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Why most companies learn nothing from the deals they lose — and how to build a post-
mortem system that compounds. 
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Executive Summary 

Every sales organization obsesses over the deals it wins and quietly buries the ones it loses. That instinct 
is exactly backwards. A won deal mostly confirms what you already believed. A lost deal is the one place 
your real weaknesses — in qualification, positioning, pricing discipline, and follow-through — are 
exposed by the single party with no reason to flatter you: the buyer who walked away. 

Yet most companies extract almost none of that intelligence, because the reasons they record are 
written by the person with the least incentive to tell the truth and the least visibility into the buyer’s 
actual decision. This brief makes a blunt case: the post-mortem on a lost deal is the highest-return, 
lowest-cost improvement lever in sales — and almost no one runs it with discipline. We will show why 
your loss data is mostly fiction, why your biggest competitor is not a competitor at all, why a low loss 
rate can be a warning sign rather than a trophy, and how to install a post-mortem system that turns 
every loss into compounding advantage. 

Key Insight: Sellers and buyers disagree on why a deal was lost 50–70% of the time. Most of the 
“lost” reasons sitting in your CRM are not data — they are alibis. Companies that fix this and run 
disciplined win-loss reviews report 10–20% higher win rates within two years. 

 

The Uncomfortable Truth: Your Loss Reasons Are Fiction 

Open your pipeline and read the loss reasons. “Lost on price.” “Went a different direction.” “Budget 
froze.” Now consider who wrote them: the rep who lost the deal — the one person with the strongest 
incentive to record a reason that protects their reputation, and the weakest access to what the buyer 
was actually thinking. 

The data is damning. Corporate Visions analyzed more than 100,000 B2B purchase decisions and found 
that sellers and buyers give different reasons for the outcome 50–70% of the time. Anova Consulting 
Group, after two decades of post-decision interviews, estimates that reps lack an accurate 
understanding of why they lost in 60% or more of cases. Competitor tags fare no better — they are 
wrong in roughly 70% of deals. 

There is a human reason for this. “Lost on price” is a safe thing to write. “I never understood what they 
actually needed” is career suicide. Self-preservation wins every time. Buyers compound it: a 
procurement lead who found your rep unprepared will not say so to their face — they will offer 
“budget” or “timing” and move on. It is the breakup line in disguise — you ask why it ended and hear 
“it’s not you, it’s me,” and you know that is not the whole truth. 

This is not a data-hygiene nuisance; it is a strategy problem. When 53% of buyers say a losing vendor 
could have won if not for a fixable misstep in the sales process, and roughly one in ten “lost” deals still 
had an undecided buyer when the rep gave up, your loss column is full of recoverable revenue 
mislabeled as inevitable. You cannot fix a problem you have named incorrectly. The post-mortem exists 
for exactly one reason: to convert an alibi into intelligence. 
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The Bigger Lie: You Probably Did Not Lose to a Competitor 

Even when reps record losses honestly, they assume a competitor took the deal. The largest body of 
research in modern selling says otherwise. Analyzing 2.5 million sales conversations for The JOLT Effect, 
Matthew Dixon and Ted McKenna found that 40–60% of qualified pipeline ends in “no decision” — the 
buyer chooses neither you nor a rival. They do nothing. Gartner puts it more starkly: no-decision losses 
exceed losses to any single competitor by two to three times. 

This is the most mislabeled category in sales. CSO Insights found that 58% of forecasted deals end in no 
decision — and 71% of those had a close date sitting in the CRM. The average no-decision deal was 
pushed 4.2 times before the rep finally abandoned it. If your team logs these as “lost to competitor” or 
“lost on price,” you are systematically hiding your largest single leak. 

Here is the part that makes the work worth it. Dixon and McKenna split no-decision losses in two: 56% 
come from buyer indecision — what they call FOMU, the fear of messing up — and only 44% from 
genuine preference for the status quo. The first group wanted to move and froze. That is a winnable, 
coachable category — but only if your review distinguishes “we were beaten” from “no one decided.” A 
loss reason of “price” tells you to discount. A loss reason of “the buyer could not build internal 
consensus” tells you to sell differently. Those are opposite prescriptions, and only a real post-mortem 
reveals which one you needed. 
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The Reframe Most Leaders Get Backwards: A Low Loss Rate 
Can Be a Warning Sign 

Most leaders treat a low loss rate as proof of excellence. Sometimes it is. Just as often it is evidence of a 
different problem: you are not bidding aggressively enough, not walking away enough, or quietly under-
pricing to stay safe. Win rates above 40% frequently signal under-qualified pipeline rather than elite 
execution. A team that wins almost everything it pursues may simply be pursuing too little — or pricing 
scared. 

The right question is never “are we losing too much?” It is “are we losing the right deals for the right 
reasons?” Some losses are discipline working as designed — you held your margin and let a bad-fit job 
go. Others are execution failing — you misread the scope, showed up late, or never earned the 
relationship. They look identical in a pipeline report. Only a post-mortem tells them apart, and the 
difference determines whether you should change your pricing, your qualification, or your pursuit 
behavior. 

The leverage is upstream. Roughly 63% of losses happen before the buyer’s needs were ever properly 
assessed — meaning the deal was effectively lost in qualification, not at the bid. Gartner sharpens it: 
opportunities driven by “latent pain” (annoying but tolerable problems) close below 15%, while those 
with verified “active pain” close above 50%. The post-mortem’s most valuable output is not a better 
proposal — it is a sharper definition of which deals you should have pursued at all. 

Why Almost No One Does This — and Why That Is Your 
Opening 

If post-mortems are this valuable, why are they rare? Because they are unglamorous, and because the 
say-do gap in sales is enormous. Barely more than a third of B2B companies — around 37% — run 
structured win-loss analysis, even though 89% of sales leaders say understanding loss reasons would 
materially improve win rates. Everyone agrees it matters; almost no one does it. 

When it fails to happen, three causes recur. It is nobody’s job, so it falls to whoever has spare time — 
which means no one. It is run at the wrong altitude — an annual consulting deck instead of a per-deal 
habit — so it never changes behavior. And it relies entirely on the rep’s self-report, which we have 
already established is the least reliable source available. 

That neglect is precisely the opportunity. Because the discipline is tedious and most competitors will not 
sustain it, a real post-mortem habit is one of the few advantages in selling that compounds and resists 
copying. The firms that do it do not just lose less — they learn faster than the market they compete in. 

The Teleios Post-Mortem System 

A post-mortem program fails the moment it becomes a quarterly research project. It works when it 
becomes a lightweight, two-tier operating rhythm: a fast autopsy on every individual loss, and a monthly 
zoom-out that turns individual losses into patterns and patterns into a single change. The goal is not 
documentation. The goal is one better decision per cycle. 
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Tier 1 — The Five-Minute Deal Autopsy 

The moment a deal is marked lost, the owner answers five questions directly in the CRM. It should take 
five minutes and never become a novel. 

1. What actually happened? Force a real category — won by a named competitor, no decision, 
disqualified by us, or a capability we genuinely could not meet. “Price” is rarely the real answer; 
make the team prove it before they pick it. 

2. Where was this deal actually lost? Name the stage. Most losses trace to qualification or 
discovery, not the final bid. 

3. What was controllable, and what was not? Separate the factors you owned — preparation, 
follow-up, scope clarity, relationship — from the ones you did not, such as a pre-wired 
incumbent or a cancelled project. 

4. Did we hear “why” from the buyer, or are we guessing? If no one asked the buyer, flag the 
reason as unverified. An honest “we don’t know” is more useful than a confident fabrication. 

5. What is the one change for the next deal like this? A single, specific, behavioral commitment — 
not a platitude. 

Tier 2 — The Monthly Pattern Review 

Once a month, the team zooms out: celebrate the wins, scan the losses for recurring themes, and 
commit to exactly one change for the coming month. This is where the granular autopsies pay off — 
three “lost on scope clarity” notes in a row is a process problem, not three unlucky deals. Categorize 
each loss against a simple taxonomy so patterns surface instead of hiding in free text. 

Loss Category What It Usually Signals The Right Response 

Competitive loss A real differentiation or relationship 
gap 

Sharpen positioning; multi-thread the 
account earlier 

No decision — indecision 
(FOMU) 

The buyer wanted to move but feared 
a wrong call 

De-risk the decision; build their 
internal business case for them 

No decision — status quo The pain was not urgent enough to act 
on 

Qualify for active pain; disqualify 
latent-pain deals sooner 

Disqualified by us Discipline working — a bad-fit deal 
you declined 

Confirm it was intentional; protect the 
pattern, do not punish it 

Capability or scope gap A genuine fit or readiness limitation Feed into pursuit criteria and capacity 
planning 

Price as the true driver 
(rare) 

A verified — not assumed — cost gap Revisit the pricing model only after 
the gap is confirmed with the buyer 

 

One discipline elevates everything above it: verification. On the deals that matter, ask the buyer directly 
why you lost — a two-minute call or a single honest email. It is the antidote to self-reported fiction, and 
buyers tell the truth more often than reps expect once the deal is decided and the pressure is gone. 
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Implementation Roadmap 

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 

Install the Habit Add Verification Run the Rhythm Close the Loop 

Add the five autopsy 
questions and the loss 
taxonomy to the CRM; 

require completion within 
48 hours of any loss. 

Layer in lightweight buyer 
loss-interviews on high-

value and strategic deals. 

Stand up the monthly 
pattern review; commit to 

one change per cycle. 

Feed recurring patterns 
back into qualification, 

pricing, and pursuit 
decisions. 

Weeks 1–4 Weeks 5–10 Weeks 11–16 Months 5+ 

 

The Payoff 

The economics are decisive. Companies that sustain win-loss analysis for two or more years report win-
rate increases in 84% of cases, versus 63% for newer programs, with an average win-rate lift of 10–20% 
and revenue gains of 15–30% for comprehensive programs. None of this requires a single new lead. 

That last point is the whole argument. Improving your competitive win rate by ten points adds a few 
deals. But reclaiming even a fraction of the 40–60% of pipeline lost to indecision unlocks revenue that 
was already qualified, already engaged, and already interested. On a $50M pipeline with half lost to no 
decision, that is $25M of demand you have already paid to create. Reducing that leak is a dramatically 
better return than generating more of it. 

The bottom line: The deals you lost have already cost you the time, the pursuit, and the bid. 
Refusing to learn from them is the only way to pay for them twice. 
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rate and the FOMU vs. status-quo breakdown. 

• Gartner / CEB — no-decision-to-competitor loss ratio; latent-pain vs. active-pain close rates. 

• CSO Insights — share of forecasted deals ending in no decision and average deal-push 
frequency. 

• Anova Consulting Group — rep loss-reason accuracy across 20 years of post-decision interviews. 

• Clozd — win-rate lift from sustained win-loss programs; the “breakup” analogy. 
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share of losses occurring before needs assessment. 
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Ready to turn your losses into your sharpest advantage? 
Drew Yancey  |  drew@teleiostrategy.com  |  Book a Call 
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