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Prospect lists remain one of the foundations of good
business development. New technologies present a
new opportunity — not to replace lists, but to add
something they have never been able to provide on
their own: context.

By paying closer attention to what is changing inside
the businesses we want to work with, sales teams can
choose better moments and begin better-informed
conversations. Al prospecting tools are there to
support human judgement, not substitute for it.
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It still starts with a list

A successful sales strategy still begins with understanding who you want to work with.

A clear Ideal Customer Profile provides the target; a well-built prospect list provides focus.

Together they help sales and marketing concentrate on businesses where there is a

credible fit, rather than spreading effort indiscriminately.

This isn't an outdated practice, but it does have
its limitations; a list is only ever a snapshot, a
moment in time. It can tell us a great deal about
a business — its sector, size, location, technology,
ownership or likely decision-makers — but it
cannot, by itself, tell us whether today is a
particularly good day to start a conversation.

The circumstances of the people on that list can
be completely different from one another.
Priorities move, budgets change and new
problems emerge. A business that had little
reason to consider a product or service six
months ago may be facing a very different set of
decisions today. The profile may be unchanged;
it's the context that has shifted.

This is where really good salespeople have
always added value. They stay close to their
market, notice what is happening around the
businesses they care about and use that
knowledge to decide where their attention is
most likely to be rewarded. The best prospecting
has never been purely a list-management
exercise; it has always involved judgement.

Fit Relevance Timing
Right business, Right Right
right people conversation circumstances

Lists tell you who. Timing tells you when.

The problem is not that lists have stopped
working. It is that we have too often expected
them to answer a question they were never
designed to answer. Lists tell us who, but to
understand when, we need to look beyond
the list.

The aim isn't simply to contact more people.
It's to contact the right people at the right time.
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Change gives us a reason to look again

Commercial decisions rarely happen in a vacuum. A new Managing Director arrives with a
mandate to make an impact; investment creates pressure to grow; a new product or
market changes the demands on sales and marketing; an acquisition exposes systems and
processes that no longer fit. None of these events guarantees an opportunity, and treating
every trigger as a buying signal would simply create a more sophisticated form of spam.
What they do provide is a reason to look again.

The signal matters because it changes the question. Instead

of asking only whether a business matches our target profile, 0/

we can ask whether something has changed that makes our o
proposition more relevant now. That is a small shift in

thinking, but an important one: prospecting becomes less actively avoid suppliers that
about simply working through a queue and more about send irrelevant outreach

understanding where there may be an opportunity for a
useful, relevant conversation.

This is also why timing should not be confused with opportunism. Good commercial awareness is
not about pouncing on every piece of company news. It is about understanding what a change might
mean, deciding whether it has any bearing on the problem you solve and, only then, judging whether
contact would be useful. The human judgement comes before the outreach.

Business Market Commercial Human Relevant
change ) signals ) interpretfation ) judgement ) conversation

Change gives us a reason to look again

There is evidence that relevance matters more than ever. Gartner reported in 2025 that 73% of B2B
buyers actively avoid suppliers that send irrelevant outreach, while buyers were more willing to
involve sellers when they needed contextual intelligence rather than generic information.[1] That is a
useful reminder that access to a prospect is not the same as permission to waste their time.
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Why commercial awareness matters

The investment-banking world offers a useful analogy. Contacts and target lists matter

enormously, but they are not what separates the strongest advisers from everyone

else. Their value comes from knowing what is moving: who is investing, who is under

pressure, which sectors are consolidating, where leadership is changing and what those

developments might mean. The information is often public. The advantage lies in noticing

it, interpreting it and acting on it sooner.

4%

of buyers ranked their
shortlist before engaging
with sellers

Competitive
advantage begins
with commercial
awareness

The same principle applies to business development. Information
tells us what happened; commercial awareness helps us decide
what to do about it. It combines market knowledge with
judgement, allowing salespeople to distinguish a meaningful
change from background noise and to approach a conversation
with some understanding of the world the prospect is actually
operating in.

That awareness improves more than targeting. It changes the
quality of the conversation itself. A salesperson who understands
why a business may be reconsidering its priorities can ask better
questions, choose more relevant examples and avoid the generic
opening that immediately signals 'sales call'. The prospect may
still say no, but the conversation begins from a position of
informed relevance rather than assumption.

Modern B2B buying behaviours make that particularly
important. In 6sense's 2025 study of nearly 4,000 B2B buyers,
94% said their buying group had ranked its shortlist before
engaging sellers, and the vendor contacted first went on to win
roughly four out of five deals.[2] The precise dynamics will vary
by market and deal size, but the broader lesson is hard to ignore:
by the time a formal sales conversation begins, buyers may
already have done a great deal of thinking and research.
Relevance cannot start at the first meeting.

Commercial awareness therefore has value on both sides of the
conversation. It helps sales teams spot where attention may be
warranted, while also allowing them to arrive better prepared
when a buyer does engage. It is less about knowing everything
and more about knowing enough to make a better decision about
what happens next.
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Where Al becomes genuinely useful

None of this is new. Good salespeople know their markets well. They read the trade press,
maintain networks, watch customers and competitors and develop an instinct for the
changes that matter. What is new is our ability to support this behaviour continuously,
without asking people to spend their working lives doing desk research.

This is where Al becomes useful in a very practical sense. It can keep watch when people cannot,
scanning agreed sources and signals, identifying changes and bringing potentially relevant
developments to a salesperson's attention. The value is not simply that it can process more
information. It is that important information is less likely to be missed while the sales team is doing
the work only people can do: listening, understanding, advising and building relationships.

HubSpot's own development in this area reflects the same thinking. Its buying-signals tools bring
together indicators such as research intent, recent news and sales and marketing engagement to
help teams identify businesses that may be ready for a conversation. Its Prospecting Agent can then
use those signals to research target accounts, identify relevant contacts and prepare personalised
outreach for review.[3][4]

Al CONTINUOUSLY
MONITORS

Leadership changes

priorities.

New leaders bring new
Investment & funding
Capital creates pressure
and new opportunities. B
s

RELEVANT SIGNALS
SURFACED INWARD

News & events

% Company news, product
launches, awards,
challenges.

Hiring activity
Recruiting can reveal
LEEEE priorities and gaps.

HUMAN JUDGEMENT
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outreach conversations relationships changing and free you to focus on the

conversations that create real value.

— — — Human: Deciding which signals matter
and what to do about it
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Technology changes
remarkably quickly.
Human behaviour
rarely does.

The important point is where control sits. Signals can focus
attention and Al can help with research and preparation, but
the sales process still needs people to interpret what has
changed, decide whether it matters and judge what should
happen next. The intended outcome is not an autonomous
sales function, but a better-informed one.

Al is therefore best understood here as an extra layer of
awareness, not a substitute for judgement. It can notice that
something has changed; it cannot know, without context and
direction, whether that change is commercially meaningful
to your business. It can help prepare an approach; it cannot
manufacture trust. It can give a salesperson a better starting
point, but the quality of the relationship still depends on that
person having the conversation.

This distinction also helps cut through some of the noise
surrounding Al. The interesting question isn't how many
sales tasks can be automated, but which tasks technology can
handle quietly in the background, giving your people better
intelligence and more time for the work that genuinely
benefits from human experience.
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From awareness to action

Better information only becomes valuable when it changes behaviour. If a business
introduces buying signals and AI monitoring but continues to work every account in the
same order, run every campaign to the same fixed schedule and judge success mainly by
volume of activity, very little has really changed.

The practical shift is towards prioritisation. Sales teams can combine fit with context: this is a
business we want to work with, and something has happened that gives us a credible reason to look
again. Marketing can use the same intelligence to decide when a message is particularly relevant
rather than assuming that every contact needs to hear the same thing at the same moment. Account
managers can apply the principle to existing and former customers, where a change in leadership,
ownership or strategy may initiate or reopen a conversation.

In practice, this works best as a connected process It's not about
rather than a collection of isolated tools. The business .

defines the signals that matter, connects them to a removing People
number of sensible plays and uses technology to support fI'Ol’l’l the process,

monitoring, research, routing and preparation. Sales, .
marketing and account management then share the but enab]'lng them

same commercial picture, with human judgement to do what they do
determining whether a signal warrants action and best. even better
1

what that action should be.

There is an important discipline here. A signal should
prompt a question, not trigger a reflex. What has
changed? Why might it matter? Do we have something
genuinely useful to contribute? Who is the right person to
speak to? That is where human experience protects

the quality of the approach and prevents 'better data'
from becoming simply more noise.

Used in this way, Al can also improve the working day for
salespeople. Less time spent searching for a reason to call;
more time spent understanding the businesses that
warrant attention and developing the relationships that
move opportunities forward. The technology does not
remove people from the process. It helps put their time
where it has the greatest value.
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Better conversations, not simply more activity

There is a temptation with every new technology to measure its value by how much it
increases activity: more emails, more touches, more research, more leads. In prospecting,
that can be precisely the wrong instinct. If buyers are already avoiding irrelevant outreach,
increasing the volume of it, albeit more efficiently, is hardly progress. In fact, it is just as
likely to be detrimental.

A better measure is whether the technology improves the decisions that sit behind the activity. Are
salespeople spending more of their time on businesses where there is both fit and a reason to
engage? Are they entering conversations with a clearer understanding of what may have changed?
Are marketing and sales working from the same commercial picture? Are customers receiving
approaches that feel considered rather than generated? These may be less immediately measurable
than simple activity metrics, but if they lead to better conversations and better opportunities, the
impact should ultimately show up where it matters: in commercial performance.

Measuring short—term Those questions bring us back to people. CRM

. changed the way sales teams recorded and
metrics bY Volume alone shared information; marketing automation
1S short—sighted; it's far changed how campaigns were delivered;

analytics changed what businesses could see.

better to measure the AT will change the mechanics again, perhaps
over 8.11 performance over dramatically, but the fundamentals of business

a lon ger p eriod of time development remain familiar. People recognise

opportunity, ask questions, exercise judgement,

— that's where the real earn trust and build relationships.

lmpaCt will be seen. The opportunity is to enable those people to be
better informed. An ever-watchful layer of
technology can surface developments that might
otherwise pass unnoticed, while the salesperson
decides whether they matter and what a useful
response looks like. That combination —
continuous awareness and human judgement —
is more interesting than automation for its own
sake because it improves the conditions in which
good selling already works.
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What this looks like in practice

For businesses already using HubSpot, much of the required infrastructure may already be
closer than they think. The starting point is not to switch on every Al feature available, but
to define the commercial signals that genuinely matter to your market, connect those
signals to a small number of sensible prospecting plays and agree where human review and
judgement sit. From there, the process can be tested, measured and refined against real
outcomes.

The real skill isn't simply in configuring an agent. It's in helping sales, marketing and account
management agree what good looks like, translating commercial knowledge into meaningful signals
and practical plays, setting sensible controls and making sure the technology supports the way
people actually sell. The aim is to build a system the team understands, trusts and improves over
time, while retaining ownership of the decisions.

Prospect lists will remain valuable. They tell us where to focus and who we would like to work with.
The next step is to add context: to understand what is changing around those businesses and
whether that change creates a better moment for a conversation.

Lists tell you who.
Timing tells you when.
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