UNPLAIN




Contents

Chapter One: The Buyer Changed. Your Funnel Didn't.
Chapter Two: What's Dead, and What Works
Losing ground
Working in 2026
Chapter Three: Build the Asset for the Reader, Not the Download
Chapter Four: Track Reads, Not Downloads
Chapter Five: Earn the Next Step
Chapter Six: Win the Minutes After

Chapter Seven: Do This On Monday

You just read a lead magnet to the end. Now you know how rare th...

® Made with unplain.io

11

13

15

17

19



Chapter One: The Buyer Changed.
Your Funnel Didn't.

Start with the number that should reorganize your entire strategy.
According to Forrester, B2B buyers now complete roughly 70 to 80 percent
of their journey before they ever contact a supplier. Gartner's research fills
in what they are doing with that time: buyers spend only about 17 percent
of the total purchase journey meeting with potential suppliers at all, and
when they are weighing several vendors, as little as 5 to 6 percent of their

time with any single sales rep.

THE B2B BUYING JOURNEY

WHERE BUYERS SPEND THEIR TIME

~80%

spent researching independently, spent with
before contacting you. your sales team.

Source: Forrester; Gartner

The modern buyer does most of the work alone and shows up late. By the time they reach
your form, the evaluation is mostly over. This one fact rewrites everything downstream.

Thisis not atrend to monitor. It is the starting condition. The salesperson
used to control the flow of information; now the content does, because the

content is what the buyer meets during the 80 percent of the journey you
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are not in the room for. Gartner's 2026 buyer research adds the modern

wrinkle: 45 percent of buyers used generative Al during a recent purchase,

and they weighed an average of seven different information sources before

deciding. Your asset is now competing for attention against an Al assistant

that answers instantly and never pitches.

Here is the whole 2026 situation in five numbers worth memorizing.

The number

~80%

17%

67%

81to 13
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What it means

of the buying journey is
done before a buyer

contacts you

of the journey is spent

with suppliers at all

of buyers prefer a rep

free buying experience

information sources
weighed before a

decision

pieces of content
consumed before

engaging sales

Source

Forrester

Gartner

Gartner, 2026

Gartner, 2026

Demand Gen Report



DEFINITION — The anonymous journey is the majority of the
buying process that happens before any form is filled, entirely
invisible in your analytics. In 2026 this is where deals are won or lost.

Your job is not to shorten it. It is to be the most useful thing the buyer

meets while they are in it.

The strategic consequence is uncomfortable but simple. If most of the
decision happens before contact, then your content is not "top of funnel
awareness fluff" that warms people up for the real selling. Your content is
the selling. It has to do the job the rep used to do: answer the hard
questions, prove the expertise, and earn enough trust that the buyer puts
you on the shortlist they assemble in private. Every recommendation in this

report follows from that.

"If the buyer finishes 80 percent of the journey alone, then 80
percent of your selling has to happen inside your content. The form
fill is not the start of the relationship. It is a late milestone in one that

already happened.”

Chapter Two: What's Dead,
and What Works

Lead generation is not broken. Specific parts of the old playbook are, and

they are the parts most teams are still spending on. Here is the honest split.
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Losing ground

The generic ebook. The broad "Ultimate Guide to X" was always weak, and
AI has finished it off. As one 2026 industry analysis put it, basic
informational content is now trivially easy to generate and to find, so a
generic guide competes directly with a free, instant AI answer and loses.
Buyers can get the surface explanation anywhere; they will not trade an

email for it.

Gating everything. Locking every asset behind a form worked when your
PDF was the only way to get the information. Now it suppresses the reach
that Al search and answer engines reward, and buyers who have seven
other sources simply go elsewhere rather than fill out your form.

Spray and pray nurture. The four email sequence that pitches harder each
time trains people to unsubscribe. It is built for a buyer who does not exist

anymore.

Counting downloads. The metric that survives because it is easy and

flattering. It measures appeal, not consumption, and certainly not pipeline.
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LOSING GROUND |, WORKING IN 2026 1

GENERIC EBOOKS / SPECIFIC, EXPERTISE-LED CONTENT
= Broad, surface-level guides @ Narrow assets that solve real problems
® compete with free AI answers. with judgment AI can't replicate.
—
GATING EVERYTHING ORIGINAL DATA & TOOLS
@ Locks reduce reach and D[l|:| Benchmarks, real numbers, calculators,
hurt visibility. assessments. Unique, cited, shared.
_
e
SPRAY AND PRAY NURTURE UNGATED REACH, SOFT CONVERSION
p(@ Generic sequences train @ Publish openly, earn visibility,
people to unsubscribe. convert through value, not walls.
"
A
\ COUNTING DOWNLOADS MEASURE READS, REPLIES, PIPELINE
J].D.l:l Measures appeal, N Instrument what happens after
not consumption or pipeline. the read, not before.

The tactics have not all stopped working at once. But the gap between the two columns is
widening every quarter, and Al is widening it faster.

Working in 2026

Specific, expertise led content. The narrow asset that solves one real
problem for one real buyer still performs, precisely because it contains
judgment an AI summary cannot replicate. Gartner notes that analyst
reports, peer reviews, and detailed product comparisons rank at the top of
buyer cited influence, while generic early stage blog content ranks near the

bottom.

Original data and tools. Content nobody else has, benchmarks, real
numbers, calculators, assessments, gets cited, linked, and shared, and
positions you as a source rather than a vendor. It is the most durable asset

you can build.
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Ungated reach with a soft conversion. The rising 2026 patternis to
publish openly, earn the read and the Al visibility, then convert to a
relationship afterward through a newsletter, a tool, or a specific next step.

You collect fewer contacts, from people who already read your work.

Measuring reads, replies, and pipeline. The teams pulling ahead
instrument what happens after the download, not the download itself.

COMMON MISTAKE — Treating "gated versus ungated" as an
identity choice. It is not a religion, it is a test. Gate the assets whose
value is invisible from the outside (original data, templates, tools)
and open the ones that build reach and trust. The strongest 2026

strategies do both deliberately, and decide per asset by comparing

pipeline, not list size.

“Nothing on the losing side stopped working because it was a bad
idea. It stopped working because the buyer got a faster, free

alternative to the mediocre version of it. The cure is to stop making

the mediocre version."
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Chapter Three: Build the Asset for the
Reader, Not the Download

If the content is now the selling, the content has to be good enough to sell.

Three rules carry most of the weight.

Pick a promise, not a topic. A topic ("email marketing") is relevant to
everyone and urgent to no one. A promise ("a cold sequence that gets
replies from technical buyers") names a problem a specific person is
actively trying to solve, which is the only thing anyone trades attention for.
Narrow beats broad on every metric that matters after the click, because

the smaller audience wants it badly and qualifies itself by downloading.

Deliver value before you ask for patience. Put the single most useful
thing you know on page one, before any introduction. Giving away the
punchline does not end the reading; it buys the rest of the document,
because the reader now believes you have more. The fastest way to lose a
2026 reader is a welcome letter and a definition of a term they already

know.

Treat the artifact as the argument. A reader forms a judgment about your
competence in the first moment a document opens, before reading a word,
based purely on how much care went into it. This is not fairand it is
completely reliable. For a gated asset the effect compounds, because the
document is a work sample: it is simultaneously teaching something and
demonstrating what it is like to work with you. An unformatted export
quietly says "we did not think this was worth an hour of care," and the

prospect feels it even if they never name it.
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LEAD GENERATION PLAYBOOK

THE VERSION THIS REPLACES
i Five ways to turn w

before any ——

S eanile content into pipeline
in 2026.

Practical moves informed by buyer behavior data,
not theoretical best practices.

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW

designed = — @
credible

B2B buyers complete most of their journey
on their own. Your content is doing the
selling long before you ever meet them.

Table of Contents

1. Introduction -
0 r_% E 2. The ChAllenge .............c...ccoeceen &
~80% 17% 67% 4. Case Studies

of the buying journey of the journey is spent of buyers prefer a
happens before buyers with suppliers at all. Tep-free buying
contact you. experience
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A reader decides whether to keep going in the first thirty seconds, and they decide based on
whether anything useful has happened yet. Give before you ask.

BEST PRACTICE — Apply the "already in pain" test to every asset
idea. Would your buyer have typed something close to this title into a
search bar last week, unprompted, because the problem was
actively annoying them? If yes, build it. If it is merely something they
would agree is important, you are building a download nobody

finishes.

Content Marketing Institute's research underlines why this is worth the
effort: 96 percent of the most successful B2B content marketers report that
their audience views their organization as a credible, trusted resource. That
trust is not built by volume. It is built by being consistently, specifically

useful, one well made asset at a time.
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Chapter Four: Track Reads,
Not Downloads

Does anyone actually read these? For most teams the honest answer is "we
have no idea," because they measure the download and stop. The download
is a permission slip, not aread, and read rate is the single most predictive
number in gated content because everything downstream depends on it.

Here is how to actually measure it.

Deliver the asset as a tracked link, not an attachment. A PDF emailed as
an attachment is a black hole; you will never know if it was opened. Host

the document behind a unique, per recipient link (document sharing tools
built for this, of the DocSend and Tolstoy class, or a simple tracked hosted

page) and you convert an invisible file into an instrumented experience.

Instrument four things. In order of value:

Metric What it tells you Why it matters

Open rate Did the download ever A large share never are;
get opened this alone is a wake up

call

Read time and How far they actually got  Your real read rate, the

completion number nobody has

Per page drop off The exact paragraph Tells you precisely what
where readers quit to cut or fix

CTA click rate Whether the read turned  The bridge from content
into an action to pipeline
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The download is one event. This is the data that actually predicts pipeline. Almost no team
collects it, which is exactly why collecting it is an advantage.

Watch per page drop off most closely. A tracked document shows you the
exact page where readers abandon, which is the most actionable content

data you will ever get. If everyone quits on page three, page threeis the

problem, and now you know. This is impossible to see with a downloaded

file and trivial with a tracked one.

WARNING — Do not confuse activity with attention. Opens, page

views, and email opens all sit at the weak end of the spectrum; they
measure your marketing, not your buyer's intent. The strong signals
are read completion, CTA clicks, replies, and meetings. Report from

the strong end, even though it is harder to collect and less flattering,

because it is the only end that correlates with revenue.
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"You cannot improve a read rate you refuse to measure. The
download tells you your promise was appealing. Only the read tells

you your content was worth the trade, and only the click tells you it

moved anyone closer to buying."

Chapter Five: Earn the Next Step

A read that leads nowhere is a nice gesture, not pipeline. The call to action
is the hinge, and most assets get it wrong in the same two ways: they make
one generic "book a demo" plea at the very end, and they make it to a reader
who is nowhere near ready to talk to sales. Fix both.

Match the offer to the moment. A buyer who just read a top of funnel guide
has demonstrated curiosity, not buying intent. Asking them to book a sales
callis the wrong size of commitment, and it burns the relationship. Offer
the next useful thing instead: the editable template behind the framework
they just read, a short assessment, the related data set, the next asset in the
sequence. Low commitment, high value, and genuinely helpful. Save the

demo ask for buyers whose behavior shows they are close.

Make the small, specific offer. "Book a demo" is a large, vague ask. "Send
me your current sequence and I will tell you what I would change" is small,
specific, obviously human, and easy to say yes to. The specific low friction
offer consistently outperforms the generic high friction one, because it

meets the reader where they actually are.
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Use more than one CTA, placed by intent. Do not save every invitation for

the last page, which most readers never reach. Offer an early, low friction

capture (the template, the checklist) inline, near the value it extends. Offer a

contextual next step in the middle, tied to the specific problem that section

addresses. And close with one clear final CTA page that states a single next

action. One action per moment; every extra option is a chance to do

nothing.

THE LEAD GENERATION PLAYBOOK

o1

1. Start with value

> Get the template @

2. Build trust in the middle

WORKSHEET
Map your ICP and messaging

3. Make it easy to act

Download the pack =

<::j:) GET THE FULL TEMPLATE PACK

24

CAPTURE INTENT EARLY

Give readers a low-fiction
way to raise their hand
before they finish.

MATCH THE MOMENT

Offer a relevant resource
when motivation and
context are highest.

THE CLEAR NEXT STEP

End with one obvious action
that moves readers closer
to becoming customers.

One asset, several honest invitations. The call to action is not a bolt on at the end. It is the
mechanism that converts a read into a relationship.
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BEST PRACTICE — Show the value of the next step before you ask
for it, the same way you did on page one. "Here is the exact template
we used, editable, yours to keep" converts far better than "Contact
us to learn more,” because the reader can see precisely what they

are getting and it costs them almost nothing to accept.
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let intent, not your quota, decide when the demo conversation

happens.”

Chapter Six: Win the Minutes After

LIKELIHOOD TO QUALIFY

Relative to responding after 24 hours

25x

INDUSTRY AVERAGE:
~42 HOURS

5 MINUTES
20x - 21x more likely
to qualify

1
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5x |

1
1
i
1
1
1
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1

Ix | 1
1 MIN 5 NIN 15 MIN 1 HR 4 HR 12 HR 24 HR 2 DAYS 7 DAYS 30 DAYS

TIME TO FIRST RESPONSE

Source: Lead Response Management Study; HBR

"Stop ending every document with the biggest possible ask aimed at

the least ready possible reader. Offer the next small useful thing, and

The asset opened a door. What happens in the minutes and days after decides whether it

becomes pipeline. This is where most of the value leaks out, quietly.

You can do everything upstream perfectly and still lose the deal in the follow

up, which is where most teams are weakest. Two disciplines matter most.
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Speed, when intent is real. For high intent actions (a demo request, a
pricing view, a reply), speed is decisive. The classic Lead Response
Management Study found that contacting a lead within five minutes makes
you about 21 times more likely to qualify it than waiting thirty, and Harvard
Business Review's analysis of thousands of leads found qualification odds
collapse as response slips from five minutes to ten. It compounds: research
consistently finds that a large majority of buyers, by many counts around 78
percent, purchase from the vendor that responds first. Yet the average B2B
response time is measured in dozens of hours, and by various industry
counts a large share of inbound leads never receive a reply at all. The gap
between the data and the practice is enormous, which means speed is one

of the cheapest competitive edges available.

The nuance: speed matters for genuine intent, not for a top of funnel
checklist download. Do not fire a sales rep at someone who grabbed a

beginner's guide. Route on behavior.

Nurture that gives before it asks. For the majority who are not ready, the
follow up should extend the value, not escalate the pitch. Send the asset
immediately as a plain link. A couple of days later, send something extra
that only makes sense if they read it, which doubles as your best
engagement signal. Then a specific story of someone who solved this
problem. Only then, a small offer. Then a graceful exit that invites them to

stay in touch. Value first, four times, before one easy to refuse ask.
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WARNING — Do not route the download event to sales. Route the
intent pattern. A single download is curiosity; the signals worth a
rep's time are the compound ones: repeated content engagement, a
pricing page visit, a reply, a second asset. Gartner's buyers reach out
when they are ready, and 69 percent still turn to a sales rep to
validate what they found, so the rep's job in 2026 is not to inform the
buyer but to help a well researched buyer feel confident deciding.
Time that arrival correctly and the conversation is warm. Force it

early and you burn it.

"The five minute rule and the four email nurture are not in conflict.

One is for the buyer who just raised their hand. The other is for the

buyer who is still reading. Knowing which is which is the whole skill."

Chapter Seven: Do This On Monday

The report in one page. If you change nothing else, change these.

e Audit your top asset for read, not reach. Put it behind a tracked link
and find out how many people actually finish it. Prepare to be humbled.

¢ Kill or rebuild your most generic guide. Replace the broad "ultimate
guide" with a narrow asset that solves one specific problem for one

specific buyer.
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e Move your best value to page one. Delete the preamble. If the first

useful sentence is on page four, cut pages one through three.

o Add a soft, specific CTA in the middle, not just a demo ask at the end.

Offer the next useful thing.

e Pick one asset to ungate and measure the pipeline it produces against a

gated one. Let the numbers, not habit, decide.

e Setarealspeed to lead target for genuine intent actions, and an

automated instant acknowledgment so no high intent lead waits hours.

e Rebuild your nurture to give four times before it asks once, and route

sales on behavior patterns, not on the download.

SEVEN MOVES, NONE OF WHICH
REQUIRE A BUDGET REQUEST.

Most take less than a day. The compounding starts

the moment you stop measuring downloads.

01.

02.

03.

04.

05.

06.

Q7.

[©

LEAD WITH VALUE

DESIGN FOR TRUST

PERSONALIZE THE EXPERIENCE

TRACK WHAT MATTERS

RESPOND IN MINUTES

FOLLOW UP INTELLIGENTLY

OPTIMIZE RELENTLESSLY

IF YOU ONLY DO ONE THING

Open with the insight. Skip the preamble.

Make it easy to read and easy to believe.

Use dynamic fields and relevant examples.

Instrument opens, reads, and CTA clicks.

Speed to first response wins pipeline.

Reference behavior, not just the asset.

Test, learn, repeat. Raise the floor.

Start measuring engagement and responding faster.

Everything else compounds from there.
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INTERESTING FACT — The single most valuable piece of research
you can run this quarter costs nothing and takes an hour: email ten
people who downloaded your last asset and ask whether they read it
and whether any of it helped. The answers, including the silences,

will teach you more than a quarter of dashboards. Almost no team

has ever asked.

"Fewer, better, more measured. That is the whole 2026 playbook.

Make fewer assets, make them genuinely worth reading, and

measure whether they were. Everything else is detail."

You just read a lead magnet to the end.
Now you know how rare that is.

If this report was useful, the rest of our work probably will be. Throughline
publishes quarterly field research on what actually moves B2B pipeline,
each report built on real, cited data and pressure tested against what teams
are seeing in practice. Join the list for the next one, plus the occasional
teardown of a real campaign, annotated with what we would change and

why. No filler, roughly one email a fortnight.
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Sources referenced in this report include research from Gartner, Forrester,
the Content Marketing Institute, Demand Gen Report, and the MIT /
InsideSales Lead Response Management Study, alongside Harvard Business
Review's analysis of lead response times. Figures are drawn from publicly

reported findings and are attributed at the point of use.
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Now create your perfect
lead magnet.

Join thousands of readers who turned this guide into
results.
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