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Can Boost Marketing Results
Expert B2B Marketing Tips For Getting  
More Out of First-Party Intent Data
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Executive Summary

B2B marketers have a data problem: there is too much 
of it and we don’t know how to suss out the important 
information from the noise. This is not a new problem, 
but the industry is eyeing a new potential solution: first-
party intent data. 

First-party intent data, information that is shared 
directly between an individual and a brand, offers 
marketers the ability to assess interest in a solution with 
some level of certainty. Instead of estimating how likely 
a prospect is to convert, for example, we can directly 
ask them. Instead casting a wide net and hoping for the 
best, we can observe prospect behavior and signals and 
— with intent data in hand — weave an irresistible lure 
that lands a big account. 

But before B2B marketers can realize the benefits of 
first-party intent data, they must ensure that their data 
house is in order. To find out how expert B2B marketers 
are approaching intent data within their organization, 
we held a webinar. Here’s what they, and the audience 
of B2B professionals, had to say.

Organizations Are Having A Hard Time Finding 
Ready and Eager Prospects

When it comes to reading buying intent, it’s difficult to 
know when a prospect is ready to buy. In fact, when 
polled by ON24, 29% of B2B marketers rate their 

organization’s ability to identify ready-to-buy 
prospects as “poor,” with another 43% rating their 
ability as merely “ok.”

There is a clear need for improvement. However, in the 
view of the expert panel, adding intent data into the 
mix may not be the immediate answer. Before adopting 
intent data, B2B marketers must know what data they 
need to use at which stage and for which goal, but 
they also have to make sure their organization is at the 
right maturity level across processes, technology and 
automation.

Buyer Behavior Is Changing, But Intent  
Data Offers a Solution

B2B marketers point to several issues holding them 
back from effectively identifying when prospects are 
ready to buy. Some issues are related to data, with 
31% of marketers blaming poor quality data or, as 
27% report, not having the data at all. However, 46% 
of marketers report that the most common issue is 
ineffective or absent processes to action data.

B2B marketers also face the reality that buyer behavior 
is constantly changing. Buyers are much more 
interested in researching and educating themselves 
before getting in touch with sales. This means 
marketers and sales need to be much more buyer-



44

centric and acknowledge that buyers know what they 
want and when they want to talk. As such, intent 
data can make the difference between engaging or 
annoying target audiences.

Process Is Critical to Intent Data Success

The good news is that those who have taken action to 
tackle these hurdles — and that have built out solid 
processes — have seen good results.

A streamlined process has helped 35% of poll 
respondents make the most out of data.  
Furthermore, the panel of experts spoke about how  
vital it is that both marketing and sales know the part 
they play in the processes put into place. Intent data 
is not a silver bullet. There also needs to be alignment 
between the teams as to what happens and when, as 
well as their goals.

How to learn more

The webinar generating these insights is always-on  
and ready to view. Register now to hear more.

To sign up for future sessions, visit  
www.on24.com/resources/upcoming-webinars 

Tessa Barron, VP Marketing at ON24, and  
David Fortino, Chief Strategy Officer at NetLine, 
would like to thank Matt Buren, Director of Sales 
Development at Bombora, for joining the  
discussion and providing valuable  
recommendations for today’s B2B professionals.

 

https://www.on24.com/resources/asset/whats-trending-in-b2b-marketing-using-first-party-intent-data/
http://www.on24.com/resources/upcoming-webinars
https://www.linkedin.com/in/tessa-barron/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/davidfortino/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mattburen/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mattburen/


55

Is Intent Data Right For Everyone?

B2B marketers use data to identify prospects, the stage of the buying cycle a prospect is in and anticipate when a 
prospect is ready to buy. However, marketers are inundated with data that is hard to manage and decipher. 

Does all of this data help identify prospects that are ready to buy? An ON24 poll of B2B professionals shows us that 
the answer is mixed. 

How would you rate your organization at identifying prospects/accounts that are definitely ready to buy?

Excellent 2%

Good 26%

OK 43%

Poor

Awful

29%

0%

Awful 0%

According to our poll, 71% of marketers say they are “okay” or better at identifying leads ready to buy, but only 
28% of these respondents rate their ability as “excellent” or “good.” By contrast, 29% of marketers say they are 
“poor” at identifying ready-to-buy accounts.

So, is the answer to incorporate even more data? Is it worth adding to the already huge challenge of managing data by 
adding intent data to the mix? Here’s what our panel of experts had to say.



66

Marketers Must Know What  
Data to Use and When

Acknowledging that, yes, we as B2B marketers are 
dealing with a deluge of data, Tessa suggests that the 
focus should not be on whether it’s worth it to add more 
data into the mix or not. 

Instead, marketers should think about what data to  
use and when using that data is most beneficial. As  
she says, there are a lot of names out there you don’t  
have in your database. Many of these unknown  
contacts may be in the market for the solution you 
provide, so intent data has an important role in 
revealing those people to you. 

“
[Third-party] intent data is valuable in 
that anonymous stage before you know 
who your prospect is. First-party data 
becomes critical later on in the funnel 
when you’re trying to understand who 
actually is ready to buy from you. It’s 
all about knowing what data you’re 
going to use at what stage and for what 
goal, and figuring out your process to 
operationalize that accordingly.”

Intent Data Is Not A Silver Bullet

There are some problems when relying too much on 
intent data, specifically third-party intent data. David 
provides two reasons why. The first is getting stuck 
in the loop of securing and retargeting against third-
party data sets exclusively. He believes that in doing so, 
marketers are not able to get to the first-party side of 
things, specifically in identifying the people within an 
account that have intent.

The other issue is the ever-prevailing issue of the 
relationship between sales and marketing. If intent data 
fails to deliver on its promise, there is the potential of 
marketing losing its integrity.  

  “
This one gets tricky quickly because 
marketing’s really selling a lot of the 
hype associated with intent. And, if that 
intent truly isn’t discerned and/ or felt 
through sales executions, there’s a 
disbelief in what marketing’s delivering, 
not only with that initiative, but also 
with every other initiative.”

Marketing Maturity Is the  
Foundation for Success

When asked whether marketers should consider  
using intent data, Matt’s answer is both yes and no.  
This is based on the idea that all organizations are 
different and are at different stages. In his view, some 
data is a waste, and depending on the processes 
organizations have in place, even existing data may  
be significantly underutilized.

“
It can be based on the maturity of your 
organization. Do you have a sales team 
that can action the data? Do you have 
marketing automation that you can feed 
things into to be able to take action when 
data hits certain levels?”
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How Intent Data Can Help Marketers

Using intent data isn’t necessarily straightforward and can present challenges. But it’s also clear marketers need 
intent data to identify and convert sale-ready accounts. 

According to 46% of ON24 poll respondents, the 
biggest challenge in identifying sales-ready accounts 
is ineffective (or lack of) processes to action data. 
There are other significant issues as well, with 31% 
saying both poor quality data and ineffective or poorly 
integrated technology affects them. Surprisingly, 27% 
say they lack data entirely.

What challenges does your organization have in identifying and converting sales-ready contact and accounts?

These data challenges have knock-on effects. In fact, 
27% of our poll respondents say sales doesn’t trust 
marketing data or MQLs and another 31% reporting 
that sales doesn’t take action on MQLs at all. 

These are significant challenges that marketers must 
overcome. Our panel of experts have a few opinions on 
how intent data can help.

Innefective / absent
processes to action data 46%

Poor quality data 31%

Sales doesn’t action 
MQLs / accounts 31%

We don’t have the data 27%

Ineffective / poorly
integrated tech 31%

27%
Sales doesn’t trust

marketing data or MQLs
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Intent Data Can Help to Reduce The Noise

Although buyer behavior had already started changing 
before the pandemic, COVID-19 accelerated the shift. 
Matt reports seeing engagement decrease across the 
board as buyers have changed the way they want to be 
sold to. This includes buyers educating themselves on 
the solutions suppliers have to offer before they want 
to have a conversation with sales. 

The problem comes in following old methods of 
engagement when buyers are simply not interested. 
Intent data helps to reduce the noise by focusing on 
those who are in market, while avoiding annoying 
everyone else.

“
As marketers, you need to focus on the 
“who.” You’re going to have a specific 
sequence or cadence of messaging 
that’s going to go out to them, but 
you don’t know if they’re interested 
or not. So, you’re potentially wasting 
your marketing and sales time and 
money on companies that are probably 
not interested in your tool. So, you’re 
just looking at what potential buyers 
could be looking for and trying to avoid 
getting marked as spam in that inbox 
because you hit the wrong person with 
the wrong message at the wrong time. 
That’s where intent data really gets 
leveraged the best. From what I’ve seen 
it points you in the right direction and 
kind of sets you on your way.”

Intent Data Can help organizations become 
more buyer-centric

With these changes in buyer behavior, Tessa thinks 
there is pressure on marketers to be more buyer-centric 
than they have in the past. This is particularly true 
now that so much is done in the virtual space, making 
it even more important that marketers remind their 
counterparts in sales about what the buyer wants and 
when or if they want to talk.

“
Digital makes audiences a lot less captive. 
They can escape you at any time. So, it’s 
the marketer’s job to be the voice of the 
customer inside our organizations... [We 
need to] help explain to our salespeople 
and to our leadership that just because 
we’ve said that this account is someone 
we want to sell to, it does not mean 
that they want to buy from us. That’s 
really where intent data can help drive 
the focus back on the buyer and on the 
customer where you can say, ‘While 
you might prioritize this account, what 
the data is telling us is that we should 
actually be focused on these.’”



99

Intent Data Can Help Improve 
Understanding of Real Buyer Needs

It’s apparent that poor-quality data, absent 
data or a lack of efficient processes to action 
data keep organizations from identifying and 
converting sales-ready contacts or accounts. 
Another data-related problem may be that the 
data available is being misinterpreted. 

David says the B2B industry itself is to blame for 
data misinterpretation. In his view, marketers 
prefer to chase benchmarks rather than 
understanding how audiences and buyers 
interact with a brand. Once marketers stop 
holding themselves hostage to benchmarks, 
they can interpret intent better and  
gain a better view of the customer.

“
You need to understand what’s You need 
to understand what’s being offered 
to you as a marketer and how you can 
rate and/ or score those specific intent 
elements differently because they’re not 
all the same. Beyond that, ascertaining 
first-party intent really comes back to 
understanding the true moment and the 
psyche of that buyer at that specific 
moment. What was their pain point? What 
is the urgency? And, preferably, what is 
the timeline to address that there are 
artful ways that you can ascertain a lot 
around what people are thinking, without 
them actually ever thinking that they’re 
being prospected? By doing that, you can 
ascertain a ton.”
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What are marketers getting right when it comes to intent data?

According to research from SharpSpring, one of the biggest areas of improvement for martech is the ability to integrate 
tools. As proof of what integrated martech can achieve, 65% of poll respondents say integrations have helped them to 
realize value out of the data they collect.

What has worked well for your organization in making the most out of data?

Integrating tech
systems effectively 65%

Cleaning / 
standardizing data 59%

Having dedicated
operations staff 35%

Sharing engagement /
intent data with sales 29%

Reducing the volume of 
data collected / presented 12%

Other 6%

Having a 
streamlined process 35%

An additional 59% of respondents say that cleaning and standardizing data helps drive value as well. 

However, only 35% of respondents say that dedicated operations staff has led to data success. Similarly, just 29% of 
respondents say sharing engagement and intent data with sales helps and only 12% report that reducing the volume of 
data collected is beneficial. 

Success Happens When 
Everyone Is on the Same Page

https://sharpspring.com/resources/state-of-martech/
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Having a process is key

Only 35% of poll respondents say a streamlined 
process helps their organization to get the most out 
of data. Nevertheless, when Matt was asked what 
steps marketers should take to help sales turn MQLs 
or use data and turn it into meetings and revenue, he 
pointed to having a process. 

“
[Alignment is all about] understanding 
at a high level, using your own data, 
drinking your own kool-aid of ‘This is 
how we’re going to action these levels 
of contacts.’ And, once you have that 
agreement, it’s working closely with 
ops to build out processes for your 
team. That way everyone is on the same 
page, you know that your processes are 
in place and that sales knows when it’s 
their responsibility to take it over.”

As a result, neither sales nor marketing feels  
that they are doing more of the work than they 
should. Furthermore, efforts are all aimed in the  
same direction.

“
That way, no one’s left holding the bag. 
Everybody has their job; everybody’s 
working towards helping people with 
our respective products.”

Not All Accounts Are Created Equal

Expanding on Matt’s point, Tessa gives a real-world 
example of the processes at ON24 in planning. She 
sees two different buying behaviors: those in a silo 
with individual decision-makers and the segment 
with a buying committee that needs consensus.

“
Because of those two buying behaviors, 
it has actually bubbled up to us having 
different intent signals all the way at the 
top of the funnel, differentiating those for 
each segment, and using that to dictate the 
play that happens after. That underscores 
that intent is only as good as what you 
plan to do with it. And, what you plan to 
do with it is only as good as the goal that 
you ultimately have, and rationalizing 
that against real buying behavior. I think 
sometimes we look at third-party intent as 
this magical supplier, but it’s an input into 
a process that you have to work out before 
intent ever enters the equation.

First-Party Data Gives You the “Who”

So, what about first-party data? David believes that after 
decades of misuse of third-party data across both B2B 
and B2C and that the focus on data privacy and privileged 
permissions have helped marketers to come to an 
epiphany about the value of first-party data.

“
The investment into first-party data is 
about viability in the future, quite honestly. 
You remove the business fundamental 
perspective, and then it’s obvious, right? 
Well, if I’ve got first-party accessibility, 
that means I do know the ‘who.’ I know 
that person’s specific role, not just that 
they were within a specific company and 
had a specific topic of interest. So, it 
allows much more actionable points of 
engagement, versus being stuck in this 
loop of targeting personas without ever 
actually getting to the person, hoping that 
someday you’ll figure out who that person 
might be. First-party data really allows you 
to address that chasm between those two 
fundamental ideas.
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Understand your buying journey

Tessa’s top takeaway is to make sure you are doing things in the correct order. She advises that marketers 
plan first and understand their buying journey so that they can then understand which stage of the journey 
the buyer is at and then find the source of data that matches up with that stage.

“You may discover that for a certain segment of your buyers third-party intent is maybe all 
you need. For others, maybe it’s not useful at all. So, I think that it is critical to have [clarity 
on] the journey, and then input intent and any data source accordingly, versus the other way 
around.”

Be honest with yourself

Expanding on Tessa’s point, Matt warns that marketers need to be honest with themselves and consider 
whether their organization is ready to delve into first-party intent data. It’s possible that their organization 
is not mature enough or lacks the technology needed to use data effectively.

“I think it’s really just being honest with yourself, and making sure that everyone that 
should be involved is involved in asking, ‘Do we have what we need in place to be 
actionable with this data?’ Because if you don’t, it’s just data going into the void.”

Be realistic about tech and tools

Creating consensus with the other, David adds one last takeaway that builds on the others. And, that is to 
be realistic about the technology and tools you have and what they can do and what skills are needed to 
use them to their fullest potential. 

“In reality, it’s all the work that you have to do, and the technology itself doesn’t do too 
much. So, just be realistic about what those tools really do, and the amount of investment 
in the process that it takes to become successful by using them.”

Final Takeaways
Here are our experts’ top tips to take away regarding using intent data. 


