


Opening

Ask ten CMOs whether their team has more data, more The gap is easy to spot. Most marketing leaders have
tools, and more Al capability than three years ago, and ten felt it, even if they lack the words for it. The stack

will say yes. Ask whether pipeline has become easier to keeps growing, the dashboards get greener, and the
predict as a result, and most will hesitate. bottom-line numbers get harder to hit.

This hesitation is the subject of this playbook. Increased This playbook does not re-argue that the gap exists.
capability was not a wrong bet initially. Better visibility into It focuses on the harder question: given this reality,
buyers, accounts, and market activity helped, and those what do you actually do about it? How do you move
who invested in it saw real returns. But that investment starting this quarter? The path forward rests on three
assumed that seeing the market clearly would automatically moves: Diagnose, Narrow, and Activate.

make pipeline easier to produce. Those are two different
skills. Most organizations spent a decade building the first
without noticing they hadn’t touched the second.

The Questions You're Already Asking

Before diving into frameworks, it is worth naming the decisions marketing leaders face today. These are not abstract questions
about the end of the platform era. They are concrete choices that appear in budget reviews and staffing plans:

This playbook provides a framework for answering these questions. Use the evaluation lens in Part Four and the sequence
in Part Five to address whichever ones apply to your stack.
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Partl

The Platform Tax

The Buyer Journey Broke First

Before getting to what all this costs, it's worth being
precise about why pipeline got harder in the first place,
because the mechanism isn’'t mysterious. For most

of the last two decades, B2B buyers moved through
something close to a linear path: search, evaluate, buy.
Marketing's job was to be visible and persuasive at each
stage. That path doesn’t really exist anymore.

Buyers now research through Al assistants,
communities, and peer networks simultaneously,
jumping and backtracking rather than moving through
stages in order.

The Confidence Paradox

There is a second, quieter reason the gap persists. It is not
about the buyer journey. It is about how marketing leaders
relate to their own data.

DemandScience’s 2026 survey
of 750 senior marketing leaders

e 89% say they have high confidence
in their data and analytics.

e 43% say their own metrics frequently
look successful while failing to drive
real revenue.

e 67% say their dashboards show
success while no revenue follows at all.
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83% of a typical B2B purchase journey is now self-directed,
happening before or entirely without any interaction
marketing can see. To make it worse, marketing typically
has visibility into a fifth of it. Discovery itself has started
happening inside Al-generated answers rather than search
results, where being mentioned once inside an answer
matters more than ranking first in a list of links.

None of this is a call to buy a different discovery tool.

It's the actual root cause of the gap described in the
Opening: the industry kept building more visibility into a
buyer journey that was quietly becoming less visible by
design, not less visible by accident.

Most organizations misdiagnose this as a data quality
problem. In reality, it is a gap between trusting raw data
and trusting the metrics built on top of it. This is why so
many ignore the Platform Tax. If the dashboard looks fine,
they see no reason to question what lies beneath.

Every additional platform a marketing organization adopts
is sold on the promise of a specific capability. This might
be better intent signal, better orchestration, better
attribution, or better content velocity. Each purchase,
evaluated on its own, is usually defensible. The problem
shows up in aggregate, not in any single decision.

We call the accumulated cost of that aggregation
the Platform Tax, and it shows up in five places most
organizations never add together into one number.



License Tax

This is the share of every platform’s feature set that gets
licensed but never actually used. Most organizations
buy for the capability they might need rather than the
capability they’'ll actually configure.

[j Integration Tax
This covers the cost, in tooling and in people’s time,
of making platforms that were sold as interoperable
actually talk to each other. Organizations running
double-digit tool counts routinely find that their
operations team spends more time keeping the stack
connected than building anything with it.

090
(" \\ Headcount Tax

This represents the internal staff and agency hours
spent operating and administering platforms rather
than driving pipeline.

None of this is happening in a vacuum.

Scott Brinker’s annual martech landscape has
tracked something close to 100x growth in the
number of cataloged marketing technology
products since 2011, reaching more than 15,500
in 2026, and for the first time in that landscape’s
history, the headline count barely grew year
over year. The tool-buying instinct that built the
Platform Tax has, by the industry’s own measure,
largely run out of room to keep expanding.
What's left isn’t a question of finding more tools.
It's a question of what to do with the ones
already purchased.

0[] UU Data Mirage Tax

This is the budget spent activating against intent
signals and lead scores that never convert.
DemandScience’s own 2026 survey of 750 senior
marketing leaders found that 87% chase intent signals
that appear promising, yet only 26% ever convert to
qualified opportunities. This represents a 60-point gap
between signal volume and signal quality.

@ Switching Tax

This is the sunk-cost trap of migration fees, retraining,
and lost productivity. It keeps organizations locked
into underperforming platforms even after they’ve
concluded the ROl isn't there.

DemandScience’s 2026 survey,
on the Platform Tax specifically

e 66% of organizations run 11+
marketing tools; 29% run 16+.

e 79% say martech costs keep rising
with no corresponding ROI clarity.

e An average of 25% of martech
budget is wasted on overlapping,
underutilized, or disconnected tools.

e High performers run 18% fewer tools
and waste 7 points less budget doing it.
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Added together, the five Platform Tax lines routinely amount
to more than the salary of the CMO overseeing the stack
that generates them.

Fixing all five of these doesn’t zero out what an organization
spends to generate pipeline. Media still costs money.

SDR time still costs money. Creative production, partner
programs, and events still cost money. None of that
disappears just because the platform layer gets healthier.
The Platform Tax measures what you're overpaying for
tools and administration. It was never meant to capture

the activation spend you still owe on top of it, and readers
deserve that distinction made explicitly rather than implied.

Run this audit and you'll likely land on a real but modest
figure, typically in the low hundreds of thousands of dollars,
occasionally approaching seven figures for the

largest stacks.

Part 2

A Day in the Life

That's a legitimate number, and it's exactly the

case you can walk into a budget meeting with.

It's also, deliberately, only the cost of the stack itself.

As indicated above, it doesn’t capture what that same
fragmented foundation costs you in the programs running
on top of it. This includes the advertising spend chasing the
wrong accounts, the content built on signals nobody trusts,
and the pipeline that looks full and converts poorly.

That cost is larger and harder to isolate to a single line item.
It is the subject of Part Six. DemandScience’s own research

puts it at 25% of total marketing budget wasted and 32% of
revenue growth blocked. This is not 25% of the martech line
specifically; it is 25% of everything. The Platform Tax is the

number you can prove and quantify readily today. The true

cost impact is a much larger number hiding underneath it.

Numbers make the argument. A single day makes it real. Below are two versions of a Tuesday for a VP of Demand Gen.

Both models use the same budget and the same headcount.

The Legacy Platform Organization

Time What Happens

7:30 Skims overnight email. Three threads are the same integration complaint from three different tools.

8:00 Opens the dashboard. Numbers look fine. Pipeline doesn't.

9:00 CRM sync failed overnight. Nobody’s sure whose job it is to fix it.

10:00 Marketing Ops is heads-down patching the integration, not building anything.

11:00 Agency call. Half the meeting is reconciling whose numbers are right.

12:00 Content review for a campaign targeting a persona no one’s re-validated this year.

hgﬁi The Post-Platform Playbook: How to Move from Managing Platforms to Producing Pipeline 5



Time What Happens

1:00 RevOps meeting. Same integration problem, different attendees.

2:00 Intent data vendor check-in. Nobody in the room fully trusts the score.

3:00 Lead scoring debate. Sales thinks marketing’s definition of “qualified” is wrong, again.
4:00 Sales says the leads are junk. Not the first time this month.

5:00 Goes home. No new pipeline to show for the day. Tomorrow starts the same way.

The Post-Platform Organization

What Happens
8:00 Reviews overnight pipeline movement. Not a dashboard, an outcome.
8:30 Approves the accounts the intelligence layer prioritized. Doesn’t build the list herself.
9:00 Approves direction on content & activation. Doesn't referee eight vendors about it.
10:00 Managed execution launches the approved programs. She’s not in the room for it.
11:00 Reviews the handful of exceptions the system flagged: the judgment calls that actually need her.
1:00 Customer meeting. Actual selling, not stack maintenance.
3:00 Pipeline review for velocity, coverage, quality. The metrics that matter.
\ 5:00 Goes home. Tomorrow starts with a decision, not a fire. /

Same title. Same market. Same quarter. The difference isn't effort, and it isn't headcount. Both leaders are working
hard, and neither team is bigger than the other’s. The difference is which operating model is running underneath the
day. In the first, the platforms are the job. In the second, the outcomes are the job, and the platforms have receded
into infrastructure (necessary, but no longer the thing anyone spends their day managing).
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Part 3

Desighing the Operating Model

It's tempting to read the Day in the Life comparison and conclude the fix is a better platform. It isn’t.

A deliberate operating model across multiple dimensions separates the two days, rather than a

piecemeal approach of buying tools one by one.

The Four Stages of the Journey

B2B marketing organizations tend to recognize themselves clearly in one of four stages.

Stage Goal Success looks like Common trap

Tool Acquire More tools. more coverage Buying another platform for a

Accumulation capability ! 9 problem the last one didn't solve

Stack Integrate Operational efficiency, Optimizing complexity instead of

Optimization and rationalize cleaner reporting removing it — the data mirage

Proof Prove a new One problem, measurably Trying to transform everything at

Engine model, bounded solved on outcome economics once instead of proving it narrow

Outcome Pipeline as Technology recedes . -

. . into infrastructure; Carrying old activity
Operating the organizing R
. teams orchestrate, metrics into the new model
Model principle
not operate

Most readers of this playbook are sitting somewhere For the first time in fifteen years, the headline count
between Stage 1 and Stage 2, which is exactly the point flatlined. Stage 1 has run its course. Organizations still
where the next move matters most, because Stage 3 is trying to solve pipeline problems by adding Stage 1 tools
reachable without waiting for Stage 2 to feel finished. are competing for room in a category that stopped growing.

This isn’t just a framing device. The martech landscape,

tracked annually by Scott Brinker, effectively plateaued

in 2026.
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What Actually Counts as an Outcome

Stage 4 makes the pipeline the core focus. This sounds
good in theory, but it is hard to use in real life. It fails to
name what specific metrics will replace the old ones.
Most organizations still evaluate performance through

a mix of activity and proxy metrics (e.g. lead volume, ad
impressions, MQLs, channel-level engagement) because
those are the numbers legacy platforms make easiest to

produce, not because they’re the numbers that matter most.

An outcome-oriented model measures something narrower
and harder to fake:

® Pipeline creation: both new and expansion

® Pipeline velocity: how fast opportunities move rather
than how many pile up

e Deal quality and size: not just count

® Revenue contribution and efficiency: tied back
to what was actually spent to produce it

e Coverage across accounts and buying groups:
not just activity against a list

Lead volume and engagement rate aren’t wrong

to track. They're inputs. The mistake is treating
them as if they were the outcome, which is exactly
how organizations end up with dashboards that
look green while revenue stays flat. That’s the
Confidence Paradox from Part One, showing up
again here in how success gets defined rather than
just how it gets measured.

What Changes Across Five Dimensions

Dimension Legacy Model
Ownership Buy and operate tools
Talent Internal specialists,

one per platform

Execution Tool-driven workflows

Subscription-based

Economics - .
licensing

Speed Slower, rigid

Emerging Model

Orchestrate outcomes

Hybrid: internal judgment, external execution,
Al in between

Orchestrated, Al-assisted workflows

Outcome- or consumption-based

Faster, composable

This shift changes the shape of marketing teams, not just their tools. Organizations moving this direction

tend to need fewer people running execution and more people making judgment calls, favoring a flatter,

more senior team rather than a large one built around operating individual platforms. That’s a real cost to

some roles, and this playbook won't pretend otherwise.
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The Cloud Precedent

There’s a useful precedent for this kind of shift,
and most marketing leaders have already lived
through a version of it: the move from on-premises
infrastructure to cloud. On-prem meant owning
the hardware, capitalizing it, and staffing a team

to run it — IT’s job was building and operating
infrastructure. Cloud abstracted that away:
infrastructure became a service you consumed
rather than an asset you owned, cost moved from
CapEx to OpEx, and IT’s job shifted from building
and operating to orchestrating and governing what
other systems provided.

The same shift is happening to the martech
stack. Stack ownership is giving way to execution
orchestration. Subscription-based licenses are
giving way to outcome-oriented pricing.

Managing tools and workflows is giving way to
managing system-level performance. Teams that
used to operate the stack are becoming teams that
orchestrate what runs on top of it.

There’s one important way this transition is harder
than the cloud shift was: cloud adoption happened
while performance expectations were relatively
stable, not rising underneath it at the same time.
This one isn't affording that grace. Marketing
organizations are being asked to rebuild the plane
while performance expectations climb, not level off.
That’s what makes restraint the responsible path —
proving the model on one bounded problem before
scaling it, exactly as Part Five describes.

Context: The Layer That Doesn’t Commoditize

Most conversations about Al-driven marketing focus on
signals, models, and orchestration. In practice, none of
those three determine whether the system produces
good outcomes. Context does.

Signals and Al features are now common in every
platform. What stays rare is the hidden layer underneath:

account history, past contracts, and real team knowledge.

In the old model, this context lived only in people’s heads
or scattered spreadsheets.

An orchestrated, Al-assisted operating model can’t run on
implicit context. It has to be made explicit and structured,
because an agent or a workflow can only act on what it
can actually see.

This has a somewhat uncomfortable implication:
organizations with fragmented data and weak contextual
models will see limited benefit from Al, no matter how
sophisticated the tooling, and simply adding more signals
or more agents on top of weak context doesn’t produce
better decisions.

It produces faster, more confident-looking mistakes.
Context isn’t a feature to add later. It's a design
requirement from the start.

This is the single strongest pattern in
DemandScience’s own 2026 research: organizations
with strong attribution coverage (meaning they

can trace at least half of pipeline back to specific
marketing activity) are 47 percentage points more
common among high performers than low performers,
89% versus 42%. Nothing else in the survey
separates winners from everyone else by a wider
margin. Attribution coverage is a proxy for whether
an organization’s context is actually structured well
enough to learn from.
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The Reach Gap Doesn’t Close on Its Own

Better prioritization and orchestration only reveal An organization can know exactly which accounts
which accounts matter most. They fail to solve a are winnable and still lose if it's only ever reaching
harder, older challenge: whether your sales and the same two contacts inside each one. Closing the
marketing teams can actually reach enough key Reach Gap has to be a deliberate part of the operating
decision-makers inside those target accounts to model, not an assumption that better prioritization will
close a deal. somehow take care of it.

B2B purchases involve buying groups, not solo The Reach Gap is easier to see than to explain in prose.
buyers. Most marketing teams reach only a small The rough picture below shows which roles inside a
part of this group. We call this the Reach Gap. It typical buying group most organizations actually reach
happens because of poor coverage, not bad data, today, compared to what closing the gap deliberately
even in strong operating models. looks like.

Buying Champion/ Economic End Technical Procurement/ Executive
Group Role Internal Advocate Buyer User Evaluator Legal Sponsor

Typically reached
— legacy model

Yes Sometimes Rarely Rarely Almost Never Almost Never
REACHED
Typically reached —
proof-engine model
Yes Consistently Usually Usually Sometimes Sometimes

BROAD, COORDINATED COVERAGE
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Choosing Your Operating Model

Once an organization accepts that the fix is an operating model change rather than a tool
purchase, it faces many specific decisions. Should you keep or replace an intent platform?
Should you build workflows on Al-native tooling? Should you hire specialists for agent-driven
execution, or bring in a partner? Evaluated in isolation, each decision defaults to existing
momentum. That is how stacks accumulate. Evaluate each option against the operating model
you want to build, not the platform you want to replace.

Build / customize

Add or keep a

Partner on a

Criteria . .

internally point platform bounded proof
Context High — you own the Low — the platform brings Shared — partner works from
dependency context work directly its own model of the problem your context, not around it
Gover.nance High — you own approval Medium — inherits the Medium — shared accountability,
maturity . \ )
required and oversight end to end vendor’s controls defined upfront

Risk to current

Low disruption,

Adds another integration

Bounded — legacy stack

pipeline high execution risk point and another tax line keeps running untouched
Slow — measured in
Speed to L Fast to buy, slow to Fast — weeks, because
quarters of hiring . . .
result . integrate and adopt it runs alongside the stack
and building
. Fixed cost regardless Subscription-based .
Economics 9 P ! Outcome- or consumption-based

of outcome

same model as before

None of the three columns is universally right. An organization with deep engineering
bench strength, strong existing context infrastructure, and time to spare may reasonably
build. The point of the table isn't to pick a winner — it's to give a consistent lens for the
dozen individual tool and hiring decisions most marketing leaders are currently making
one at a time, without a shared framework connecting them.
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Execution Economics

Every software path costs money and time. Even

Al tools that look free or cheap need a lot of work.
They take engineering hours, safety checks, prompt
updates, system setups, and testing. Lower prices do
not mean real savings.

A fair cost comparison must include activation
spending (media, creative, and sales development)
alongside software fees, because activation costs
continue no matter which operating model you
choose.

Governance Is a Decision-Rights Problem,

Not Just a Compliance One

As Al takes on more execution, governance stops being
a compliance afterthought. It becomes a board-level
question. At its core, this is a question about decision
rights. You must define who is allowed to decide what,
and at what altitude, within the organization.

At the narrowest level, someone has to own whether a
specific Al-driven action (a piece of outreach, a piece
of content, an account-prioritization call) is approved
before it reaches a buyer. One level up, someone has
to own the context and prompts feeding that decision,
because outdated or wrong context produces a wrong
decision no matter how good the underlying model is.

Above that, someone has to own validation: checking
outputs for accuracy against some meaningful sample,
not just when something visibly breaks. And at the
top, the organization needs a clear answer to who is
accountable when an agent does something a person
would have caught, because “the Al did it” isn't an
acceptable answer to a customer, a board, or in some
industries a regulator.

Getting this right isn’t primarily a legal exercise.
It's an organizational design exercise: the same
kind of decision-rights mapping that has always
mattered for who can sign a contract or approve
a budget line now has to extend to who can
approve an autonomous or semi-autonomous
marketing action. Organizations that treat this
as compliance paperwork tend to bolt it on after
something has already gone live. Organizations
that treat it as decision-rights design tend to build
it in from the start, which is, in every case we've
seen, considerably cheaper than the alternative.

o
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Marketing’s Talent Model Is Fragmenting

The operating model shift in Part Three has a talent shift
underneath it that's easy to miss, because it doesn’t show
up as one new job title. It shows up as several.

Some organizations are hiring specialists who sit between
marketing operations and data science, owning the
structuring of account and buying-group context so Al
systems can actually use it. Others are creating workflow
designers who own how agents and orchestration tools
get sequenced against a campaign. Others still are quietly
making someone accountable for governance (approvals,
output validation) as a defined responsibility rather than
an assumption. None of these are the same job, and

most organizations will need pieces of all three without
necessarily needing a full-time hire for each one.

The “Al GTM Engineer” title getting attention right now is
really shorthand for this broader fragmentation — context
ownership, workflow design, and governance splitting off

from what used to be a single “marketing ops” role. Whether

an organization fills these with new hires, folds them into
existing roles, or gets them through a managed partner is

a genuinely open question right now, and depends heavily
on how much of the execution work in Parts Five and Six an
organization intends to keep in-house versus run through a
partner. Anyone offering a confident, one-size answer this
early is probably overstating their certainty.

Part5

Why do so many organizations default to building this
in-house anyway, slowly and expensively, rather than
borrowing it? DemandScience’s own research found skills
and expertise is the single most-cited barrier to broader Al
deployment, at 39%, ahead of budget constraints at 27%
and dirty or disconnected data at 15%.

And building that expertise doesn't fully solve the problem
even once it exists. Among organizations that met or
exceeded their own revenue targets last year, 87% still
spent more than half their time fixing problems rather

than creating new programs. Winning doesn’t mean an
organization has escaped this. It simply means it's built
enough of a lead to absorb it. A managed partner’s entire
value proposition is compressing that skills-and-expertise
gap into something an organization can access immediately
rather than hire and train toward over several quarters.

Activating the First Proof

This is the part most vision papers skip, and it's the reason this playbook exists.

The reality is that no organization moves from the legacy model to the emerging one in a single decision.

Nobody rips out an entire stack on a Tuesday. The organizations that make this transition successfully start

with three deliberate moves — the same three that sit underneath how we think about demand generally:

Diagnose, Narrow, Activate. What follows here is how that first move works. What it sets up, the actual

multi-quarter transformation, is the subject of Part Six.

o
k;:l The Post-Platform Playbook: How to Move from Managing Platforms to Producing Pipeline

13



Diagnose

Before anything changes, get an honest, numeric
picture of where the organization actually stands.
That means running the Platform Tax audit against
real numbers rather than industry averages,

Narrow

Resist the instinct to fix everything at once.

Pick a single, bounded, winnable problem (a stalled
segment, a competitive displacement opportunity,

a new market entry) rather than a full-stack
transformation with no clear finish line.

The discipline here is restraint: the problem needs to
be narrow enough that success is measurable within
a single quarter, and contained enough that a wrong
bet doesn'’t put the rest of the pipeline at risk.

Activate

Stand up a managed execution layer (what we've
called a Proof Engine elsewhere in this playbook)
against that one problem only, while the legacy
stack keeps running everything else untouched.
A Proof Engine has three defining characteristics:
it's bounded to the one problem chosen in the
Narrow stage, it's evaluated on pipeline and
revenue outcomes rather than activity,

taking stock of how much of the account

and buying-group context actually exists in
structured, usable form rather than in someone’s
head, and identifying where the Reach Gap

is worst — which segments or accounts the
organization can currently reach only a fraction
of the people who matter.

Winnable is doing real work in that sentence, and it
means something more specific than ‘fits our ideal
customer profile.” An account can match every
firmographic filter an organization owns and still be
a bad bet for this quarter’s budget if there’s no real
propensity to buy and no reachable buying group
behind it. That’s the distinction worth holding onto:
Fit versus Winnability. Narrowing on fit alone is how
media dollars end up chasing accounts that were
never actually in play; narrowing on winnability means
screening for propensity and reachability before a
single dollar of activation spend goes out, not after.

and it runs on different economics than the
legacy stack (outcome- or consumption-

based rather than subscription-based) so
whoever’s running it has the same incentive the

organization does.

Practically, this is what an lonic-plus-Labs
engagement is built to be: one credible way to
stand up that first proof next to your existing
stack. It is one option among the ones evaluated
in Part Six, not the point of this playbook.
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Part 6

The Transformation Roadmap

It's Not a Quarter, It's a Journey

Everything here builds toward a narrow first move:
diagnose, narrow, activate. Prove it in a quarter.
That narrowness is intentional. It is the right place
to start.

The actual transformation plays out over roughly
eighteen months to two years or longer, and it touches
how budget is allocated, which platforms get kept,
renegotiated, or retired, and which capabilities live
inside the organization versus outside it.

Anyone presenting a ninety-day engagement as
if it constitutes the strategic transformation is
describing a pilot, not a plan. This section is about
the eighteen months on either side of that pilot,
the part a vendor selling ninety-day campaign
blocks will usually leave out.

The Hidden Cost of Bad Data

The Platform Tax number from Part One felt modest.
That was by design. It was never intended to measure
the costs described here.

Most of the inefficiency inside a demand generation
organization doesn't originate in strategy or creative.
It originates in data quality, and it compounds through
everything downstream of it.

Start with account and contact data that’s incomplete,
stale, or duplicated across systems. It's not a dramatic
failure, just an ordinary one, present in nearly every
stack of any size. Targeting built on that data reaches
the wrong buying-group roles, or the right roles with
the wrong context. Activation spend (media, outreach,
content production) gets spent against that flawed
targeting, which means a meaningful share of every
dollar spent on execution is functionally wasted before
a single campaign launches, not because the campaign
was poorly built but because it was aimed using a
corrupted map.

The resulting lead and pipeline volume looks
respectable at the top of the funnel and converts
poorly further down. That's where the Data Mirage Tax
from Part One actually shows up in a P&L: not as a line
item, but as a gap between activity and revenue that
nobody can quite explain.

What the Data Mirage Tax
costs at scale

For a $1B company, the impact is on
the order of:

e $12.5-25M in annual waste

e Up to $320M in blocked revenue
upside
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This isn't @ mechanism we're inferring. It's what
DemandScience’s own 2026 survey of 750 senior
marketing leaders found directly. Organizations
estimate they waste an average of 25% of total
marketing budget on efforts that look productive in

a dashboard but don’t drive revenue, and a further
32% of potential revenue growth sits blocked behind
unreliable signals, disconnected tools, and execution
gaps. Meanwhile, 67% of leaders say their own
dashboards show success while no revenue follows it.
This is the Data Mirage Tax from Part One, measured
rather than assumed.

Nowhere does this cost show up in harder dollars than
paid media and advertising. The same research found
that campaigns routinely scale impressions without
ever reaching real ICP buyers. Independent research
the survey draws on estimates that 20-30% of ad
spend is lost to outright fraud and a further 25-50% is
lost to plain media efficiency loss.

Put plainly: a meaningful share of most organizations’
media budget isn't underperforming against winnable
accounts. It's being spent against accounts that were
never winnable in the first place, because nothing in
the targeting distinguished “in-market and reachable”
from “matches our ICP filters on paper.” That
distinction, fit versus winnability, is exactly what the
Narrow stage in Part Five is designed to force before a
dollar of activation spend goes out the door.

Left alone, this produces a specific and corrosive
organizational dynamic. Sales starts discounting
marketing-sourced pipeline as low quality. Marketing
responds by generating more volume to compensate,
which spends more budget against the same bad data
and makes the underlying quality problem worse, not
better. Budget gets scrutinized at the next planning
cycle, not because marketing did bad work, but because
the data underneath the work was never fixed. This is
why treating the transition as a tools problem misses the
actual mechanism: better Al and better orchestration
sitting on top of the same fragmented data reproduce
the exact same failure, faster and with more confidence.

On average,

only about 5%

of an organization’s actual ideal customer

profile ever QEEEERIERE o IGCEE1 ][R

The Sunk Cost Trap: What Your Current
Platforms Are Actually Worth

Every CMO evaluating this transition runs into the
same obstacle: platforms already purchased carry an
implied value in internal conversations that has more
to do with what was paid for them than what they're
actually producing.

A platform with a multi-year contract, a large
implementation cost, and a team trained on it
accumulates organizational momentum that has
nothing to do with its ongoing return —and every
year that momentum goes unchallenged, the sunk
cost gets larger and harder to name out loud in a
budget meeting.

o
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The useful question isn’t what an organization paid
for a given platform. It's a smaller set of questions
asked honestly about each one: does it hold context
or historical data that doesn’t exist anywhere else,

in which case it has real, defensible value regardless
of cost. Is it the system of record that other tools
and processes depend on, in which case replacing

it carries real switching risk that has to be priced in,
not waved away. Or is it, once those two are stripped
away, primarily an execution tool (something that
runs campaigns or serves dashboards), in which case
its contract value and its strategic value have quietly
become two different numbers, and the contract
value is the one nobody wants to say out loud.

None of this argues for wholesale platform

replacement. It argues for evaluating each platform

against what it actually does today, not what it cost

to acquire or how embedded it has become, and for

being honest that embedded and valuable are not

the same claim, even though budget conversations

routinely treat them as if they were.

Where the Money Actually Moves

Budget doesn’t shift all at once, and it shouldn'’t.

The rough shape below is directional, not a literal projection
for any specific organization, but the direction of travel
holds across most of the transitions we've seen: license and
headcount spend shrink, context infrastructure and

outcome-based execution grow, and activation spend

(media, creative, SDR time) holds roughly steady, because

that cost was never really about the platform layer in the

first place.

L HORIZON1 | HORIZON 2 | HORIZON 3
Today Months 4-9 Months 10-24

Tool licensing &
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Build vs Outsource, Capability by Capability

Not every capability moves the same direction, and this is where the mistake named in Part Six (treating build-versus-buy

as one binary decision) tends to happen. It's actually a portfolio decision, made capability by capability, not once for the

whole stack.

Capability Direction

Account & context

architecture Keep in-house

Strategy, positioning,

brand voice Keep in-house

Governance &

decision rights Keep in-house

Content production Candidate to outsource
at scale or automate

Execution & activation
(media, sequencing,
orchestration)

Candidate for a
managed partner

Workflow & agent

. . Hybrid
engineering

The Three Horizons

Why
The layer that doesn’t commoditize —

becomes more valuable, not less, as more of the
model is outsourced around it

Judgment, not execution — the thing no partner
can own on an organization’s behalf

Accountability can't be outsourced even
when the execution behind it is

High volume, lower per-unit differentiation

Exactly where a bounded proof engine fits —
evaluated on outcomes, not headcount

Core design decisions in-house; scaled build-out
often outsourced early, brought in-house as it matures

Put together, the transformation runs in three stages, not one pilot quarter:

PROVE IT
Months 1-3

Diagnose, Narrow, Activate against

one bounded problem. Budget largely
unchanged aside from funding the proof
itself. No platforms retired yet — legacy
stack runs untouched.

execution. At least one underperforming
platform gets renegotiated or downsized.

SCALEIT
Months 4-9

The proof expands into two or three adjacent
motions. Formal build-vs-outsource decisions
begin, capability by capability. Budget starts
shifting from license and headcount toward
context infrastructure and outcome-based

OPERATE IT
Months 10-24

The outcome operating model is the default, not

the exception. Org structure reflects the flatter,
judgment-heavy shape described in Part Three.
Legacy platforms are retained only where they hold
irreplaceable context or system-of-record status. The
Diagnose-Narrow-Activate loop runs continuously
across the full portfolio, not just the original bounded
problem.

o
hg:l The Post-Platform Playbook: How to Move from Managing Platforms to Producing Pipeline 18



This Isn’t Theoretical

None of this is a hypothetical operating model.
Organizations that have run something close to this
sequence (diagnosing the tax, narrowing to one bounded
problem, activating a proof engine, then scaling it across
the horizons above) have reported significant improvements
across pipeline performance, sales velocity, coordinated
content and execution, and marketing influence on closed-
won deals.

The same pattern shows up in individual customer
engagements. After replacing volume-driven activation

with the bounded, outcome-measured approach

described in Part Five, organizations have seen substantial
improvements in activation efficiency. These results
describe specific engagements, not guaranteed averages,
and they're the exception today. The organizations willing
to run this sequence end to end are the ones for whom they
stop being the exception.

Part7

Mistakes Worth Naming

° Buying another platform to solve the problem the
last several platforms didn’t solve.

e  Waiting for Al to mature before doing anything,
instead of proving a new model now with the
capability that already exists.

e Chasing more intent data as the fix for pipeline that
isn't converting, when the real problem is signal
quality, not signal volume.

e Trying to replace the entire stack at once — a bet
on faith, where a bounded first move is a bet on
evidence.

e  Measuring activity instead of pipeline even after
adopting a new model, quietly recreating the
dashboard-versus-revenue gap this playbook is
trying to close.

What organizations have achieved

Organizations running this approach have
reported:

e Up to 417% increase in pipeline
e Pipeline ROI as high as 32x
e Sales cycles shortened by roughly 39%

e ROI from coordinated content and
execution as high as 2,400%

e As much as 75% of closed-won deals
influenced by marketing

In one customer engagement:

Cost per qualified account fell from $608
to $117, an 81% reduction.

Adding agents and automation on top of weak
or fragmented context, which tends to produce
faster mistakes rather than better decisions.

Building governance after an Al-driven workflow
is already live, instead of designing it in from the
start.

Treating a single bounded pilot as the whole
transformation, rather than the first of three
horizons.

Keeping a legacy platform alive because of what it
cost, rather than what it's actually worth today.



The Next Step Fits in a Quarter

You're already tracking intent. The problem is most of it doesn’t
convert. Propensity-driven audience activation flags the accounts
actually worth your team'’s time.

Find your winnable accounts
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https://demandscience.com
https://demandscience.com/?utm_source=collaterals&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=DSCORE
https://demandscience.com/demand/propensity-driven-audience-activation/?utm_source=website&utm_medium=pdf&utm_campaign=fy2027_q3_content_ebook_post_platform_playbook&utm_content=find_your_winnable_accounts_footer_cta&sfcid=701PF00000lA6AlYAK


