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01

Response time decays faster than most sales teams
assume

A 2011 Harvard Business Review study by James Oldroyd, Kristina McElheran, and David Elkington
audited how 2,241 U.S. companies handled live test leads submitted through their own web forms. Only
37 percent responded within an hour; nearly a quarter took more than a day, and 23 percent never
responded at all. Companies that replied within the first hour were roughly seven times more likely to
have a qualified conversation than those that waited even a few hours longer, and the gap widened
sharply against firms that took a day or more. That gap is not really about the phone call itself. It is about
the lead’s mental state at the moment your message lands — how much of the original urgency and
detail is still fresh, and how many other tabs they have opened since.

A separate study run out of MIT’s Sloan School of Management with InsideSales.com pushed the finding
further using more than 100,000 real call attempts across six companies. Calling a lead within five
minutes of submission produced roughly 100 times better odds of making contact than calling at the
30-minute mark, and about 21 times better odds of qualifying that lead once reached. The mechanism
behind both studies is the same: a person filling out a form is at peak attention and peak self-description.
They can still explain, unprompted, exactly what problem brought them there. An hour later they are
answering a different email, sitting in a meeting, or filling out a competitor’s form with the same fresh
urgency you just let cool.

The mechanism behind both studies is the same: a person filling out a form is at
peak attention and peak self-description.

02
Set the cadence before the first call ends

A follow-up sequence only works if it exists as a plan before the first attempt, not as an improvised
decision made three days after a lead goes quiet. Build the cadence into the CRM the moment a lead is
assigned, with a fixed number of attempts, a channel for each one, and a stated purpose that is not just
“reach out again." Research from RAIN Group’s prospecting studies, based on a survey of 489 outbound
sellers, found that securing an initial meeting takes an average of eight touchpoints, with top performers
doing it in about five by varying channel and message rather than repeating the same call at the same
time of day.

The cadence below is a starting structure, not a rule that survives every industry or deal size. Adjust the
spacing for longer sales cycles and shorten it for high-intent, high-volume inbound. What should not
change is the discipline: every attempt has an assigned day, an assigned channel, and a specific
purpose, so a rep picking up someone else’s lead mid-cadence can see exactly what has already been
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tried and what comes next.

Day 0, within 1 hour Phone call Confirm the problem in their own words;
book a time or get explicit permission to
continue

2 Day 0, same day Email Recap the call attempt and add one

specific resource or data point tied to
what they submitted

3 Day 1 Text or SMS (only  Short, low-pressure nudge referencing
with consent) the resource already sent
4 Day 3 Phone call Ask a narrower, more specific question

than attempt 1

5 Day 5 Email Share a relevant proof point — a case
detail, a benchmark, or a direct answer to
a likely objection

6 Day 8 Phone call Ask directly whether this is still relevant,
and what would make now the wrong time

7 Day 10 Email Offer a graceful off-ramp: close the loop
now or move to a longer-term nurture
cadence

03

Give each touch areason to exist beyond checking in

"Just checking in" fails because it asks the lead to do the work of remembering why they reached out and
re-explaining their situation, with nothing new offered in exchange. The second touch should add a
specific piece of information related to what they already told you: a data point relevant to the number or
timeline they mentioned, a short answer to a question they asked but you didn’t get to on the call, or a
one-line summary of what you understood their problem to be, inviting a correction. A summary that
shows you were listening does more work than five sentences asking if they're still interested, because it
gives them something to react to instead of something to ignore.

By the third and fourth touches, shift from information to a narrower question. Instead of repeating "are
you still evaluating this," ask something that only makes sense if you already understand their situation:
"Is the Q3 timeline you mentioned still the driver, or has that moved?" A question this specific does two
things a generic nudge cannot. It proves the earlier conversation actually registered, and it gives the
recipient an easy, low-effort way to respond even if the honest answer is "no, priorities changed.” A
relevant resource — a short comparison, a checklist, an answer to an objection you suspect but haven't
heard yet — works the same way: it turns the message into something worth a reply rather than
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something to leave unread.

By the third and fourth touches, shift from information to a narrower question.

04
Know which signals mean pursue, and which mean
disqualify

Not every non-response is disinterest, and not every reply is genuine interest. The signals worth tracking
are behavioral, not verbal: did they open every email but never reply, which often means distraction
rather than avoidance? Did they reply once with a specific, detailed question, then go quiet, which usually
means an internal blocker rather than lost interest? Frameworks like BANT and MEDDIC exist to make
this judgment less subjective by naming what has to be true before continued pursuit makes sense:
confirmed budget access, a defined decision process, a real timeline, and a person with authority to act,
or a credible path to reach one.

Disqualifying a lead is not a failure of the cadence — it is the cadence doing its job. The point of running
a fixed number of structured attempts is to reach a clear answer faster than an open-ended trickle of
unstructured check-ins would, whether that answer is yes, not yet, or no. Reps who keep a lead alive
indefinitely without a defined stopping point usually aren’t protecting a real opportunity; they’re avoiding
the discomfort of logging a loss.

° Replies contain specific details — a number, a date, a named stakeholder — rather than vague
acknowledgments

The lead asks a question that assumes a next step ("how would onboarding work") rather than one
that stalls it ("can you just send more info")

Someone with budget or decision authority is named or copied, even if they haven't engaged directly
yet

The stated timeline is tied to an external event — a renewal, a budget cycle, a deadline — rather than
"sometime this year"

What it usually means Recommended action

No reply across all attempts, multiple Wrong contact, or timing genuinely isn't = Move to long-term nurture rather than
channels there repeated pursuit

"Not now" with a specific, stated reason A timing objection, not a fit objection Set a dated check-in three to six
(budget freeze, reorg) months out

Vague enthusiasm with no specific Research-stage curiosity, not a live Downgrade priority; keep on a lighter
answers to direct questions buying process nurture cadence
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What it usually means Recommended action

No visible connection to budget or Wrong-level contact Ask directly for the right internal contact
decision process after several touches instead of continuing to sell to them
05

Cadences survive on CRM mechanics, not memory

A cadence written on a whiteboard or in a rep’s head survives exactly as long as that rep’s calendar stays
quiet, which is rarely more than a week. The mechanics that make a cadence durable are unglamorous:
every lead has exactly one named owner in the CRM, every attempt creates a logged activity with a
timestamp and outcome, and every next action has an automatic reminder tied to a specific date rather
than a mental note. When ownership is ambiguous — a lead sitting in a shared queue, or informally
"whoever has time" — attempts get duplicated, skipped, or delayed until the lead has gone cold
regardless of how good the cadence design was on paper.

Logging outcomes matters as much as logging that contact happened. "Left voicemail" and "spoke, said
call back after the board meeting on the 14th" produce completely different next actions, but a CRM field
that only tracks "attempted" collapses that distinction. Whoever picks up the next touch — the original rep
after a vacation, or a colleague covering for them — needs enough detail in the record to sound like they
remember the conversation. That habit, writing down what was actually said rather than just that an
attempt was made, is what lets a cadence survive a busy week, a personnel change, or a handoff without
the lead noticing anything went wrong.

° One named owner per lead in the CRM, visible to anyone who might need to cover it

A logged outcome for every attempt, not just a checkbox that contact was tried

An automatic, date-based reminder for the next action — never a reminder that depends on someone
remembering to set it

A hard stop rule: what happens automatically after the final scheduled attempt with no response

06
Turn "let me think about it" into a real yes or no

"Let me think about it" is rarely a statement about thinking. It is usually a polite way to end a conversation
without stating an objection the person doesn’t feel comfortable raising directly — price, a competing
option already in play, or an internal stakeholder who hasn't signed off. Pushing for a yes at that moment
usually produces a maybe that decays into silence. The more useful move is to name the likely objection
before they have to: "A lot of people who say that are actually weighing this against handling it in-house,
or waiting on someone else’s sign-off. Is it either of those, or something else?" Naming the objection
removes the awkwardness of the other person having to raise it themselves.
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Analysis of recorded sales calls published by Gong Labs has repeatedly found that stronger performers
respond to objections by pausing rather than immediately countering, then asking a clarifying question
instead of rebutting. That sequence works because a rebuttal treats the stated concern as the real one,
while a clarifying question tests whether it is. If a prospect says the timing is wrong, asking "what would
need to change for the timing to work" produces a genuine answer — a budget cycle, a competing
project, a person who still needs convincing — or it reveals that timing was a placeholder for a concern
they’d rather not name directly.

That sequence works because a rebuttal treats the stated concern as the real one,
while a clarifying question tests whether it is.

07
This fixes execution. It does not fix targeting.

None of this compensates for a lead that should not have been in the pipeline in the first place. A
cadence executed perfectly against someone with no budget, no authority, and no real problem to solve
still ends in silence or a polite no — it just takes longer and costs more rep time to get there. Response
speed, message quality, and CRM discipline improve the odds for leads that were genuinely worth
pursuing to begin with; they do nothing to fix a targeting problem upstream, where the wrong audience
fills out the form because the offer, ad copy, or content attracted curiosity rather than buying intent. If a
team runs this cadence faithfully and qualification rates still aren’t moving, the fix is not a better fourth
touch — it is a harder look at who the form is reaching before they ever submit it.

That upstream work is a separate discipline: defining the ideal customer profile with enough specificity
that unqualified traffic gets filtered before it reaches a form, scoring leads on fit signals rather than raw
form-fill volume, and auditing which channels produce leads that convert versus leads that merely
respond. A follow-up process can only work with what qualification and acquisition hand it. Treat this
cookbook as the operational half of the problem, not the whole of it.

Key Takeaways

° Respond to a new lead within the first hour whenever possible — the odds of a real conversation fall
sharply with every hour of delay, not just the odds of an eventual reply.

Plan roughly six to eight follow-up attempts across ten business days, alternating channels rather than
repeating the same call at the same time of day.

° Give every touch after the first a reason to exist: a specific data point, a narrower question, or a
resource tied to something the lead already told you — never a plain status check.

Assign one CRM owner per lead, set an automatic reminder for every next action, and log what was
actually said on each attempt so the next touch doesn’t depend on one person’s memory.
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When a lead stalls at "let me think about it," name the likely objection out loud instead of sending
another generic check-in — it is usually a polite stand-in for price, a competitor, or an unnamed
internal blocker.
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