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How to Build “Sales First” Account-Based Programs

YOUR ACCOUNT-BASED 
STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
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WHY USE AN 
ACCOUNT-BASED
STRATEGY?

Much like football, selling is a team 
sport. Yes, sales MVPs exist, but it 
takes many hands coordinating to 
close a deal, make a buyer happy, 
renew a contract, and provide lifetime 
value for a customer. Though revenue 
organizations grasp this reality, 
understanding it is a far cry from 
living it.

We say it’s time to change the game. 

Gone are the days that Sales, 
Marketing, and other revenue-
generating teams can run plays 
in isolation. Winning in sales 
today demands a unified plan that 
considers the whole customer. An 
account-based strategy provides 
the playbook to help you win.

Account-based tactics aren’t new. 
They’ve been around since the 1990s 
in different forms. What is new is 
the pivot from merely account-

based marketing to account-based 
everything. A true account-based 
strategy should support the full 
revenue lifecycle.

According to Gartner, “The typical 
buying group for a complex B2B 
solution involves six to 10 decision 
makers, each armed with four or 
five pieces of information they’ve 
gathered independently and must 
deconflict with the group.” 

For sellers interacting with buyers, 
that’s like hearing “Go ask your 
mother” 10 times!

Selling to the same accounts you’re 
marketing to is a more efficient 
and cost effective way of allocating 
resources. You eliminate waste by 
spending on the accounts that matter 
most and will pay you most, ultimately 
providing the longest customer 
lifetime value.

A     football team has two simple goals: score touchdowns and stop the other 
team from scoring. Whether you talk to a wide receiver, a linebacker, or a 
tight end, they’ll agree on that shared purpose. When each person on the 
field plays to those goals, the team hums and games are won.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbescommunicationscouncil/2018/06/15/the-past-present-and-future-of-account-based-marketing/#2ed8022a4ef2
https://www.gartner.com/en/sales/insights/b2b-buying-journey
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Exhibit 1Source: TOPO 2019 Account Based Benchmark Report

When Sales and Marketing Adopt an 
Account-Based Strategy, Organizations 

Report Improved Results

80%
See Higher 
Customer 

Lifetime Value

76%
Increase ROI

86%
Improve Win-Rates

We believe that “sales first” account-
based strategies work best. With 
traditional account-based marketing 
(ABM), the Marketing team operates 
more independently from Sales. With 
a “sales first” account-based strategy, 
Marketing and Sales collaborate to 
choose and engage the right accounts.

TOPO agrees. According to the Sales 
Development Benchmark Report 
published in April 2019, “Account based 

in the most significant strategy for go-
to-market teams today.”

We’ve found that a “sales first” 
account-based strategy aligns all 
revenue teams, fuels the sales 
engine, wins more deals, facilitates 
superior customer experiences, and, 
ultimately, retains more business. 
In the coming pages, we’ll equip you 
with a basic outline for developing and 
implementing your own account-based 
strategy. Ready, set, hut!

Exhibit 2

The Account-Based Everything Framework, TOPO

Account-Based Everything is the coordination of 
personalized marketing, sales development, sales, and 
customer success efforts to drive engagement with, 
and conversion of, a targeted set of accounts.

SELECT
Accounts

SIZE  
the Market

RUN
Campaigns

2

ALIGN 
on Accounts & 

Tiering

MEASURE
the ROI

3

ACTIVATE  
the SDR Engine

ITERATE
again and again

4

COLLABORATE 
on ABS Plays

“Sales First”Account-Based Strategy

NEW WAY

Traditional Account-Based Marketing

OLD WAY

A NEW WAY IS HERE

1

https://salesloft.com/resources/ebook/topos-sales-development-benchmark-report/
https://salesloft.com/resources/ebook/topos-sales-development-benchmark-report/
https://blog.topohq.com/account-based-everything-framework/
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Size the
Market

Assess Your Total Addressable 
Market

Performing a Total Addressable 
Market (TAM) analysis will guide 
which industries and companies 
you’ll pursue. Set the stage for the 
accounts you’ll select — in other words, 
the companies that have the most 
potential to purchase your product.

A bottom-up TAM analysis is a more 
conservative approach that starts 
with your customer base and is 
extrapolated to the rest of the market. 
Basically, it’s analyzing your existing 
high-value customers to find the 
traits they have in common in order to 
find similar customers. Initially, you’ll 
estimate from a smaller share of the 
market but capture a wider customer 
base. 

A top-down TAM analysis takes a more 
aggressive approach to surveying 
the market. It starts with a larger 
estimation size based on your Ideal 
Customer Profile (ICP) but captures 
a smaller share of the market. We’ll 
address how to identify your ICP in the 
next section. This method yields fewer 
but more targeted and higher quality 
leads.

A high-quality lead has a better chance 
of converting to an actual sale.  That’s 
why more leads don’t equate to better 
ones.

Isolate your potential buyers

Identify your ideal customer

Exhibit 3
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AGGRESSIVE
Total Addressable Market

Start with
Ideal Customer

Profile (ICP)

Apply Criteria to
Refine the List

Capture Smaller
Market Share

CONSERVATIVE
Total Addressable Market

Start with 
Customer Base

Seek Similar
New Customers

in the Market

Capture Wider
Market Share

HOW WE DO IT AT SALESLOFT

SalesLoft has a broad TAM, which is essentially all B2B 
companies with sales departments. So, we use an 
aggressive TAM analysis to find the best possible accounts. 
Considering your market, challenge yourself to be as 
realistic as possible in deciding the approach that’s right 
for your organization.



1312

Depending on your product, you 
may need additional qualifiers to 
refine your ICP. 

Again, given the potential size of SalesLoft’s TAM, when 
we constructed our ICP, we used firmographic and 
technographic data -- companies of a certain size with CRM 
and marketing automation platforms -- to help us find our 
best accounts.

Exhibit 4

Create Your Ideal Customer Profile

To select the best accounts for pursuit, you need to agree on what the best 
accounts look like. That’s where developing your ICP comes in. The ICP outlines 
the characteristics of accounts that are most likely to drive revenue, providing the 
model to identify customers best suited to your product. 

Your ICP should also inform the geographies you target. Understanding where your 
customers operate significantly impacts your field efforts. And if your solution 
requires a certain integration point or platform, take that into account, too. Once 
you’ve established your ICP, it’s time to choose the companies you’ll pursue.

WHEN CREATING YOUR ICP CONSIDER 
THESE ATTRIBUTES

2 Company
Size

1 Industry 3 Revenue

5
Pain
Points

4
Tech
Used

6
Growth
Rate

Size the
Market
Cont.

HOW WE DO IT AT SALESLOFT
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Align on 
Accounts
and Tiering

Buckle your seat belt because 
this could be a bumpy ride. 

When Sales and Marketing both 
assert the best accounts to target, 
the exchange can get contentious. 
Sales often relies on experience and 
intuition during these discussions, 
while Marketing relies heavily on 
data. But both approaches are valid 
and needed to balance each other.

To avoid a stalemate, strive for 
tight alignment between Sales and 
Marketing leadership first, which will 
foster buy-in across departments. 
Remember, this is a team sport and 
your ultimate goal is to win new 
business. So, set aside the “us versus 
them” mindset that taints too many 
Sales and Marketing organizations. 

Together, choose the target 
accounts from your Total 
Addressable Market that best align 
with your ideal customer profile. 

It’s critical to get buy-in from the 
team that will be working those 
accounts. Sales Development Reps 
(SDRs) and Account Executives (AEs) 
often have insight and experience 
that no algorithm or data modeling 
can replace.

Choose accounts with the highest 

likelihood to buy

Assign priorities for your account 

engagement strategy

Roles for Account Selection, Account-Based 
Strategy Execution, and Reporting

Exhibit 5
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Own the strategy 
and execution of ABS program

Align on reporting 
with Sales Ops

MARKETING ROLES

CMO

HEAD 
of Demand Generation

DIR.
of Demand Generation / 

Marketing Programs

HEAD
of Product Marketing

OPS
Marketing Ops

Provide overall leadership 
and approvals

Co-own account selection 
with Sales Leaders

Perform TAM analysis

Align on reporting 
with Marketing Ops

SALES ROLES

CRO/CSO

HEAD 
of Each Sales Segment

HEAD
of SDR Team

RVPs /
Sales Managers

OPS
Sales Ops

Provide overall leadership 
and approvals

Co-own account selection with 
Head of Demand Generation

Provide account selection support

Activate SDR team to execute the 
sales arm of the account-based 

strategy
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Next, both teams should work together to assign these accounts to the right tiers. 
Start from the bottom priority and work your way up:

TIER 3 ACCOUNTS fit the basic demographic characteristics of your ICP, and 70% 
of your accounts should fall under this grouping. These companies will receive 
standard persona-based messaging.

TIER 2 ACCOUNTS meet all the criteria of a Tier 3, but they have technographic or 
other critical qualifiers that make them a higher priority. These companies should 
comprise 20 to 25% of your accounts and will receive specialized persona-based 
messaging.

TIER 1 ACCOUNTS are your biggest, riskiest investments, and you’ll spend the most 
time, money, and resources on them. This tier represents just 5% of your accounts 
and will receive 1:1 campaigns. The heads of Sales Strategy and Demand Generation 
should hand-pick all Tier 1 accounts. Because of the hyper-personalized investment 
you’ll be making in these companies, strong opinions may abound.

SaaS Tiering Structure

Tier 3

Tier 2

Tier 170%

25%

5% Exhibit 6

If this sounds like a lot of work, it’s 
because it is.  
 
But the selection and prioritization process, when done right, is worth it. Imagine, 
for instance, attaining ‘closed won’ for all your Tier 1 accounts  (hint: it’s in the 
podcast). 

You can get there, too, but Sales and Marketing leadership must hold each other 
mutually accountable. Here are the safeguards you should implement to keep 
everyone on track:

• Create goals for joint success to track sales and marketing engagement with 
accounts. 

• Schedule weekly or biweekly meetings to track goals and eliminate roadblocks. 
• Hold weekly account reviews (hosted by managers) to keep teams accountable 

for top tier accounts.

To recap, with an account-based strategy, the higher the tier, the more resources 
all teams will dedicate in terms of time, spend, and campaign personalization.

Exhibit 7

EXAMPLE

Align on Accounts
and Tiering
Cont.

TIER 1 TIER 2 TIER 3
Receives 1-to-1 

campaigns with tailored 

messaging for each 

account. Custom videos, 

landing pages,  

and ads.

Receives less 

tailored persona-

based messaging (e.g., 

targeted to GEO).

Receives basic persona-

based messaging via 

automated cadences.

Fits basic firmographic characteristics. 
Aligned with findings from TAM analysis

Tier 3 qualified, plus technographic or 
other critical qualifiers

Hand-picked by marketing and sales 
leadership

https://vengreso.com/blog/account-based-marketing-sydney-sloan
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Activate the
Sales Engine

Marketing Makes the ABS Fuel

Now that Sales and Marketing are aligned on accounts and tiering, Product 
Marketing can create persona messaging that will fuel the content created by the 
Content and Creative team and aimed at those target personas across industries. 
Finally, the Demand Generation team then builds personalized campaigns and email 
cadences that drive engagement with those pieces of content. 

Create persona messaging, content, 
and campaigns

Execute cadences, move buyers through 
the sales processCH

EC
K

LI
ST

What’s a Cadence?

A cadence is a series of automated steps that guide sellers through a consistent, 
repeatable process of interacting with prospects and customers. Their 
configuration has a direct impact on the success of your sales team. 
Each cadence includes a consistent set of variables. (See Exhibit 8)

Exhibit 8



2120

Sales Revs the ABS Engine

With all that custom content in hand, SDRs can execute sales cadences with 
the goal of qualifying prospects and seamlessly handing them off to AEs. Drop 
any unengaged prospects into a “nurture” email cadence orchestrated by your 
marketing automation tool. 

For those prospects that have converted to opportunities, AEs will also use 
cadences to connect with these accounts, following engagement protocols (see 
Exhibit 7) based on the tiering structure you all worked to establish.

To execute all these plays, Sales Engagement powers the Account-Based engine. 
Using SalesLoft Cadences, sales reps can more easily engage target customers 
with personalized messages through a multi-channel approach that helps them 
get to  “yes” quicker. “Yes, I’ll take your call. Yes, I want a demo. Yes, send me the 
contract.” 

SalesLoft’s Sales Engagement platform also works seamlessly with the leading 
ABM platforms, ensuring that Marketing and Sales are aligned throughout the sales 
process while increasing the potential for deals to close. 

So, while Marketing is creating awareness and serving personalized messages 
across the web to target accounts through its ABM platform, Sales simultaneously 
uses its Sales Engagement platform to establish a dialogue, build a relationship, 
and convert prospects to customers.  It’s the perfect marriage of technology and 
teamwork.

Activate the 
Sales Engine
Cont.

Exhibit 9

Marketing Makes the 
ABS Fuel

Sales Revs the ABS Engine with SalesLoft

SDR, BDR
Cadence 

Execution

AE (Closer)
Cadence

Execution

Qualified
Disposition

Closed/DQ
Disposition

Marketing 
Automation 

System

Nuture
Disposition

TE
A

M

O
U

TPU
T

Product
Marketing TAM and Persona

Messaging

Comms &
Creative

Content

Demand
Generation

Persona Cadences 
& Lead Generation
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Fuel the Funnel 
With Orchestration

Once you’ve started the engine, to prevent your account-based strategy from 
stalling you’ll need continuous collaboration, support, and accountability between 
revenue teams. Marketing commits to generating influence and engagement, and 
Sales commits to working all target accounts.

For each phase of the account-based funnel, Marketing runs programs that support 
Sales. For example, the Demand Generation team influences and engages target 
accounts via targeted ads, direct mail, and webinars. Along the way, sellers provide 
feedback on what’s working and what isn’t so all teams can recalibrate the strategy 
when needed. 

Collaborate and iterate on ABS plays

Support each phase of the account-based 
funnelCH

EC
K
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Marketing Programs to Support the Funnel

Direct Mail
Webinars
Targeted

Advertising

DEMAND
Generation

1:1 Ads
Custom Onsites

Field Events
Landing Pages

PIPELINE
Velocity

Exhibit 10

Pipeline velocity tactics like custom ads, landing pages, on-site meetings, and field 
events help qualify sales leads all the way to opportunity conversion. Marketing 
supports the closing and adoption stage by sending onboarding emails and sharing 
product insights and updates. And renewal and expansion programs provide training 
and events that serve up lifetime value for customers.

Team Competitions
Onboarding Drips
Product Insights

CLOSING & ADOPTION
Support

Certification & 
Training

Customer Events

RENEWALS 
and Expansion
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WE

@ SALESLOFT

Anatomy of a Successful 
Account-Based Campaign

At SalesLoft, we executed a multi-
channel ABS campaign we called The 
Journey with the theme, “What is the 
sales journey and how SalesLoft makes 
it better.” The campaign followed this 
sequence:

• We sent a direct mail piece sent to 
prospects.

• Prospects entered a cadence.
• Prospects received a custom video 

from their sales rep.
• Prospects navigated to the Journey 

landing page that matched the 
direct mail piece. 

• Engaged prospects who attended a 
demo received a premium “Journey-
themed” gift, like a backpack.

With the Journey campaign, we 
increased our opportunity conversion 
rate by 26%. And weekly meetings 
about our direct mail campaign 
strengthened trust and goal alignment 
between Sales and Marketing. All told, 
the campaign influenced over $5 
million in pipeline in just two quarters. 

Use custom videos, 
landing pages, and 
advertisements for 

top accounts.

Use your ABM platform 
to personalize ads 

across the web.

Create brand affinity 
and partnership.

Control your message 
to close deals faster.

TIPS FOR ACCELERATING PIPELINE 
Through 1:1 Communication

Exhibit 11
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How You Know 
Your Account-Based 
Strategy Is Working

Performance Benchmarks

You may be executing all these tactics, 
but how can you tell you’re doing it 
right? Here’s what successful account-
based execution looks like:

You’re generating target account 
pipeline from orchestrated Marketing 
and Sales activities. As a revenue 
organization, this is your first shared 
Sales and Marketing metric. Aim to 
generate 80% of your pipeline from 
target accounts.

Sales is selling into the accounts on 
which Marketing is spending time or 
money. Start by reviewing email and 
call data. Digging into contact persona 
coverage will take you further. Here’s 
where a Sales Engagement platform 

can help: it automatically logs all email 
and call data for your review.

Marketing is covering the critical 
pipeline stages. 
You’re marketing to the accounts that 
Sales is working before, during, and 
after prospecting efforts. Measure the 
percentage of the total target account 
pipeline as “touched” by marketing.

Marketing resources are aligned 
to the correct tiers and ROI 
measurement is easy. Marketing 
is engaging with and influencing 
contacts on target accounts through 
multiple campaigns, across multiple 
channels, and in a measurable way.

See what a winning account-based 
strategy looks like

Know you’re doing it
right mid-flightCH

EC
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of all 2019 account revenue influenced by 
marketing

95%

of all revenue came from target accounts in 
our largest three segments

96%

higher average on deal size in target vs. non-
target accounts

195%

Exhibit 12

At SalesLoft, we’ve experienced 
organization-altering success with a 
“sales first” account-based strategy. 

Our revenue teams are now working together in ways we hadn’t 
experienced before. We hold each other accountable as one 
big team rather than different departments with fractured 
focus. Those benefits aside, we’ll let the ABS success numbers 
speak for themselves.

HOW WE DO IT AT SALESLOFT

SUCCESS BY THE NUMBERS
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FINAL THOUGHTS

@salesloft © 2020. SalesLoft. All Rights Reserved.

#1 in Sales Engagement on G2

For more information about SalesLoft and how to deliver a better sales 
experience, visit salesloft.com.Go Forth, Get Aligned, and Give 

Buyers What They Want

86% of buyers expect sellers to personalize the experience according to 
the State of Deals 2020 report published by PandaDoc and G2.

Account-based strategy is as simple as this: market where your people 
are selling. It requires a lot of planning on the front end, but the payoff 
is organization-changing. Account-based strategy yields true alignment 
with all revenue teams, eliminates waste, and generates more business. 
Regardless of title or team, isn’t that what we all want?

https://www.facebook.com/salesloft/
https://twitter.com/salesloft
https://www.instagram.com/salesloft/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/salesloft/
https://www.pandadoc.com/library/state-of-deals-2020/
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