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( EXECUTIVE SUMMARY )

More leads is not the answer. Better leads
are.

B2B teams are generating more leads than ever. Pipeline is not growing at the same pace.
Published benchmarks suggest that most marketing leads never turn into a sale, and most
marketing qualified leads are never accepted by sales.

79% 13%

of marketing leads never convert to sales average MQL to SQL conversion

MarketingSherpa B2B Benchmark Report, 2023 (as cited by Starr Salesforce State of Marketing, 2024 (as cited)
Conspiracy)

&2 hrs 22.5%

average first response time to a web lead of B2B contact data goes stale every year

Harvard Business Review study of 2,200+ firms Widely cited estimate. Real rates vary by market.

The core argument

Poor lead quality is rarely a marketing problem or a sales problem on its own. It is a system problem.
Teams buy or capture leads without a sharp definition of who can actually buy. They fail to verify the data.
They treat one form fill as a buying group. They respond too slowly, and they never close the feedback
loop between sales and marketing.

At ARS B2B Social Bridge, we work with demand generation teams every day. This paper explains where
leads die, what it costs, and introduces the ARS Lead Quality Loop, a five-step framework you can start
using this month.

What you will take away

® Five root causes of low lead quality, each with data

® Why cost per lead misleads, and what to measure instead

o Afive-step framework: Define, Verify, Qualify, Nurture, Hand off

® A KPIlscorecard, a 90-day plan and a 12-point self-assessment

arsb2bsocialbridge.com °
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CHAPTER O1 - THE PROBLEM

Where B2B leads

Take 100 leads. Follow them through a typical B2B funnel using median benchmarks. This is
where most of them disappear.

Leads captured

Become MQLs (31%)

Accepted as SQL (13%)

Customers |

Illustrative funnel built from published medians: 31% lead to MQL (Landbase compilation), 13% MQL to SQL (Salesforce State of Marketing 2024),
and an assumed 25% SQL to closed-won. Your numbers will differ. Benchmark each stage separately.

The biggest leak is the handoff

Two stages account for most of the damage: the step from lead to MQL, and the step fromm MQL to SQL.
One compilation of sales funnel data reports that 70% to 80% of MQLs are never accepted as sales
qualified leads. It calls this the most commonly broken handoff in the funnel.

L4% 60% +18%

of sales reps never follow up lower conversion when follow- possible revenue lift from a 5
with a lead at all up waits 48 hours or more point gain in MQL to SQL

Sales funnel statistics compilation Same compilation. Treat as directional. The Digital Bloom, 2025 (as cited)
(shno.co, 2025)

Why the headline says 70%

Different studies measure different stages, so the exact figure moves between roughly 70% and 80%. The
direction does not change. Most of what B2B marketing hands over to sales never turns into revenue.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com o
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(SHARED LANGUAGE )

One funnel. Three competing definitions.

Most lead quality arguments start with a simple problem: marketing and sales use the
same words for different things.

STAGE WHO DECIDES WHAT IT SHOULD MEAN TYPICAL FAILURE

Lead Marketing A person or company showed Anyone who filled a form,
interest and shared contact including students,
details competitors and job seekers

MQL Marketing A lead that fits the ideal Scored on activity alone, such
customer profile and shows as downloading three
engagement whitepapers

SAL Sales An MQL that sales reviews and No agreed time limit. MQLs
agrees to work sit untouched in the CRM

SQL Sales A lead that confirmed need, Qualified on one contact, with
authority, budget and timing no view of the buying group

Opportunity Sales A real deal with a value, a stage Inflated with deals that were
and a close date never real, which depresses

win rates

Three symptoms of a lead quality crisis

Sales stops trusting Lead volume rises, The same objections
marketing pipeline stays flat repeat

Reps say the leads are Cost per lead looks excellent on "Wrong person." "No budget."
"garbage" and stop calling the the dashboard. Revenue tells a "We are not looking." Each one
ones they find boring. different story. points back to a definition
Marketing says sales does not problem.

follow up.

Fix the words first

Before changing any campaign, write one page that defines Lead, MQL, SAL and SQL in plain language.
Both teams sign it. Everything in the rest of this paper builds on that page.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com °
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CHAPTER 02 - ROOT CAUSES

Five reasons good-looking leads

After studying the published research and working with B2B demand generation
campaigns at ARS B2B Social Bridge, we group the causes of poor lead quality into five.

01 02

No ICP enforcement Decaying, unverified data
Companies that can never buy still reach sales Contacts change jobs. Emails bounce. Reps waste
because nothing screens them out. time on records that went stale.

03 04

One contact, not a committee Slow follow-up
Modern purchases involve many stakeholders. A Interest fades fast. Most firms reply in hours or days,
single form fill shows one voice. not minutes.

05

Sales and marketing misalignment

No shared definitions, no feedback loop, and scoring

based on activity instead of fit.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com o
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No ICP
enforcement

An ideal customer profile (ICP) describes the companies that can realistically buy from you and succeed
with your product. Without it, any form fill is "a lead". Marketing counts it. Sales receives it. Nobody asks
whether the company has the right size, industry, geography or budget.

One benchmark guide lists "no ICP enforcement" as a leading cause of low MQL to SQL conversion. Form
submissions from companies that can never buy still get pushed to sales. The same guide says that
enriching leads before they reach the MQL threshold makes a material difference.

The test

Pull the last 50 leads sent to sales. Count how many sit outside your ICP on size, industry or region. Anything
above 20% means your qualification starts too late.

Decaying, unverified
data

B2B data ages quickly. People change jobs, companies rebrand and mailboxes close. A widely cited

estimate puts annual decay of B2B contact data at 22.5%, or about 2.1% a month. Other sources place it
between 25% and 30%. A 10,000 record database loses 2,500 to 3,000 usable contacts a year without active
maintenance.

$12.9M 60%

average yearly cost of poor data quality per of organizations do not measure what bad data
organization costs them

Gartner (2020 estimate) Gartner, as cited by ZoomInfo

COUNTERPOINT

Some analysts warn that the 2.1% monthly decay figure is repeated across vendor blogs without an accessible
primary study. Treat decay numbers as a range. The practical test is your own email bounce rate. If it climbs,

your database is aging.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com °



® ARS B2B Social Bridge THE LEAD QUALITY CRISIS - WHITEPAPER 2026

One contact, not a buying
committee

A form fill comes from one person. The purchase decision comes from a group.

13+9 77%

decision makers in a typical internal stakeholders plus of buyers call their last
B2B buying group external participants per purchase very complex or
Gartner B2B Buying Survey, 2024 purchase difficult
Forrester, State of Business Buying Gartner B2B Buying Survey, 2024
2026

Gartner research reports that buying groups for larger enterprise deals can reach 11 to 20 people,
compared with about five a decade ago. Forrester adds that procurement now joins from the earliest
stages instead of the end. Gartner also found that about 70% of the research is done before buyers speak
to a sales rep.

Who sits at the table

Technical evaluator CChampion) CEnd user) (Legal and security)

Why this breaks lead quality

® A single contact is a weak signal. An analyst who downloads a report may have no budget and no
influence.

o Deals stall without consensus. Gartner's May 2025 survey found that 74% of buying teams show
unhealthy conflict during the decision, as reported by Instantly.

@ Sales qualifies the person, not the account. The rep hears a polite "yes" from a champion and
forecasts a deal that the rest of the committee has not seen.

The ARS view

A quality lead is a contact inside an account where we can name at least two other roles. Build the account
view first. Then judge the individual lead against it.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com °
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Slow follow-
up

Interest is perishable. The first company to respond often sets the terms for the rest of the
conversation.

Odds of qualifying a lead, by response time

At 30 minutes

Relative odds. Source: MIT and InsideSales.com Lead Response Management Study (Oldroyd, 2007): 21 times higher odds of qualifying at 5
minutes than at 30. The one-hour figure comes from the Harvard Business Review study: about 7 times more likely to qualify than waiting just
over an hour. Bars are a visual guide, not a single dataset.

42 hrs 37%

higher odds of making contact average first response among of firms replied within one
at 5 minutes than at 30 firms that replied within 30 hour

MIT / InsideSales.com, 2007 days As reported by Retell Al from the HBR

Harvard Business Review, 2,200+ firms data

The pattern holds in practice. A secret-shopper audit by InsideSales.com found a median first call
response of just over four hours, and only 38 companies in the sample replied within the five minute best
practice window.

The headline figures come from 2007. They measured contact and qualification, not completed sales. Some
leads, such as early research downloads, respond better to content nurture than an instant sales call. And

Gartner reports that 75% of B2B buyers prefer a rep-free experience. Fast does not mean aggressive. It means
relevant and prompt, with the right channel.
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Sales and marketing
misalignment

Both teams want revenue. They often measure different things to get there.

Marketing is measured on Sales is measured on
Lead volume Pipeline created
Cost per lead Win rate

MQLs delivered Revenue closed

Form fills and downloads Time spent per deal

When scoring rewards activity ("downloaded three whitepapers, so this is an MQL"), marketing can hit its
target while sales receives contacts who are not ready or not a fit. Sales then ignores the next batch.

Marketing sees no feedback, so it repeats the same campaign.

Four signs of misalignment

arsb2bsocialbridge.com

No written definition of an MQL that sales has approved
No time limit for sales to accept or reject a lead
No reason codes when a lead is rejected

No recurring meeting where both teams review rejected leads

What good looks like

Benchmarks show the gap. Enterprise B2B SaaS teams with advanced lead scoring and tight alignment
report MQL to SQL conversion of around 40%, nearly three times the 13% average (The Digital Bloom, 2025,
as cited by shno.co). Another dataset puts the top quartile at 28.4%. Alignment is a measurable advantage.

COUNTERPOINT

A low MQL to SQL rate is not always a sales problem or a marketing problem. Benchmark guides note that a
team sending fewer but better leads should report a higher rate than a team sending volume. Compare

yourself against your own history and your own deal size before judging either team.
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CHAPTER 03 - THE ECONOMICS

The real cost of a

Cost per lead (CPL) is the easiest number in B2B marketing to report. It is also one of the
easiest to game.

Cost per lead Cost per qualified opportunity

Campaign spend divided by leads generated. It Campaign spend divided by sales accepted
says nothing about whether those leads can buy. opportunities. It connects marketing spend to

pipeline.

Worked example: same budget, different result

This is an illustrative model, not ARS client data. Both programs spend $30,000.

METRIC PROGRAM A: VOLUME PROGRAM B: VERIFIED
Leads delivered 600 150
Cost per lead $50 $200
Lead to opportunity rate 4% 20%
Opportunities created 24 30
Cost per qualified opportunity $1,250 $1,000
A: CPL $50

A: per opportunity

B: per opportunity

Program B has a CPL four times higher, yet it delivers more opportunities at a lower cost per opportunity.
The sales team also spends its time on 150 leads instead of 600. One benchmark guide makes the same
point: a $50 lead that never reaches sales can cost more than a $300 lead that regularly creates
opportunities.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com
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The ARS

A funnel pushes volume down a pipe and hopes. The ARS Lead Quality Loop adds quality
gates at every stage and feeds results back to the start.

01 03 05

DEFINE VERIFY QUALIFY NURTURE HAND OFF

Agree the ICP, the Check data, Score on fit and Educate leads that Pass sales ready
buying group and consent and intent, then route are a fit but not leads with context,
the shared account fit before a by score. ready. inside an SLA.
definitions. lead is counted.

Sales outcomes and rejection reasons flow back into Step 01

Why a loop, not a funnel

A funnel only measures what falls out at the bottom. A loop uses every outcome, including rejected leads,
lost deals and stalled opportunities, to sharpen the definition of who you target next. Each pass makes the
next batch of leads better.

Three principles behind the loop

Quality before volume Accounts before Feedback is a feature

A lead earns its place in the contacts Rejected leads are data. Every

pipeline. It is not counted just reason code improves the next

Judge the company and its
buying group, then the person
who raised a hand.

because it exists. campaign.

How ARS B2B Social Bridge applies it

Our campaigns run on gated landing pages, verified contact data and agreed qualification criteria, with
status updates returned to the client through postback tracking. The following pages break each step down
so your team can apply the same method in-house.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com °
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(STEP o1 - DEFINE)
Write down who can actually buy.

Quality starts before the first ad runs. Sales and marketing build one ICP document
together.

The ICP worksheet

DIMENSION MUST HAVE NICE TO HAVE EXCLUDE
Industry e.g. Manufacturing, Fintech Adjacent sectors Agencies, resellers
Company size e.g. 200 to 5,000 staff Growth stage Under 20 staff
Geography Target markets Expansion markets No-sell regions
Technology Compatible stack Complementary tools Competitor lock-in
Trigger events Funding, hiring, expansion Leadership change None

The buying group map

For each ICP account, list the roles that usually take part in a purchase. A lead is only fully qualified when
you can name the economic buyer and at least one other role.

ROLE WHAT THEY CARE ABOUT WHAT TO OFFER
Economic buyer RO, payback, risk Business case, benchmarks
Technical evaluator Fit, integration, security Technical guides, demos
Champion / end user Daily workflow, results Use cases, trials
Procurement / legal Terms, compliance, vendor risk Documentation, references

Output of Step 01

One signed page with the ICP, the buying group roles and the shared definitions of Lead, MQL, SAL and
SQL.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com



® ARS B2B Social Bridge THE LEAD QUALITY CRISIS - WHITEPAPER 2026

(STEP 02 . VERIFY)

Check the lead before anyone counts it.

Verification removes problems while they are cheap to fix. Every unverified lead costs sales

time later.

27% 27%

of SDR selling time lost to bad data of B2B leads are sales-ready at first capture

As reported by ZoomInfo MarketingSherpa, 2023 (as cited)

The verification checklist

CHECK WHAT IT CATCHES WHEN

Email validation Invalid, disposable and role-based addresses that At form submit
bounce

Phone and name check Fake numbers and junk entries At form submit

Company match Free email domains, unknown or non-ICP companies Within minutes

Firmographic enrichment Missing size, industry, revenue and location Within minutes

Title and seniority check Students, interns, job seekers Before MQL

Duplicate and existing Repeat records and current accounts Before routing

customer check

Consent record Missing opt-in for the region (GCDPR, CAN-SPAM and At capture
local rules)

Keep the database fresh
® Re-verify records older than 90 days before any campaign send.
® Track email bounce rate monthly. Rising bounces signal decay.

® Remove or re-enrich records after a bounce or a job change signal.

A practical rule

Do not let a lead count toward a campaign target until it passes email, company and consent checks.
Report verified leads, not raw leads.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com o
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(STEP 03 . QUALIFY)

Score on fit and intent, not activity.

Fit asks whether they can buy. Intent asks whether they want to buy now. You need both.

High intent, low fit High fit, high intent
Interested but outside the ICP. Redirect, partner or politely Sales ready. Hand off inside the SLA. Call within
decline. minutes.

Low fit, low intent High fit, low intent

Archive. Keep for future newsletters only. Right company, wrong moment. Move to nurture.

< FIT INTENT =

A sample scoring model

Starting point only. Calibrate the weights against your own closed-won deals.

FIT POINTS INTENT POINTS

ICP industry match +20 Demo or contact request +30
Company size in range +15 Pricing page visit +20
Director level or above +15 Repeat visits in 7 days +10
Target geography +10 Webinar attended +10
Free email domain -15 Single report download +5
Student or competitor -50 No activity in 30 days -10
70 and above, with fit 40+ Sales qualified candidate. Route to sales within 5 minutes

40 to 69 Marketing qualified. Enter nurture with a sales alert on new intent

Below 40 Hold or archive

Add a human check

For high-value accounts, a short qualification call confirms need, authority, budget and timing. Scores sort
the queue. People confirm the deal.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com o
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(STEPS 04 AND 05 - NURTURE AND HAND OFF )

Nurture the maybe. Move fast on the yes.

Step 04: Nurture leads that fit but are not ready

Research shows that most B2B leads are not sales-ready at capture, and that nurtured leads become
sales-ready more often than non-nurtured ones. A short, relevant sequence beats a long, generic drip.

DAY TOUCH PURPOSE

Day O Welcome and the asset Deliver on the promise. Set expectations
requested

Day 2 Relevant case study for their Prove the problem is solvable
industry

Day 6 Role-specific guide (finance, Speak to each buying group role

IT or operations)

Day 12 Invitation: webinar, Create a low-pressure intent signal
benchmark call or audit

Day 20 Short check-in from a human Re-score. Hand off if intent has risen
Step 05: Hand off inside an SLA

Marketing promises Sales promises

Only verified, ICP-fit leads ® First touch within 5 minutes in working

Score, source and activity history hours, one hour at most

Names of known buying group roles ® Accept or reject within 24 hours

® A reason code for every rejection

The content the lead engaged with

® Updates on stage changes

Rejection reason codes

( Not ICP ) ( Wrong role ) ( No budget) ( No need ) ( Bad data ) ( Existing customer) ( Competitor )
Timing: send back to nurture

Close the loop weekly

Hold a 30 minute weekly review. Look at rejected leads by reason code. Update the ICP, the scoring weights
or the campaign targeting. This meeting is what turns a funnel into a loop.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com o
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CHAPTER 05 - MEASUREMENT

The KPI

Measure every stage separately. A single overall conversion rate hides the stage that is

leaking.

METRIC WHY IT MATTERS REFERENCE BENCHMARK

Visitor to lead Shows how well the site converts traffic 2.4% median, 5%+ top quartile

Lead to MQL Shows whether you attract the right 15% to 35% depending on sector. 31% across
people industries

MQL to SQL Shows whether marketing and sales 13% median, 28.4% top quartile
agree

MQL to SAL Shows if sales trusts the leads 45.6% average (Forrester, 2023, as cited)

(acceptance)

Speed to first touch Shows follow-up discipline Target: 5 minutes in working hours

Cost per qualified Links spend to pipeline Set your own baseline, then trend it

opportunity

Rejection rate by Shows which cause to fix first Track "Not ICP" and "Bad data" closely
reason
Email bounce rate Early warning of data decay Trend monthly. Investigate any rise

Benchmarks: eLearning Industry (2026), Starr Conspiracy (2024), Landbase (2026), RevNew. Methods vary. Use as reference points, not targets.

A simple monthly scorecard

Quality Speed Revenue

% leads inside the ICP Median first touch time MQL to SQL rate

% verified at capture % leads touched in 1 hour Cost per opportunity
Rejection rate Acceptance time Pipeline per lead

Report one number to leadership

Pipeline created per 100 leads. It combines volume, quality and follow-up in one figure.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com a
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B2B Social Bridge

roadmap

You do not need a new tech stack to start. You need agreement, discipline and a weekly
rhythm.

Days 31 to Days 61 to

Foundation 60 90
Write the ICP and Build Optimise
buying group map ® Add verification at form ® Recalibrate scores on
Agree Lead, MQL, SAL submit closed-won data

and SQL definitions

® Launch the scoring Move spend to the best-

Audit the CRM: model and routing converting sources

duplicates, bounces,

o Create a five-touch Report cost per qualified

missing fields

opportunity

nurture sequence

Set the first-touch and

® Add reason codes to the Test one offer and one
sieEEpiEmEe Sk CRM channel change
geseliie Vel siEge ® Start the weekly Publish the first

conversion rate

feedback meeting

scorecard to leadership

Five quick wins for this week

Export your last 100 sales-accepted and 100 rejected leads. Look for patterns in industry, size and role.
Measure your real first-response time. Use the CRM timestamp, not the team's estimate.

Block free email domains on high-intent forms, or route them to nurture.

Add a "Reason for rejection" field that sales must complete.

Book a 30 minute meeting between marketing and sales to review the rejected list.

Expect an adjustment period

Lead volume often dips early as unqualified leads drop out. Judge the program on pipeline and cost per
qualified opportunity.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com
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(SELF-ASSESSMENT )

How healthy is your lead engine?

Tick every statement that is true today. Be honest. Partly true counts as no.

We have a written ICP that sales and marketing both signed.
Lead, MQL, SAL and SQL have one agreed definition.

Leads are verified (email, company, consent) before they count.
We re-verify database records at least every 90 days.

We know at least two buying group roles for our key accounts.
Scoring uses both fit and intent, not activity alone.

We measure first-response time from CRM timestamps.

Sales responds to hot leads within one hour.

Sales accepts or rejects every lead within 24 hours.

Every rejected lead gets a reason code.

Marketing and sales meet weekly to review rejected leads.

We report cost per qualified opportunity, not only CPL.

O00000000000

Your score

Oto & 9to12

Leaking badly Partly built Strong foundation

Start with the Days 1to 30 plan. You have pieces. Close the gaps Focus on optimisation:
Definitions and the ICP come in verification, speed and recalibrate scores and cost per
first. feedback. opportunity.

Next step

Not sure where your leads leak? ARS B2B Social Bridge offers a lead quality review. We trace a sample of
your leads through the funnel and show where they drop out.

arsb2bsocialbridge.com o
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CABOUT ARS B2B SOCIAL BRIDGE)

Better leads.

ARS B2B Social Bridge helps B2B companies reach the right buyers with
verified data, gated landing pages, nurture programs and lead tracking
built for quality. We connect marketing effort to the pipeline your sales
team can actually close.

Book a free lead quality review -

arsb2bsocialbridge.com

Sources and methodology

Statistics are drawn from published studies and secondary compilations, retrieved in October 2026. Where a figure is cited through a secondary
source, the page says so. Figures differ between studies because they measure different stages and sample different markets. The worked example in
chapter 03 is illustrative, not client data.

Landbase, Lead Qualification Statistics (2026): landbase.com/blog/lead-qualification-statistics

The Starr Conspiracy, B2B Lead Qualification and Nurturing Benchmarks (2024): thestarrconspiracy.com/insights/benchmarks

elearning Industry, B2B Lead Generation Benchmarks: Conversion Rates, CPLs and Funnel Metrics: elearningindustry.com

SHNO, Sales Funnel Statistics (2025): shno.co/marketing-statistics/sales-funnel-statistics

RevNew, Pipeline Conversion Benchmarks by Industry: revnew.com/blog/pipeline-conversion-benchmarks-by-industry

MIT and InsideSales.com Lead Response Management Study, J. Oldroyd (2007); Harvard Business Review lead response study. As summarised by
Retell Al, TeleCRM and CustomerThink

Digital Commerce 360, Forrester B2B buying and Al (Jan 2026): digitalcommerce360.com/2026/01/22/forrester-b2b-buying-ai-2026
Gartner B2B Buying Survey (2024) and buying group research, as cited by The Starr Conspiracy and Instantly
Zoomlnfo Pipeline, The Real Cost of Poor Data Quality for B2B Teams, citing Gartner: pipeline.zoominfo.com

Landbase, Data Decay Rate Statistics (2025) and This and That, CRM Data Decay Statistics for 2026 (note on unverified decay figures)

ial Bridge. All rig ved. This paper is for general information and does not constitute
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