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Account-based marketing is
resource allocation

Account-based marketing is not a campaign or personalization tactic;
it is an explicit resource decision that allocates scarce sales and SDR
capacity.
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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

Account-based marketing is frequently treated as a messaging tactic or an outbound campaign format. Its eco-
nomic foundation is far more demanding: ABM is a resource-allocation mechanism for concentrating scarce
commercial capacity on high-value opportunities while explicitly excluding others. Terho, Salonen and Yrjanen
show how account-based sales development requires higher research intensity, specialized role design, and
tight cross-functional alignment compared to prospect-focused outbound. Biemans, Malshe and Johnson docu-
ment the interface requirements between sales and marketing when targeting specific accounts. This article in-
troduces an auditable account-allocation framework connecting account tiering, fit confidence, SDR/AE hours,
executive sponsorship, unit economics, and review triggers to ensure commercial capacity is not diluted across
unselected accounts.

Keywords: Account-based marketing - Resource allocation - Sales capacity - Sales development - Commercial governance
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Account-based marketing is often introduced as a promotional program. Teams buy display software, build ac-
count lists in their CRM, design bespoke pitch decks, and add dynamic account names to outbound email se-
quences. When win rates fail to improve, leadership assumes the creative messaging was insufficient or the list
was poorly chosen.

The underlying failure is economic rather than creative. Account-based marketing is an explicit
resource-allocation system, not a marketing campaign.

At its core, treating an account with high-touch focus requires disproportionate commercial investment. Deep ac-
count research, multi-threaded stakeholder mapping, custom technical demonstrations, and executive sponsor-
ship consume scarce labor hours from sales development representatives (SDRs), account executives (AEs), solu-
tions engineers, and marketing specialists. Because that commercial capacity is strictly finite, choosing to treat
fifty accounts with dedicated attention is mathematically a choice not to pursue hundreds of others. As with
broader commercial strategy where customer selection is a resource allocation decision, the firm’s scarce capa-
city dictates its boundaries.

Without an auditable capacity constraint and strict exclusion boundaries, account-based marketing rapidly de-
generates into expensive volume outbound under a prestigious label. In governance terms, salesforce control
starts with what managers can observe rather than wishful quota projections.

What are the true labor economics of account-based commercial
teams?

The operational reality of account-based motions is documented in empirical sales research. Terho, Salonen and
Yrjdnen examined the evolution of inside sales and sales development roles in digital business-to-business mar-
keting, distinguishing four operational contexts: outbound prospect-focused, outbound account-based, inbound
prospect-focused, and inbound account-based lead management (Terho et al., 2023).

Their findings show that account-based sales development operates under fundamentally different labor and
competence constraints than volume prospecting:

1 Research intensity: In outbound prospect-focused models, SDRs execute rapid, automated outreach across
large contact databases with minimal account-level synthesis. In contrast, outbound account-based sales de-
velopment requires deep research into organizational structures, strategic initiatives, buying committee com-
position, and technology stacks before any outreach occurs.

2 Specialized capabilities: Account-based sales development demands representatives who can converse cred-
ibly with senior executives, diagnose complex business problems, and tailor multi-channel touches across
several buying center roles simultaneously.

3 Cross-functional coordination: Account-based motions require tight coordination between marketing, sales
development, field sales, and product specialists to align messaging and timing across account touchpoints.

When an organization expands its target account list from 50 to 500 accounts without increasing qualified com-
mercial hours, SDRs cannot maintain the research intensity that distinguishes account-based motions from gen-
eric outbound. Outreach reverts to automated templates, response rates collapse, and the economic justification
for the high-touch motion evaporates.
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How must the sales and marketing interface function in high-touch
motions?

Aresource-allocation system requires shared governance across organizational boundaries. Biemans, Malshe and
Johnson conducted a comprehensive systematic review of the sales-marketing interface, analyzing decades of re-
search on interfunctional friction, collaboration mechanisms, and commercial performance (Biemans et al.,
2022).

Their analysis highlights that friction between marketing and sales frequently originates from mismatched defini-
tions of target customers, misaligned incentive structures, and ambiguous ownership of customer engagement
stages. When marketing designs an account-based program without binding commitments from sales leadership
regarding follow-up capacity, executive involvement, and pipeline tracking, the program fails to translate into
closed revenue. Because preferred customer treatment is relative resource allocation, an account-based model
demands formal priority rules across the commercial interface.

Effective account-based resource allocation resolves this interface friction by establishing formal joint gov-

ernance:

Shared account qualification: Both functions agree on explicit qualification criteria (industry fit, technical
compatibility, verified pain points) before an account enters high-touch tiers.

Capacity budgeting: Marketing commits bespoke content and intelligence, while sales commits defined SDR
and AE hours per target account.

Unified economic hurdles: Account progression is measured not by marketing impressions or page visits, but
by multi-stakeholder engagement velocity and contribution margin.

How should commercial teams design an auditable account alloca-
tion framework?
To prevent commercial capacity from diluting across unrealistic target lists, organizations must manage account

tiers as strict capacity budgets. The table below presents a four-tier resource-allocation model connecting ac-
count volume ceilings, labor hours, executive sponsorship, economic hurdles, and governance review rules.

Sﬂ Account-based marketing is resource allocation



https://isoglu.com/insights/journal/preferred-customer-treatment-is-relative-resource-allocation/

Figure 1 Account-based resource allocation matrix

Tier Approach Account Quarterly Executive Minimum Demotion
ceiling SDR/AE sponsor economic  trigger
hours hurdle
Tier1 1:1 be- 10-25per  20-40h Mandat- Top 5% No engage-
spoke senior AE research ory VP / ARR; high ment after
and cus- C-level margin 90 days
tom as- sponsor
sets
Tier 2 1:Few 50-100 5-10h Director-I Top 20 % No buyer
cluster per clusterre-  evelspon-  ARR; pos- progress
AE/SDR search sor itive pay- after 2 quar-
pair and cases back ters
Tier 3 1:Many 200-500 1-2hlight  Nonere- Standard Inactive
scale per territ- customiza  quired tier; auto- during an-
ory tion and mated nual review
triggers flow
Tier4 Inbound Uncon- 0 proact- None Below ICP  Immediate
only strained ive out- or high digital rout-
bound service ing
hours cost

Author's commercial resource allocation framework grounded in Terho, Salonen and Yrjénen (2023) and Biemans, Malshe and Johnson (2022). All figures
and hours are synthetic decision benchmarks.

Why is deliberate account exclusion the foundation of ABM ROI?

The most critical column in the resource-allocation matrix is Tier 4: the excluded boundary.

In standard outbound sales, marketing and sales leadership resist excluding accounts because every company in
a market looks like potential revenue. In an account-based model, failing to exclude accounts destroys the eco-
nomics of the entire system.

Consider the arithmetic: If a sales development representative has 400 productive outreach hours per quarter, as-
signing them 200 accounts leaves exactly 2 hours per account across three months. Two hours is insufficient to
conduct executive research, identify multi-stakeholder organizational structures, create bespoke value models,
and coordinate with marketing specialists. The motion instantly collapses into generic cadences.

If the same SDR is assigned 20 Tier 1 accounts and 40 Tier 2 accounts, they can invest 15 hours in each Tier 1 op-
portunity and 2.5 hours in each Tier 2 opportunity. The representative can map five stakeholders, analyze pub-
lished annual reports, customize technical briefs, and orchestrate warm executive introductions.

The power of account-based marketing comes from concentration, not reach.

Which governance rules prevent resource sprawl in strategic ac-
count management?

To maintain this resource discipline, commercial leaders must implement three operating rules:
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1 Hard account caps: A representative cannot add a new Tier 1 account without demoting or closing an existing
one. If Tier 1 capacity is 15 accounts per AE, the 16th account must wait until an active account converts, is

disqualified, or is moved to Tier 2.

2 Quarterly tier audits: Target account lists must not become permanent executive pet projects. If a Tier 1 ac-
count shows no meaningful stakeholder engagement after 90 days of dedicated outreach, it must be auto-

matically demoted to Tier 3 or Tier 4, freeing capacity for higher-momentum targets.

3 Capacity-matched marketing budgets: Marketing programs (direct mail, executive dinners, custom research
reports) must be allocated strictly according to tier status. Spending 1:1 marketing budgets on Tier 3 accounts
dilutes marketing return on investment and distorts sales prioritization.

How does disciplined resource rationing determine long-term
GTM efficiency?

Account-based marketing is neither a technology category nor a creative campaign format. It is a formal commer-
cial resource-allocation decision that concentrates scarce sales, engineering, marketing, and leadership hours

where deal economics justify high-touch intervention.

When organizations treat ABM as an allocation constraint, they enforce account caps, mandate cross-functional
governance, and protect SDR research time. When they treat it as an unconstrained marketing campaign, they
multiply their costs while diluting their commercial impact.
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