


Executive Summary

Key Findings

25%

of marketing budgets are
wasted on efforts that fail
to drive outcomes

67%

say dashboards show
success while no revenue

85%

(0)
spend more time fixing
than creating

87%
(o)
chase signals that appear

promising: only 26% of signals
convert to qualified opportunities follows

Your dashboard shows green.
Your CFO sees red.

Somewhere between those two signals, 25% of your marketing
budget is evaporating.

While "performance marketing” is often treated as channel-by-
channel efficiency, this report takes a broader view. The data
reveals that the biggest performance gaps don't come from
media choices but from upstream inputs: signal quality, content
effectiveness, tool integration, and measurement reliability.
These systemic issues determine whether every channel
performs, regardless of budget allocation.

By every measure, marketing should be working better. Teams
have more data than ever. Al adoption is accelerating. Martech
stacks continue to expand. Yet instead of gaining clarity and
efficiency, most organizations are operating inside a Marketing
Data Mirage, where surface metrics look successful but real
commercial impact is unclear. This report, based on a survey
of 750 senior marketing leaders, reveals how widespread the
Mirage is and what it costs.

The Mirage appears when content generates clicks but not
conversations, when intent signals look promising but fail to
reflect buyer readiness, and when impressions scale without
reaching real ICP buyers. It is not an edge case.

In our survey, 99% of organizations report experiencing at
least one Mirage symptom, and 70% experience two or more.
While most leaders express confidence in their data quality,
two-thirds say their dashboards sometimes, often, or very
often show success that fails to translate into revenue. High
confidence is resting on indicators that do not consistently
reflect commercial reality.

Al is amplifying the Mirage. Seventy-two percent of marketers
say Al-generated content is hurting brand distinction, and
more than half now spend more time fixing data than doing
real marketing. Al is adding volume faster than it improves
signal quality, which makes weak programs look stronger and
phantom intent harder to detect.

The consequences span every major program. ABM campaigns
activate the wrong accounts. Paid media scales impressions
without reaching ICP buyers. Content drives downloads but not
conversations. Only five percent of ICP ever reaches the typical
B2B website. Webinars generate volume but not pipeline. These
patterns quietly erode performance across the entire marketing
mix and force sales teams to chase false positives.

The financial cost is unmistakable. Organizations estimate they
waste an average of 25 percent of their marketing budget on
efforts that look productive but do not drive revenue. A 32
percent revenue growth opportunity sits blocked by unreliable
signals, disconnected tools, and execution gaps. Eighty-

five percent of teams spend more time fixing problems than
creating programs.

The research also shows what high-performing teams do
differently. They have stronger attribution coverage, use
fewer tools, waste less budget, and rely on verifiable signals,
integrated execution, and content that drives commercial
outcomes.

The pages that follow examine the five critical symptoms of the
Marketing Data Mirage and outline the shifts high-performing
teams use to overcome them. A six-question diagnostic at

the end will help you assess whether your organization is still
operating inside the Mirage.
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Introduction

The lllusion of Success

Despite unprecedented access to data and technology,
most organizations still struggle to turn marketing activity
into predictable revenue growth. The reason is not a lack of
effort or sophistication. It is that the signals used to guide
execution often do not reflect real buying intent.

O

The Marketing Data Mirage occurs

when metrics suggest programs are
performing well but the underlying signals
are unreliable, inflated, or not tied to

real buying behavior. The Mirage makes
weak programs look strong, masks gaps
in execution, and forces sales teams to
chase opportunities that were never real.

Metrics surge upward, impressions scale, content volume
increases, but much of that spend never reaches the right
people or drives meaningful outcomes. The gap between
what marketers see in their systems and what actually
drives commercial impact continues to widen.

When pipeline pressure mounts, marketing leaders default
to familiar responses: adding attribution or analytics tools
(55%), creating more content (44 %), and increasing paid
media spend (43%). Yet these investments concentrate in
the same categories - martech platforms, content creation,
and paid advertising - where respondents report the least
clarity on ROI. The result is a reinforcing loop: activity that
feels like progress, but deepens the Mirage instead of
clearing it.

Our survey of 750 senior marketing leaders at companies
from $100 million to well over $10 billion in revenue

reveals the scope and cost of this problem. Even though
many leaders express confidence in their data quality

and analytics, 62% say they frequently or very frequently
discover they have been chasing signals that looked
promising but were inflated or not tied to buying behavior.
This disconnect creates a dangerous illusion: decisions built
on indicators that feel trustworthy but fail under commercial
scrutiny. This turns everyday performance challenges into
the Marketing Data Mirage.

The consequences extend far beyond misleading
dashboards. Organizations are wasting significant

portions of their marketing budgets, misallocating talent

to operational firefighting instead of strategic work, and
leaving substantial revenue growth on the table. But as this
report will show, the problem is not insurmountable. High-
performing organizations have found a path through the
Mirage, and their practices offer a roadmap for others.

Fixing the Mirage means using verifiable signals instead
of volume, creating content that resonates and converts,
integrating execution instead of chasing channels, and
giving Sales fewer, higher-quality paths into buying
conversations. The companies that do this see predictable
pipeline, lower CAC, and significantly reduced waste.
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Chapter1

The Five Symptoms of the
Marketing Data Mirage

The Data Confidence Paradox

89% trust the quality of their data and analytics.

43% say metrics frequently look good but don't convert.

The foundation of the Marketing Data Mirage is a paradox
that affects virtually every organization: leaders express
high confidence in their data quality, yet nearly all of them
acknowledge that the metrics derived from that data
regularly mislead them. This is not a niche problem or an
edge case. It is the norm.

Among the 750 senior marketing leaders surveyed,
although 89% say they have high confidence in their data
and analytics, 43% report that their campaign metrics
frequently look successful but fail to drive real sales
revenue outcomes. This reveals a significant disconnect:
high confidence sitting on top of performance indicators
that frequently misrepresent actual commercial impact.

The Data Confidence Gap

89%

Trust their data
and analytics

Say metrics

o
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The implications are profound. When leaders trust their
data but don't trust their metrics, decision-making becomes
paralyzed. Teams chase signals that look real but turn out
to be phantoms. Budgets flow to channels that appear
effective but fail to drive pipeline. Confidence becomes
hope, and marketing becomes expensive guesswork
instead of predictable growth.

This paradox explains why so many of the other symptoms
persist: if leaders believe their data is sound, they have no
reason to question the tools, signals, and content strategies
built on top of it. The Mirage hides in plain sight, protected
by a false sense of security.

9 Key Insight:

The Data Confidence Paradox is not about bad
data; it's about the gap between data quality
and metric reliability. Organizations may have
accurate contact records and clean CRM fields,
yet still produce dashboards that obscure rather
than reveal what's actually driving outcomes.



The Signal Mirage

87% chase phantom intent signals.

Only 26% of signals become qualified opportunities.

The Mirage is widespread: 99% of organizations report at
least one of the five symptoms, and 70% experience two
or more. The most common symptoms are content that
drives engagement without converting to pipeline, and
unreliable signals that turn out to be inaccurate, inflated,
or unverifiable.

Among these symptoms, unreliable signals are uniquely
costly. In fact, the most acute form of wasted spend in
B2B marketing today is the pursuit of phantom “buyer
intent” signals: clicks, downloads, and behavioral scores
that look like real buying interest but rarely convert to
pipeline. Our survey reveals the scale of this problem:
87% of organizations admit to chasing unreliable or
inflated intent signals, yet only 26% of signals convert to
qualified opportunities.

87% / //—26%
chase phantom or A{)/W/h/e/rg phantom

of signals become
inflated signals
5|gnals evaporate

Za

60-point Signal Mirage
87% of marketers chase phantom or inflated signals.
Only 26% of signals become opportunities.

This 60-point gap between signal volume and signal
quality represents a significant source of wasted
marketing spend. Teams invest heavily in intent data
providers, behavioral tracking platforms, and Al-powered
scoring systems, only to watch sales teams ignore the
"hot leads" because they've learned through experience
that most of them are noise.

o
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The problem stems from how intent signals are sourced and
validated. Many providers rely on anonymous behavioral
data, unverified Al-generated activity, or padded databases
that inflate engagement metrics without proving actual
buying readiness. The result is a flood of signals that create
the appearance of pipeline momentum but fail to deliver real
opportunities.

The survey data shows that even when sales teams
consistently act on marketing signals (as 85% of
respondents report) the conversion rate remains stubbornly
low. This suggests the problem is not sales-marketing
alignment, but signal quality itself. Alignment cannot
compensate for phantom signals.

This gap between signal volume and signal quality leads
to wasted spend, frustrated sales teams, and pipeline
that appears full but rarely moves. It is one of the most
expensive forms of inefficiency in modern B2B marketing.

Q Key Insight:
The Signal Mirage is the clearest example
of the gap between activity and outcomes.
High signal volume creates the illusion of
success, but without verified provenance
and transparent sourcing, those signals are
mirages. They disappear the moment sales
tries to act on them.



The Platform Tax

66% use 11 or more marketing tools.
79% can't prove ROl improvement.

B2B marketers have responded to the complexity of
modern go-to-market by accumulating an ever-growing
number of tools. Our survey reveals that 66% of
organizations now use 11 or more marketing technologies,
and 29% use 16 or more. Yet this proliferation has not
delivered the promised efficiency gains. Instead, it has
created what we call the Platform Tax: inconsistent data,
rising costs, and unclear ROL.

79% of leaders say martech costs are rising without any
clear ROl improvement. The more tools teams add, the
more time they spend managing integrations, reconciling
conflicting data, and troubleshooting failures.

This complexity carries a direct financial penalty. When
asked specifically about martech spend, respondents
estimate that an average of 25% of their martech
budget is wasted due to overlapping, underutilized, or
disconnected tools. Tool sprawl doesn't just add cost, it
compounds inefficiency by fragmenting data, obscuring
performance, and increasing operational drag.

The operational impact is severe. Among organizations
using 16-25+ tools:

e 90% spend 21% or more of their time on manual
work, and

e 94% spend most of their time fixing problems rather
than creating new programs.

This is the Platform Tax in human terms: marketers
become system administrators instead of growth drivers.

A look at ROI confidence makes the picture even clearer:

More Tools = Less ROI Clarity

(Measured as % of leaders reporting unclear ROI)

6-10 62%

Tools

Tools

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

% of Leaders who say ROl is unclear

More tools consistently correlate with less confidence in ROI.

High performers use 18% fewer tools and
waste 7% less budget. Simplicity and
integration beat complexity and volume.

Q Key Insight:
The Platform Tax is not just about rising software
costs; it's the hidden cost of complexity. Every
additional tool creates integration overhead, data
conflicts, and operational drag. Winners resist
tool sprawl and prioritize unified execution over
point solutions.

o
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The Content Mirage

/6% create content that isn't data-driven.

72% say Al-generated content hurts brand distinction.

Content is the lifeblood of B2B marketing, yet most
organizations create it in a vacuum—disconnected from
verified buyer insights and increasingly reliant on Al

tools that erode brand distinction. 76% of organizations
create content that is NOT data-driven, meaning it is

not informed by verified buyer signals, intent data, or
performance analytics. Instead, content is often produced
based on assumptions, competitor mimicry, or generic
personas that fail to resonate with real buyers.

712%

say Al-generated content is
hurting brand distinction

And the outcomes reflect it. Our survey shows that 81% of
marketers say half or less of their content drives meaningful
buyer engagement that leads to measurable outcomes like
sales conversations, pipeline, and revenue. In other words,
most content performs well inside a CMS or analytics
dashboard, but fails to move real opportunities forward.
Buyers increasingly sense when content is mass-produced
rather than crafted with insight into their specific challenges
and context. This represents a massive waste of creative
resources and a missed opportunity to differentiate in
crowded markets.

The Content Mirage is closely linked to the Signal Mirage:
when marketers cannot trust their buyer signals, they
cannot create content that aligns with actual intent and
buying stage. Without clear insights into what resonates,
content teams default to volume over relevance, hoping
something will stick.

o
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The rise of Al-generated content has accelerated this
problem. While Al tools promise to scale production, the
reality is more troubling. Seventy-two percent of marketing
leaders say Al-generated content is hurting brand
distinction, not helping it. And the operational cost is severe:
our survey reveals that only 15% of marketing teams spend
most of their time creating new programs and campaigns.
The remaining 85% spend half or more of their time

fixing problems: cleaning data, reconciling disconnected
systems, troubleshooting underperforming campaigns, and
correcting Al-generated outputs.

The remaining 85%
spend half or more
of their time fixing
problems.

Only 15%

of teams spend most of their
time creating programs

The result is content that looks professional in the CMS
but fails to connect when it matters most.

Q Key Insight:
Content without context is just noise.
High-performing organizations create
content informed by verified buyer signals
and performance data, ensuring that every
asset is aligned to real buyer needs rather
than assumptions or Al-generated templates.



The Productivity Drain

85% of marketing teams spend more time fixing
problems than creating programs.

Perhaps the most troubling symptom of the Marketing The cross-tabulation analysis shows that even high-

Data Mirage is the human cost: marketing teams are performing organizations are not immune to this problem.
drowning in operational work, spending the majority of Among winners, defined as organizations that met or

their time fixing problems created by disconnected tools, exceeded their revenue targets, 87% still spend more
unreliable data, and phantom signals. Our survey reveals than 50% of their time fixing rather than creating. The

that 85% of marketing teams spend more than half their Productivity Drain is universal. Winners simply acknowledge
time fixing issues rather than creating new programs the issue and invest in solutions that reduce operational

and campaigns. This is not a marginal inefficiency. It is a overhead.

wholesale misallocation of talent.

The survey data shows that 78% of teams spend 21% or
more of their time on manual work such as data cleanup,

list building, campaign troubleshooting, and system Q Key Insight:

reconciliation. These are not strategic activities. They -

represent the operational tax imposed by siloed data and The Productivity Drain is the operational tax
fragmented systems. Marketers did not sign up to be data of the Marketing Data Mirage. When systems
janitors. Yet that is increasingly what the role demands. are disconnected and signals are unreliable,

. o teams spend their time managing chaos
The Productivity Drain is both a symptom and a . . L .
) instead of driving growth. This is not just
consequence of the other Mirage effects. Phantom .
. ) a budget problem. It reduces the strategic
signals create wasted effort chasing leads that go . . . L
) ] ) capacity of the entire marketing organization.
nowhere. Tool sprawl creates integration failures that

require constant firefighting. Unreliable metrics create
confusion that forces endless analysis and re-analysis.
The cumulative effect is that teams have little time left for
the work that actually drives growth: strategic planning,
creative development, and program innovation.

o
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Chapter 2

Why The Mirage Persists

Across all five symptoms, a consistent pattern emerges:
when performance slips, teams increase activity in familiar
categories rather than necessarily addressing the root
cause.

Marketing leaders say their top priorities for improving
performance are:

¢ Sales and marketing alignment (49%)
¢ Content that resonates with buyers (44%)
e Brand visibility and accuracy in Al-driven search (42%)

Budgets reflect this. Content creation and martech
platforms were two of the largest areas of increased
spend over the past 12 months:

e Martech platforms and tools (57%)
¢ Content creation and agencies (54%)
¢ Paid media and advertising (49%)

The problem is not that budgets go to the wrong places.
The problem is that spending concentrates in the same
categories where respondents report unclear ROl and
diminishing efficiency. Content volume may increase,
but effectiveness declines. Tech stacks expand,

but operational drag increases. Paid media scales
impressions, but not pipeline.

When pipeline quality dips, the same pattern continues.
The most common responses are:

¢ Add new attribution or analytics tools (55%)
e Create more content (44 %)
e Increase paid media (43%)

These are familiar responses that increase activity without
fixing the foundation: unreliable signals, ineffective content,
disconnected systems, and weak measurement.

And GenAl isn't breaking this cycle yet. Only 17% of
organizations have deployed Al across multiple use cases.
The primary barriers are skills and expertise (39%), budget
constraints (27%), and lack of clean, integrated data (15%).
Without a unified data foundation, Al deployment stalls or
reinforces existing inefficiencies rather than correcting
them.

The data shows even sophisticated teams are bleeding
budget, and no CMO wants to defend activity instead of
outcomes. But when the data is misleading, even great
teams are flying blind. It erodes confidence, inflates CAC,
and makes it harder to show revenue impact when the
organization needs it most.

In short, activity feels like progress.

Until organizations fix the foundation
through verified signals, content that
converts, integrated systems, and reliable
measurement, most of that activity
reinforces the Mirage instead of clearing it.

These patterns have always existed. What's changed is the
scale, speed, and consequence.

o
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Chapter 3

Why This Moment Is Different

These symptoms - phantom signals, disconnected tools,
unreliable metrics, generic content, operational drag -
have always existed in isolation. Marketing leaders have
managed around them, worked through them, or written
them off as the cost of doing business. But now, they have
converged into something more dangerous: the Marketing
Data Mirage. And the Mirage has become unsustainable.

The macroeconomic environment has fundamentally
shifted, and the window for marketing leaders has
narrowed. CMO tenure continues to shorten, scrutiny has
intensified, and boards are demanding proof of pipeline
provenance with unprecedented rigor. In QBRs, the first
question is no longer about activity, it's about payback:
What did we get for that spend?

Regardless of whether budgets are growing, flat, or
declining, every dollar now requires justification. CAC
targets are tightening, and even teams with growing
budgets face the same mandate: deliver more pipeline per

dollar, with leaner execution and faster conversion.

At the same time, the signal environment is deteriorating.
Al-generated content floods every channel, making it harder
for buyers to distinguish substance from noise. Intent data
providers proliferate, each claiming unique insights while
relying on the same anonymous behavioral exhaust. The
average buyer now ignores 90% of outreach because most
of it is generic, mistimed, or irrelevant.

The Mirage used to be manageable as separate
inefficiencies. Now it's a compounding system failure.

Marketing leaders can no longer afford
to defend activity instead of outcomes,
chase phantom signals instead of
verified intent, or let their teams
disappear into firefighting.

The window for operating in the Mirage is closing.

The organizations that clear it first will compound their
advantages. The ones that don’t will struggle to prove their
value when it matters most.

o
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Chapter 4

The Cost of the Mirage

The five symptoms of the Marketing Data Mirage are not
just operational annoyances. They have real, measurable
costs that affect both budget efficiency and revenue growth
potential. Our survey quantifies these costs in stark terms.

Budget Waste

Estimated 25% of Marketing Spend Leaking Away

Organizations report wasting an average of 25% of their
marketing budget on efforts that appear successful in
dashboards but fail to drive meaningful outcomes. This
aligns with independent research showing that 20-30% of
ad spend is lost to fraud, 25-50% is lost to media efficiency
loss, and 25-30% of data decays annually. The survey data
confirms that these leaks are not isolated problems; they
are systemic.

The cross-tabulation analysis reveals that organizations
with frequently misleading metrics waste significantly more
budget than those with reliable metrics. Organizations with
frequently misleading metrics waste an average of 30% of
their budget, compared to 23% for organizations with rarely
misleading metrics. That's a 7 percentage point penalty

for poor measurement quality. This proves that better
measurement directly translates to less waste.

For a $1B company with a typical
marketing budget of 5-10% of revenue,
a 25% waste rate translates to
$12.5-25M in annual budget leakage.

For larger enterprises, the numbers are even more
staggering. This is not money that can be recovered. It's
already been spent on phantom signals, ineffective content,
and disconnected tools.

These numbers become concrete when you calculate them
for your specific organization. We've built a Marketing

Data Mirage Calculator that uses your high-level marketing
budget components, efficiency estimates, and current
metrics to show three outputs: how much you're likely
wasting, how much revenue growth is blocked, and what
closing that gap would mean for pipeline.

The typical CMO discovers their Mirage cost is 20-25%
annually - often 2-3X higher than expected.

Calculate Your Mirage Cost

2-minute estimate. No email required
for waste calculation

Uncover Your Waste Now

The 2026 State of Performance Marketing: Exposing the Marketing Data Mirage n
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Revenue Opportunity Cost

32% Estimated Growth Potential at Risk

While 25% of budget leaks away, an even larger opportunity The implication is profound: organizations are not just

sits blocked. Survey respondents estimate that 32% wasting money, they are leaving significant growth on the

revenue growth potential could be unlocked through table. For a $1B company, a 32% estimated improvement

better connection between marketing systems, data, and represents up to $320M in potential annual revenue uplift

execution. This is not speculative; it is the gap between if marketing execution and signals were significantly

what marketing could deliver with integrated, reliable improved. Even capturing a fraction of that potential would

systems and what it actually delivers today. dwarf the relatively modest cost of fixing the underlying
problems.

The Human Cost

Talent Misallocated to Firefighting

Beyond budget and revenue, the Mirage imposes a human The cumulative cost of the Marketing Data Mirage
cost. With 85% of teams spending more time fixing than includes budget waste, revenue opportunity
creating, organizations are misallocating their most valuable cost, and talent misallocation. The total impact
resource: the talent and creativity of their marketing teams. is staggering. But the survey also reveals that
This has consequences for morale, retention, and long- these costs are not inevitable. High-performing
term capability building. Marketers who spend their days organizations have found ways to reduce waste,
troubleshooting integrations and cleaning data are not unlock growth potential, and free their teams to
developing the strategic skills that drive career growth and focus on strategic work.

organizational impact.

The Cost of the Mirage at a Glance

The Mirage drains marketing in three ways:

295% 32% 89%

of marketing budgets are believed to be estimated revenue growth potential of marketing teams spend more
wasted on efforts that look effective in sits blocked by disconnected data, time fixing problems than creating
metrics but fail to drive outcomes. signals, and execution. programs.

Together, the Mirage drains budget, stalls growth, and misallocates talent.

o
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Chapter 5

What Winners Do Differently:

Best Practices from High Performers

While the Marketing Data Mirage affects nearly every Five best practices consistently drive predictable growth:
organization, the survey reveals clear patterns that separate attribution coverage, leaner tool stacks, data quality, reliable
high performers from low performers. measurement, and quality over volume.

Better Attribution Coverage

Winners trust their data 17 points more—because it's actually better.

Organizations with high signal conversion rates are 47 percentage points more likely

to have strong attribution coverage (51% or more of pipeline) than low performers: Q Key Insight:

89% vs 42%. This is the clearest pattern in the entire dataset. When teams can see Attribution coverage is the #1
what works across the full buyer journey, they stop funding phantom signals and differentiator between winners and
double down on verified channels. Organizations with rarely misleading metrics waste losers. High performers invest in

7 percentage points less budget and have 10 points higher attribution coverage than transparent, end-to-end visibility

those with frequently misleading metrics. Better measurement directly translates to 2L 15 i) GRG0 G,

better efficiency and outcomes.

Best Practice 2

Leaner Tool Stacks

High performers use 18% fewer tools and get better results.

Tool volume is strongly associated with unclear ROl and declining operational (@) Key Insight:
efficiency, not capability gains. High-performing organizations use 18% fewer tools -

N . Less is more. High performers
than low performers. Among organizations using 11-25 tools, roughly 88-89% say ROI g 2 o
reduce complexity, eliminate

is unclear, meaning additional platforms seldom produce better outcomes. The more redundant tools, and prioritize
tools a team stacks, the more time they spend managing systems instead of building platforms that connect their systems
pipeline. Winners resist point solutions and focus on integrated platforms that unify instead of fragmenting them.

data, execution, and reporting in one system.

Attribution Coverage Tools Used (Average) Budget Waste
Low Performers 42% 13-15+ 30%
High Performers 89% 9-10 23%

47pt attribution advantage 18% fewer tools used 7pt less budget waste
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Higher Data Quality Confidence

Winners trust their data 17 points more—because it's actually better.

Data confidence sharply separates winners from teams that missed targets. Among
high performers, 91% report strong data confidence vs 74% among underperformers. Q Key Insight:
This is not simple optimism. Better provenance, verified sources, continuous refresh, -

and transparent collection practices give leaders confidence that the signals they Data confidence is earned, not
assumed. High performers treat
data quality as a discipline and a
competitive advantage.

act on are real. That confidence flows directly into decision making, campaign
optimization, and pipeline predictability.

Best Practice 4

Less Budget Waste Through Better Measurement

Reliable metrics cut budget waste by 7 percentage points.

Measurement quality is one of the strongest predictors of marketing efficiency.
Organizations with rarely misleading metrics waste an average of 23 percent of their Q Key Insight:
budget, compared to 30 percent for organizations with frequently misleading metrics, -

which is a 7-point penalty for poor visibility. When leaders can see what works across Measurement is not overhead. It is
the mechanism that prevents waste
and increases return on every dollar
invested.

the full customer journey, they stop funding ineffective channels and double down
on proven ones. Better metrics create faster feedback loops, clearer decisions, and a
direct reduction in wasted spend.

Best Practice 5

Quality Over Volume in Signals and Content

High performers prioritize verified signals and data-driven content.

High performers focus on verified signals and data-driven content instead of chasing
volume. While the entire market reports rising use of Al-generated content and inflated (@) Key Insight:

intent signals, high performers rely on validated sources and content informed by real -
buyer behavior. This allows them to prioritize precision over velocity and relevance Quality beats quantity. Verified

over scale. They produce fewer assets and chase fewer signals, but what they create signals and insight-led content

- A rivi mes, while volume alon
converts at a higher rate and moves pipeline. drive outcomes, € volume alone

creates noise.

o
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Chapter 6

The Path Forward: Clearing the Mirage

The Marketing Data Mirage is not an unsolvable problem. The survey data reveals that high-performing organizations have

found a path through the Mirage by focusing on five core principles:

Q

Better Attribution
Invest in transparent,
end-to-end measurement that
connects marketing activity to
pipeline outcomes.

&

Data-Driven Content
Create content informed by
verified buyer insights rather than
assumptions or Al-generated

templates.

<

N~

Leaner Tool Stack
Resist tool sprawl and prioritize
integrated platforms that

unify data, execution, and
measurement.

=
v—

©

Verified Signals

Focus on quality over volume in buyer
signals, prioritizing provenance and
transparency over black-box intent
scores.

Operational Efficiency
Reduce the time spent fixing
problems by investing in systems
that work together seamlessly.

These practices are proven in the data. Organizations that follow them waste less budget, unlock more revenue potential,

and free their teams to focus on strategic work instead of operational firefighting.

3
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Chapter?7

How to Know You’'ve Cleared the Mirage

A diagnostic for CMOs and marketing leaders.

If the Mirage steals confidence, the Diagnostic gives it back.

These six questions reveal whether marketing is operating
on real signals, real measurement, and real revenue impact.

The Mirage disappears when activity lines up with
outcomes. If these statements are true for your team, you
are operating outside the Mirage.

1. You can attribute at least half of pipeline to
specific marketing activities.

If attribution is unclear, perceived success is vulnerable
to budget cuts and sales skepticism.

2. Your tool stack is unified enough that data

passes between systems without manual work.

If teams export, clean, or reconcile data weekly, the
Platform Tax is still in effect.

3. Sales consistently acts on marketing-
delivered signals — and those signals convert.

If conversion rates are low, you are chasing volume
instead of verified intent.

Calculate Your Exact Mirage Cost

The six questions above reveal whether you're
operating in the Mirage. To quantify exactly what it's
costing you, use the Marketing Data Mirage Calculator
at: https://demandscience.com/data-mirage-calculator/

Enter your marketing budget across six categories (paid
media, content, events, technology, website/SEO, other)
and the calculator returns:

A Simple Score

checkmarks checkmarks checkmarks

You are still You are partially You are operating
paying the full through the with clarity and
Mirage tax Mirage control

4. Content volume is flat or decreasing while
performance improves.

If volume keeps increasing to maintain results, content
is trapped in the Mirage.

5. Your team spends more time

creating than fixing.

If over half of your hours go to cleanup,
troubleshooting, or rework, talent is being wasted.

6. When pipeline weakens, the fixes target
root causes, not symptoms.

If the default response is “more tools, more content,
more media,” the Mirage is driving decisions.

e Budget waste estimate based on industry factors like ad
fraud, data decay, and signal quality

¢ Blocked pipeline and revenue opportunity (optional:
calculates potential upside based on your target conversion
rates)

No email required for the waste calculation. Results in 2
minutes.

Teams that clear the Mirage replace effort with evidence,
volume with verification, and activity with accountable growth.
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Chapter 8

Final Thoughts

The Marketing Data Mirage is real, costly, and
widespread. In our survey of 750 senior marketing
leaders, respondents estimated that roughly 25% of
their marketing budget is wasted, while nearly a third of
potential revenue growth remains unrealized.

The Mirage has three costs. It wastes budget, it blocks
revenue, and it consumes talent. It shows up in every
forecast, every handoff, and every campaign that looks
successful but stalls before it reaches sales.

The Mirage is not just a measurement issue. It is the
reason ABM plays underperform, paid media looks
efficient but produces no pipeline, content becomes
generic and fatigued, events generate registrants instead
of conversations, and sales teams waste time chasing
false positives. Until organizations fix the signal quality
and execution foundation, every major program in the
marketing mix operates at a fraction of its potential.

The window to address the Mirage is narrowing fast.
Economic pressure is intensifying scrutiny on every
marketing dollar. Al is accelerating signal volume without
improving reliability. And boards are demanding proof

of pipeline provenance with unprecedented rigor. With
CMO tenures shorter than ever, you do not have quarters
to waste defending activity while competitors build
foundations for predictable growth.

The Mirage takes away confidence.
Clarity gives it back.

In 2026, clarity isn't just a competitive advantage. It's a
survival requirement.

The teams that fix their foundation in the next 6-9 months
will compound their gains while others defend budget cuts.
The organizations that wait will be explaining to their boards

why marketing can’t prove its impact when it matters most.

Which path will you choose?

o
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Appendix

Methodology

This report is based on a survey of 750 marketing leaders
at companies with annual revenues of $100 million or
more. The survey was conducted in October 2025 by

an independent market research firm and included
respondents from a range of industries, company sizes,
and functional roles within marketing leadership.

Annual Revenue

$100M - $500M 4%
$500M - $1B 32%
$1B - $58B 21%
$5B+ 6%
Industry

Technology / Software 49%
Manufacturing / Industrial 19%
Financial Services 16%
Healthcare / Life Sciences 7%
eCommerce / Retalil 4%
Professional Services 3%
Telecommunications / Media 2%

Marketing Management Level

Executive 51%
VP 26%
Director 14%
Manager 8%

Survey respondents were asked questions across several
key areas:

e Confidence in data quality and metric reliability
¢ Signal quality and conversion rates

¢ Marketing technology stack complexity and ROI
¢ Budget waste and revenue opportunity

e Content creation practices and effectiveness

e Time allocation between fixing problems and creating
programs

o Attribution coverage and measurement practices

e GenAl adoption, challenges, and future plans

The survey data was analyzed using cross-tabulation
methods to identify patterns and correlations between
different variables. High performers were defined as
organizations that met or exceeded their pipeline and
revenue targets, while low performers were defined as
organizations that fell short. Signal conversion quality was
measured on a 5-point scale, with high converters defined
as those reporting conversion rates above 35% and low
converters defined as those reporting conversion rates of
20% or below.

All percentages reported in this document have been
rounded to the nearest whole number for readability.
Cross-tabulation gaps represent the difference in
percentage points between comparison groups.
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