IKEA effect: finishing
something signals competence to yourself, so the thing you
built gets valued far beyond its objective worth. Challenging
what a buyer built reads as a challenge to whether they're
good at their job, not a product comparison.

Choice is its own reward, separate from the outcome. Brain-
reward circuitry activates just from having a choice, before
any outcome is even known. Removing a rebellious buyer's
choice removes something their brain treats as a reward on
its own terms, no matter how good the replacement is.
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Action plan

@ Frame it as their system evolving, not being
replaced. Position them as the person leading the
next version, not someone being corrected. A co-
authored roadmap or an advisory-council format
works better here than a standard sales pitch.

@ Give them a menu, not a mandate. The reward \/
is in choosing, not just in the outcome, so offer
options with them clearly in control of the pick —a \/
comparison guide or configurable framework rather \/
Vv
v
v

than a single locked-in recommendation.

@ Let their expertise be part of the pitch. Treat their
original build as a legitimate starting point, not a
mistake to fix. Case studies framed around "what
to build on" work better than ones framed around
"what to replace.”
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R4

Resignation

The buyer who tried to fix it, more than once, and
stopped believing it was fixable.

A resigned buyer has a track record, and that's what separates
them from the other three: they tried. Maybe a business case
died in budget review, twice. Maybe a fix quietly rotted back
into the same mess within a year. What sounds like acceptance
is closer to defeat wearing acceptance's clothes.

This is different from Reluctance, which hasn't sized up the
cost, and Rationalization, which is actively defending a belief.
A resigned buyer already agrees the problem is real and worth
fixing. Their skepticism isn't about the destination, it's about
whether the road actually leads there this time.
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What you’ll hear

—> "We've tried to fix this before."
—> "Nothing really changes around here."

—> "Honestly, I've stopped expecting it to change."

In practice

A VP of Sales Operations has championed two CRM
migrations in four years, both killed midway by budget cuts
or leadership turnover. Ask her about the current reporting
mess and she'll shrug: "we've tried that already." Her team
has run the experiment twice. Trying harder didn't change
the outcome either time.

STAT TO KNOW: 79% of employees have
low trust in organizational change. They
are skeptical about both past decisions
and future initiatives.®
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Why it happens

Passivity may be the brain’s default response to repeated
situations it cannot control. A landmark 2016 study
challenged 50 years of thinking about learned helplessness
by arguing that people do not necessarily learn to give

up. Instead, they learn when their actions can change the
outcome. For a resigned buyer, that means the issue may
not be a lack of motivation. Their past experience with the
problem may simply have given them too little evidence that
trying again will produce a different result.

How someone explains a past failure decides whether it
becomes permanent. "That vendor was wrong" (specific,
fixable) leaves room to try again. "Nothing here ever works"
(global, permanent) shuts the door for good. On top of that,
the brain runs something like an internal accountant for
effort, downgrading the expected payoff of trying again
based on real history, even when this time's opportunity is
genuinely bigger.
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Action plan

@ Lead with proof of control, not the size of the
opportunity. Their real question is "why would this
time be different," not "is this worth it." A short,
specific proof point —a comparable company's
before-and-after — does more here than a big

ROI model.
@ Give a specific, fixable explanation for what went ﬁ
wrong last time. It rewrites the internal story from s
"always" to "that one time." Naming the actual ‘

failure mode (wrong scope, wrong partner, wrong
timing) is more credible than a generic "it'll be
different this time."

@ Make the first ask small and nearly guaranteed
to succeed. Rebuilding belief in control takes real
evidence, not a bigger promise. A scoped pilot or a
single-team rollout works better as an opener than
a full-program pitch.
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Putting it together + your next steps

Four buyers, four different postures, and how to actually operationalize the difference.

Generic "not ready yet" content fails all four of these buyers, for four different reasons, in ways that are predictable
once you know which R you're facing. The list below is the fast version of everything covered so far.

Rationalization protects a belief.

The buyer has built a coherent case for why the current
approach is fine, and that case is reinforced every time it
goes unchallenged. Content that argues harder just gives the
belief more to push against. Content that offers a credible
peer story, without demanding an admission of past mistake,
has somewhere to land.

Reluctance protects nothing — it just hasn’t
done the math.

The buyer's own optimism and habituation quietly round the
cost of staying put down to something too small to act on.
Content that hands over an already-calculated number does
the work their brain won't do on its own.
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Rebellion protects ownership.

The buyer built the current system, and their brain treats
both the system and the freedom to choose its replacement
as things worth defending. Content that removes their choice
loses before it starts. Content that keeps them in charge of
the decision has a chance.

Resignation protects against another
disappointment.

The buyer already tried, more than once, and their brain has
recalibrated the odds of trying again paying off. Content
sized for a confident buyer — a big vision, a full-program
pitch — reads as exactly the kind of promise that's already
failed them twice.
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What goes wrong when you
mismatch the approach

The 4 R's aren't just useful for picking the right move. They're just as useful for explaining why a specific piece of

content quietly underperformed — usually because it was the right playbook for the wrong buyer.

ﬁ?l

Choice Overload

Offering a Resigned buyer

a menu of options — the
move that works well on
Rebellion — backfires here.
More choice reads as more
effort, and this buyer's brain
has already downgraded the
expected payoff of effort. A
menu just becomes one more
thing to not get around to.

Autonomy Threat

Peer-benchmarking a
Rebellious buyer — the
move that works well on
Rationalization — can read
as "everyone else does it
the standard way, why don't
you," which is precisely the
kind of comparison that
threatens autonomy and
triggers reactance instead of
defusing it.
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AX

Proof Resistance

Quantifying the cost for a
Rationalizing buyer — the
move that works well on
Reluctance — doesn't land
as new information. This
buyer already has a number,
or an argument for why the
number doesn't matter, so
a fresh statistic just gets
filtered through the same
confirmation bias that
dismissed the last vendor.

=

Priority Mismatch

Handing a Reluctant buyer a
small pilot — the move that
works well on Resignation —
doesn't address their actual
gap. They were never short
on confidence to try, they
were short on a reason to
prioritize it, so a low-stakes
pilot just becomes one more
small thing they said yes to
and never think about again.
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Audit your current status-quo content. Pull the

last ten pieces aimed at buyers who aren’t ready

to act, and tag each one by which R it actually
addresses. Most will cluster around Rationalization
or Reluctance by default, since generic pain-point
and proof-point content naturally leans that direction,
leaving Rebellion and Resignation almost entirely
unaddressed.

Build one asset per R, deliberately. Not a full
campaign — one piece each: a peer-benchmark
one-pager for Rationalization, a cost calculator for
Reluctance, a co-authored roadmap template for
Rebellion, a scoped-pilot one-pager for Resignation.

Train sales and customer success to listen for the
tell. The phrases in each chapter’s “What you’ll hear”
section are diagnostic in real time. A rep who can
name the R in the room can reach for the matching
asset instead of defaulting to the standard deck.
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Revisit the diagnosis quarterly, not just once. Buyers
move between postures. A rationalizer who gets
burned by a bad pilot can slide into resignation. A
resigned buyer handed one small, real win can move
toward genuine reconsideration. The content strategy
needs to move with them.

None of these buyers are broken. Each one is running an
ordinary, well-documented psychological process, doing
exactly what it evolved to do. Understanding which process
you're actually up against, instead of writing one pitch and
hoping it resonates with all four equally, is the difference
between content that changes minds and content that just
adds to the pile of things a status quo buyer has already
learned to tune out.
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About
Thriu Content

Thri Content helps B2B technology and software companies
build content programs organized around how buying groups
actually research and decide, not how vendors wish they did.

If your pipeline is losing more deals to no decision than

to any named competitor, the status quo is the thing to
understand, not work around. Get in touch to talk through
what this looks like for your buying groups.

Talk to a strategist
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