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Introduction
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The argument can always be made that Sales Development Reps 
often have the hardest job in a sales organization. You spend your 
days on the front lines, having difficult conversations, trying to hit 
difficult numbers, and trying to win over difficult customers. It’s 
impossible to deny the drive and determination that are required in 
sales development roles every day.

But you can also make the argument that Sales Development Reps 
are better prepared than ever before to deal with and conquer 
your challenging roles. Tools like SalesLoft alone can make activity 
numbers that once took an entire day to hit the work of a single 
morning. Dialers have increased the speed and efficiency of your 
daily calls, automated voicemails have streamlined the messaging 
process, and email tracking has improved communication accuracy 
and timing. So why aren’t sales development teams popping 
champagne or taking naps in between their great successes? 
Because the game has changed.

You see this change taking place in companies all over the world. 
Organizations everywhere are dumping revenue models based on 
old-school lead generation, cold calling and mass email blasting. 
Why? The leads those models are generating aren’t the leads a 
company needs.

The cause of this change? You don’t have to look further than 
the customers themselves. Consumers are more informed, more 
connected, and have higher expectations than ever before. In 
this new environment, this modern environment, it’s no longer 
enough to simply have a sales team. You need to be a modern sales 
organization.

It’s no longer about how many leads 
sales development teams generate. 
It’s about how many qualified leads 
sales development teams generate. 



In a modern sales organization, 
Sales Development Reps need 
personalization, sincerity, and 
professionalism to succeed. 

Personalization helps tune your product’s message to solve 
your prospect’s pain. Sincerity effectively delivers the message 
and establishes a relationship of trust. Finally, professionalism 
comes into play: know when to hold them, and know when to 
fold them. Don’t press on timing when an opportunity most likely 
doesn’t exist. What’s truly challenging about sales development? 
Delivering personalization, sincerity and professionalism at scale. 
That’s where Account-based Sales Development (ABSD) comes 
into play.
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Section 1

What is Account-Based 
Sales Development?
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Account-based
Sales Development
(ABSD)

A sales development approach
in which prospective customer 
accounts are treated as markets 
of one, reached through hyper-
personalized, targeted campaigns.
Want an even simpler definition? No problem. In the most basic 
sense, ABSD is about targeting multiple prospects inside one 
company, and pursuing the account as a whole, not pursuing a 
prospect to eventually land an account.

Section 1
What is Account-Based 

Sales Development?



The Origin of Account-Based Strategy

Like many complex concepts, the definition of Account-based 
Sales Development doesn’t tell you the whole story. To truly 
understand ABSD, we need to look back at the first wave of 
account-based strategies, Account-based Marketing, or ABM. ABM 
strategies pivot marketing activities away from targeting activities 
based on verticals, sub-verticals, demographics, and buyer 
personas. Instead, it refocuses marketing efforts on understanding 
each account (target prospective company), personalizing 
messaging for that account, and targeting accordingly within it. 
Why is this relevant to sales development, you might ask? Because 
ABM, like ABSD, pivots activities toward an account-based 
approach for a very specific set of reasons.

1. Buying Cycles are Becoming More Complex
Pursuing one prospect at an account no longer makes sense. 
According to recent research from CEB, the average number 
of people involved in a purchase is now 5.4. As every sales 
professional knows, each additional person involved in a purchase 
decision becomes a multiplier for complexity. It means more 

opinions to shape, more objections to deal with, and more 
communications to juggle. However, approaching an account with 
all of these stakeholders in mind means you are far better prepared 
to handle that complexity than if you were pursuing a lead-centric 
approach, talking to a single contact per account.
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5.4 the average number of people 
involved in a purchase today, 
according to CEB research.



2. Account-based Means Bigger Business
Traditional prospecting, inbound marketing, and sales strategies are 
effective nets for catching smaller fish in numbers, but they are the 
wrong tools for companies looking to catch whales. While it’s always 
exciting to hear the fable of that one SDR that closed a six-figure 
deal by cold calling that one Fortune 500 CEO, for most companies, 
that story will never become a reality. Closing larger deals requires a 
highly targeted and coordinated approach that falls much more into 
the account-based wheelhouse.

3. Inbound Has Matured
When inbound strategies first arrived on the scene, they were 
all about creating messages and content that resonated and 
cut through the noise. Today, due to inbound’s overwhelming 
adoption and buy-in, the noise in most markets is deafening. There 
is just far too much content and messaging out there to break 
through as a rep. An account-based approach removes you from 
that competitive environment and puts you one-on-one with the 
customer.

With all of these pressures creeping into the daily life of an SDR, 
it sets the stage for a shift toward account-based strategies, 
particularly Account-based Sales Development. 
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Focused: 
Instead of trying to garner high numbers of leads from a variety 

of locations, SDRs take a more targeted approach toward 
specific, named accounts.

Personalized: 
While tools like SalesLoft have allowed SDRs to personalize their 
message at scale, SDRs spend more time crafting conversations 

that are specific and relevant to their target accounts.

Integrated: 
Where SDRs were once siloed to their corner of the office to 

make calls, they are now working across departments and across 
channels to deliver more relevant messaging -- messaging that’s 

impossible to ignore.

Data-driven: 
Instead of spending a minute on a prospect’s LinkedIn profile, 

SDRs now spend more time enriching lead profiles with 
data they need to gain systematic insight into their targeted 

/ 8

Section 1
What is Account-Based 

Sales Development?

How is it Different From Traditional Sales Development?
So, you understand that Account-based Sales Development is a fundamental shift away from targeting a high volume of leads to a more 
targeted focus on specific accounts. But how does that change the day-to-day job function of the SDR role? With an ABSD strategy, SDRs 
become more...

In the words of TOPO Research, 

“Account-based Sales Development is today’s most effective account-based tactic… 
rather than rely on the high-volume process of outbound prospecting, organizations 
now strategically define a smaller, more targeted set of accounts and run personalized, 
buyer-centric campaigns against those accounts.” 



Section 2

The Benefits of 
Account-Based 
Sales Development
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Now that you understand what Account-based Sales Development 
is, where it comes from, and how it differs from traditional sales 
development, it’s time to look at the benefits of an ABSD strategy. 
According to the 2016 benchmark study from TOPO research,

45% of sales development 
teams today are already
Account-based (even if not 
fully evolved); 

27% are partially account-based; and 28% are ‘greenfield’ (reaching 
out to the whole market).

Three years ago, these numbers would have been reversed. That type 
of growth only happens when there’s something to be gained. Let’s 
take a closer look at what those benefits are.
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of sales development teams today 
are already Account-based (even if 
not fully involved).

of sales development teams today 
are “greenfield” (reaching out to the 
whole market).

of sales development teams today 
are partially Account-based.
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More Predictable Revenue
In traditional contact-based selling, the opportunity pipeline 
value of a deal is determined after the first call with a lead. This 
is a problem because, by this time, you’ve already invested time 
and effort into that opportunity. You’ve committed resources and 
applied strategy, but you are only just now discovering the value of 
the opportunity. It’s incredibly difficult to predict revenue when you 
treat each lead like a mystery box. 

Opportunity value is often one of the criteria used as part of 
qualifying process when creating a list of target accounts. With the 
more considered ABSD approach, there are fewer surprises, and 
you have a more reliable and predictable pipeline.
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With ABSD, the pipeline 
value for an opportunity is 
determined well before 
your first contact. 



A More Organized Approach
Especially when compared to the “spray and pray” prospecting 
strategies of the not so distant past, ABSD is a far more organized 
approach to selling. By freeing yourself of the focus on high-
volume, high-tempo mindsets that accompany contact-based 
strategies, you can take a much more considered approach to 
sales development. ABSD allows you to be more strategic in 
your approach and research, test, and plan out every step. More 
planning on the front-end means it’s easier to get everyone on the 
same page, align around goals, and leverage the collective wisdom 
of the organization.

Instead of trying to measure dozens of different strategies applied 
across hundreds of contacts, you are now able to track messages 

and transactions across fewer accounts, with more consistency. 
This gives you a much clearer picture of what’s working, and how 
you can improve. This, in turn, makes it much easier to coach, 
strategize, and optimized, all of which has a significant impact on 
performance. 
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All this work on the front-end 
also makes it easier to track 
progress and measure results 
on the back-end.



Improve Efficiency and Effectiveness
More so than any other department, sales development is 
focused on efficiency and effectiveness; how quickly are they 
accomplishing their goals and how well are they getting the job 
done. Fortunately, ABSD helps improve both of these areas. ABSD 
focuses time and resources around the accounts that are most 
likely to drive revenue. Instead of spreading out your efforts and 
diluting them, ABSD focuses that attention where it will be most 
efficient. 

Once you are focused on the right accounts, ABSD also yields 
better results. An account-based strategy often accelerates deals 
faster by coordinating your efforts around those deals. Those deals 
often have higher close rates than contact-based deals, because 
they are more qualified right off the bat. Most importantly, ABSD 
focuses on bigger deals, which means more revenue.

Align More Closely with Marketing
If you Google “sales and marketing alignment,” you’ll get over 
30 million results, and many of them have quite a bleak outlook. 
There’s no doubt that this is a hot button topic, especially as sales 
and marketing organizations begin to overlap more. A great way 
to align the efforts of sales and marketing is to stick to account-
based strategies. ABM isn’t a substitute for ABSD, or vice versa.

Take buyer persona development for example - an important 
marketing function that helps inform go-to-market campaigns. 
ABM is a great methodology for complementing those buyer 
personas and aligning with sales reps using ABSD. Success with 
ABM is not measured by conventional metrics, but by identifying 
key business goals and challenges of buyers. This helps customize 
outreach campaigns, and can be used by ABSD teams when 
targeting accounts.
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Improve Brand Reputation
You want to carefully maintain your brand reputation when 
entering a new market: We all know that nobody likes being 
interrupted by a sales call or an email. And if it’s opened, and it’s 
not a personalized message, it can make prospects even more 
hostile. Remember: Personalization, sincerity and professionalism 
- these are the ingredients for outreach that is healthy for your 
product, your company, and your brand.

So how does ABSD help maintain this positive brand image?

It moves the SDR team away from non-personalized email blasting 
and blind cold calling. 

Instead of SDRs having a list of leads from random companies, 
they have specific accounts. This will provide a sense of account 
ownership that will be critical to advancement to the account 
executive role. It will also ensure that you are representing your 
brand properly.
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Don’t burn bridges with 
companies in your addressable
market by spamming them. 



Section 3

Creating An
Acount-Based Sales
Development Strategy

/ 15



Developing an Account-based Sales 
Development strategy of your own is a four-
step process. The first, and most important, is 
creating a list of accounts to target. Then you 
need to identify prospects within those target 
accounts to contact. With those prospects 
identified, you need to develop content for 
those prospects ,and use a tool like SalesLoft 
to deliver that content. 

Step 1: Build Your List of 
Target Accounts
In traditional contact-based strategies, who 
SDRs contact was often the secondary to how 
many people they were contacting. Account-
based Sales Development flips this notion on 
its head. In ABSD, the list of accounts SDRs 
are contacting is the most important piece 
of the strategy, and is determined by sales 
managers or higher. Defining these accounts 
requires understanding, or in some cases 
creating, an ideal customer profile (ICP).

Ideal Customer Profile
In order to select the best accounts to pursue, 
you need to have a model for what the best 
accounts look like. This is where your ideal 
customer profile comes in.

Section 3
Creating an 

ABSD Strategy
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ABSD focuses on 
who SDRs contact, 
over how many 
they contact.
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Ideal Customer
Profile (ICP)

The characteristics of accounts that 
are most likely to drive revenue.
When developing your ICP, you should consider the following attributes: 
industry, company size, revenue, technology used, pain points, and growth 
rate.

An easy way to understand which of these attributes is indicative of a 
likelihood to drive revenue is to analyze your existing high-value customers, 
and the customers of your competitors, and find the attributes that they have 
in common. 

Section 3
Creating an 

ABSD Strategy



Refining Selection
Once you have your ICP in place, it’s time to select the companies 
you’ll be pursuing. This process happens in stages, with a bulk 
number of accounts at the start, and a more refined list at the 
finish.

Stage 1: Compile a list of the companies in your total addressable 
market (TAM). This is the complete list of companies that has the 
potential to make a purchase. You can find this list through online 
research and from the input of your Sales Development Reps. 
They’re on the front lines every day, after all.

Stage 2: Once you have that list, it’s time to cross-reference it 
against your ICP. This stage requires relevant data for the attributes 
you are cross-referencing. Tools like Data.com can help you fill in 
any blanks you may have in your accounts.

Stage 3: After you’ve narrowed the list down to customers that 
match your ICP, it’s important to get buy-in from the team that will 
be working those accounts. SDRs and AEs often have insight and 
experience that no algorithm or data modeling can replace.
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Compile a list of the companies 
in your total addressable 
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Cross-reference your list 
against your ICP.

Get buy-in from the team that 
will be working those accounts.
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Before the list of targeted accounts is final, the last step is to tier 
your accounts by priority. Typically, ABSD will have three to four 
tiers. A accounts are your dream clients. These are the whales 
that can make a whole year a financial success for your company. 
B accounts are your company’s wheelhouse and where most of 
your business comes from. C and D accounts are the companies 
that don’t perfectly match your ideal customer profile but have 
the ability to become B accounts through nurturing or an inciting 
event.  

Step 2. Identify Target Prospects Within 
Each Account
Having a list of accounts to tackle is the first step. From there, 
you need to determine who you’ll actually be contacting within 
those accounts. Fortunately, there are a number of tools that are 
designed to help you do just that.

LinkedIn Sales Navigator: LinkedIn is often the easiest place to 
identify contacts. Navigator is designed to untangle the web of 

profiles in LinkedIn for this exact purpose. With a sophisticated 
algorithm, navigator can give you lead recommendations that are 
highly target to your specific accounts.

DiscoverOrg: Integrated directly into the SalesLoft product, the 
robust DiscoverOrg platform enables sales professionals to easily 
access the right contacts and context. You can import your list of 
target companies with one click right into SalesLoft to speed up 
your process and create better alignment.

The most important factor at this stage is to select contacts with 
titles you believe carry the pain for the solution your products 
might solve for them, as well as the weight to be included or 
considered in the purchasing decision. 

/ 19

Section 3
Creating an 

ABSD Strategy



Step 3. Create SalesLoft 
Cadences
Now that you have relevant content in hand, 
it’s time to deliver than content to your 
accounts. However, managing multiple points 
of contact over predefined periods of time 
can be difficult. This is where SalesLoft makes 
things a lot easier. 

Never Drop the Ball
SalesLoft allows you to load all of that relevant 
content into Cadences, and send them over a 
set period of time. With daily reminders, you’ll 
never drop the ball and can run a targeted, 
persistent campaign virtually on autopilot. For 
example, you could have your first email go 
out on Monday, the second on Thursday, and 
the third the following Tuesday. This is an easy 
way to stay top of mind with your targeted 
accounts.

Section 3
Creating an 
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Cadences by Tier
You can also develop separate cadences for different account 
tiers. For your A accounts, you can have cadences with specific 
content targeted all the way down to the persona of the person 
you’re sending to. That means you’re not just sending messaging 
somebody at that company would care about, you’re sending 
messaging that the CFO, for example, at that company would care 
about. These are your highest value accounts and require the most 
customization. 

For your B accounts, you can tailor your content to the account 
level, providing information specific and relevant to the company 
you’re contacting. For C and D accounts, you can automate 
cadences to provide content designed to nurture them into B 
accounts, saving you time to focus on the accounts likelier to 
close. 

The right tools will also allow you to optimize your approach as you 
target your accounts. You can view detailed reporting and conduct 
A/B testing on variables such as the number of emails you send, 
the days and times on which you’re sending them, and even the 
individual messages you’re including in those emails.
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personalize with specific content 
targeted all the way down to the persona 
of the person you’re sending to.

tailor your content to the account level, 
providing information specific and relevant 
to the company you’re contacting.

for C-D accounts, save time by 
automating cadences to nurture them up 
to B accounts.
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Conclusion
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Now that you’ve seen an in-depth look at Account-based Sales
Development, you’ll notice distinct differences between ABSD and 
a traditional approach.  You know that not all leads are created 
equal, and ABSD empowers your sales organization to be smart 
about how you’re contacting potential customers. Grading leads 
and tiering coorespondence lets you spend more time on accounts 
that matter. 

Working intelligently makes one of the most difficult jobs in sales
easier, and delivers results in the form of appointments, deals and
revenue.

It’s not enough to have a sales 
team. You need to become a 
modern sales organization.
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Real.
Personal.
Sales.
SalesLoft is the sales engagement platform of choice 
for modern sales organizations. We know that there is a 
difference between having a sales team and being a sales 
organization and bridging that gap requires a belief in your 
product, your process, and yourself.

With a full suite of modern sales engagment tools such as 
Dialer, Email Cadence, and advanced analytics, SalesLoft is 
the fastest way to align your sales team, increase efficiency 
and effectiveness, and generate real revenue results.

Learn More


