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CREATING A SERVICE LEVEL AGREEMENT 
WITH YOUR SALES TEAM 

Feel like your sales team is playing against you? You’re not 
alone. According to the 2017 State of Inbound report by Hubspot, 
fewer than half of all marketers would describe their respective 
companies' Sales and Marketing teams as "generally aligned." 

Marketers are tired of their lead opportunities being wasted by 
sales. Why should we spend all this time and money just to 
generate leads that aren’t effectively being nurtured through the 
buyer’s journey? 

But it’s not just the marketers that are frustrated.  Sales 
representatives consistently complain that the leads marketers 
generate aren’t qualified enough.   

Can’t we find a way to get along and help each other reach our 
goals? 

We’re extremely lucky here at Incept to not only have a strong 
sales and marketing relationship, but also a bunch of experience 
coaching other organizations to create a more cohesive approach 
for their sales and marketing departments.  

Before we take a look at HOW to create a better relationship, it’s 
important to understand WHAT the current state of sales follow-
ups looks like. 

  

http://www.stateofinbound.com/?utm_campaign=GLOBAL%20%7C%20SOI%202017&utm_source=blog-create-sla
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CURRENT STATE OF LINBOUND LEAD 
FOLLOW-UP 

The Harvard Business Review found that 26.1% of leads are 
followed-up with within 5 minutes, while the average response 
time for all leads is 42 hours. It's no secret that 35-50% of sales 
go to the vendor that responds first, so if buyers are contacting 
you when they are ready to talk, why aren't we making every 
effort to speak with them immediately?   
 
Just look at the proof below. Dr. James Oldroyd published 
the Lead Response Management Study, which found that the 
odds of making a successful contact with a lead are 100 times 
greater when a contact attempt occurs within 5 minutes, 
compared to 30 minutes after the lead was submitted. 

 

What's even worse than a delayed response? The average 
number of times a lead is followed up with is 1.3 times.  Not only 
are we not prioritizing these conversations, but we're giving up 
after just one call. 

  

https://hbr.org/2011/03/the-short-life-of-online-sales-leads
https://hbr.org/2011/03/the-short-life-of-online-sales-leads
https://hbr.org/2011/03/the-short-life-of-online-sales-leads
http://www.leadresponsemanagement.org/lrm_study
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kenkrogue/2012/07/12/the-black-hole-that-executives-dont-know-about/#5fe4945438e3
http://www.leadresponsemanagement.org/lrm_study
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THE IDEAL STATE OF INBOUND LEAD 
RESPONSE 

The ideal inbound lead follow-up strategy combines both an 
urgency in response as well as a committed sales cadence if the 
prospect does not immediately answer. 
 
The most successful cadence we've seen is from Hubspot: 
 

DAY 1 

• Immediate action - call lead within 5 minutes of form 
submission 

• If this results in no contact, follow-up with a phone 
call, voicemail, email, and LinkedIn request 

• If there is no response in 3 hours, call 1-2 additional 
times without leaving a voicemail 

 
 

DAY 2 

• Call in the morning of day two. If there is no answer, 
leave a voicemail and send an email. 

• If you have not heard from the lead, call around lunch 
time and again in the afternoon. 

 
 

DAY 3 

• Repeat day two's activities. Make sure you are 
recording all activity in a CRM. 

• After day 3, place 1-2 calls and send 1-2 emails per 
week. 
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BUT DOESN'T THIS RESPONSE TIME AND 
CADENCE FEEL CREEPY TO THE LEAD? 

There was a time when I thought this might be true. What would a 
lead think if they got a phone call immediately after submitting a 
form? It would look like we have nothing to do but sit by the phone 
and answer it! 
 
But isn't that the kind of service we're all looking for?  
 
If I've submitted a form on a webpage, it means I'm interested in 
more information. I'm also a millennial and instant gratification is 
becoming an expectation to my generation. I don't think anything 
would thrill me more than an immediate answer to a question I've 
asked. 
 

 
  



 

4150 Belden Village St, Suite 205, Canton, OH 44718 
www.InceptGrows.com 

6 

SO HOW DO I GET MY SALES TEAM TO 
ADEQUATELY WORK MY LEADS? 

We recommend that you create a service level agreement 
between sales and marketing teams that details both marketing 
goals (like number of leads or pipeline revenue) and the sales 
activities that will follow and support them (like following up on 
leads qualified by marketing). Both teams use this document as a 
commitment to support each other, based on concrete, numerical 
goals. 
 
 

THE SERVICE LEVEL 
AGREEMENT 

A service level agreement is 
a contract between two 
parties that defines the 
expected level of service. It 
holds each team accountable 
to specific, agreed-upon 
expectations that align to the 
same goal. 
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6 STEPS TO CREATING AN EFFECTIVE 
SERVICE LEVEL AGREEMENT FOR YOUR 
SALES & MARKETING TEAMS 

1. Cleary define the lead lifecycle stages of your organization’s 
marketing funnel. 

2. Cleary define the expectations (service level) of next steps 
for each lifecycle stage 

3. Clearly define the outcome goals that each department is 
responsible for.  

4. Document these expectations and outcome goals, then sign 
on the dotted line.  

5. Automate every action you possibly can.  
6. Meet regularly to discuss SLA effectiveness and adjust 

accordingly. 
 

1) Cleary define the stages of your organization’s 
marketing funnel. 
This step could result in many different outcomes since every 
organization will use a slightly different marketing funnel. 
 
At Incept, we use the following three basic stages to define our 
marketing funnel: 
 

Subscriber = Subscribers are contacts who know about you 
and have opted in to hear from you periodically.   
 
For us, this means they’ve requested to be a part of our 
email list to receive a newsletter and/or new blog content. 
 
Marketing Qualified Lead = Marketing Qualified Leads 
(MQLs) are those people who have raised their hands, 
metaphorically speaking, and identified themselves as more 
deeply engaged.  
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For us, this means they’ve downloaded a piece of marketing 
content, typically within the awareness or consideration 
phase of The Buyer’s Journey.  
 
Sales Qualified Lead = Sales Qualified Leads (SQLs) are 
those people that have made some type of request for 
additional information about our organization.  
 
For us, this means they’ve filled out a form requesting more 
information about Incept, or may be someone downloading a 
piece of marketing content within the decision stage of The 
Buyer’s Journey.  

 
2) Cleary define the expectations (service level) of 
next steps for each lifecycle stage. 
For any sales and marketing relationship to be successful, 
expectations around next steps from both teams must be made 
very clear.  
 
At Incept, we’ve defined our sales and marketing next step 
expectations in a simple matrix: 

 

 Marketing Sales 

Subscribers The marketing team is 
responsible for 
nurturing subscribers 
into MQLs through 
email newsletters. 

The sales team is not 
responsible for 
following up and 
nurturing new 
subscribers.  

MQLs The marketing team is 
responsible for 
delivering the 
requested content to 
MQLs and nurturing 

The sales team is not 
responsible for 
following up and 
nurturing new MQLs. 

https://blog.hubspot.com/sales/what-is-the-buyers-journey
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them into SQLs via 
additional content and 
offers.  

SQLs The marketing team is 
responsible for 
delivering the 
requested content to 
SQLs and assigning 
the sales team lead 
follow-up action items. 

The sales team is 
responsible for 
following up with SQLs 
within the agreed upon 
service level (80% of 
leads within 5 minutes) 
and nurturing them 
into sales via the 
agreed upon sales 
cadence. 

 
3) Clearly define the outcome goals that each 
department is responsible for.  
This step could result in many different outcomes since every 
organization will set different goals for their sales and marketing 
teams, but it’s important that both departments understand 
precisely what the other is responsible for.  
 
For example, one of the most obvious goals for the marketing 
team is likely around number of qualified leads generated. The 
sales team depends on the accuracy of this number in order to 
project whether or not they will hit their goals and what extra lead 
generation work they will need to do, if any. 
 
One of the most obvious goals for the sales team is likely around 
revenue generation.  The marketing team depends on the 
accuracy of this number to in order to plan budget and conversion 
goals.  
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To reiterate, for each team to meet or exceed their goals, it’s 
imperative that both departments understand precisely what the 
other is responsible for and how they impact if that goal is met. 

 
4) Document these expectations and outcome goals, 
then sign on the dotted line.  
It’s important that this agreement is formalized through 
documentation so that both teams can be held accountable. 
 
We’ve provided a template of a sales and marketing Service 
Level Agreement at the end of this guide for you to edit and use 
with your teams. 

 
5) Automate every action you possibly can.  
This one is a biggie.  If you cannot automate action items for your 
sales team to follow-up on, significant efficiency is lost and the 
effectiveness of the agreement will not be captured in a way that it 
otherwise could be.  
 
If it wasn’t for a marketing automation tool, our team would likely 
not work together as effectively as we do. We try to automate as 
many things as we can, from content delivery, action item 
assignments, lead notification, and more.  

 
6) Meet regularly to discuss SLA effectiveness and 
adjust accordingly. 
It’s important that the sales and marketing teams meet regularly 
regardless of having a service level agreement in place - it’s an 
imperative step to make any organization stronger. 
 
If your teams take the extra step to formalize a service level 
agreement, make the time to meet and discuss each team’s 
contribution so that you can iterate and continue to improve.  Your 
first shot at creating a service level agreement likely won’t be 
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perfect, but the effort that goes into improving it will have a lasting 
impact on not only ensuring you hit your goals, but the business’ 
goals as well.  
 
Our sales and marketing teams meet once per week to discuss 
funnel activity and recalibrate our agreement which has led to 
significant improvements for both departments. 

 
SERVICE LEVEL AGREEMENT TEMPLATE 

Here’s a service level agreement template to get you started: 
 

This Service-Level Agreement, effective as of [DATE], is made by and 
between the sales and marketing teams at [COMPANY]. 
 
Of the terms and conditions and the Service Levels, the Parties hereby 
agree as follows: 
 
Objectives 
The objectives of the Service Level Agreement is to: 

a) Ensure that the Services are of a consistently high quality and meet 
the requirements of both sales and marketing teams; 

b) Provide a mechanism whereby either team can attain meaningful 
recognition of sale’s or marketing’s failure to deliver the level of 
service for which it has agreed to deliver; and 

c) Incentivize each team to comply with and to expeditiously remedy 
any failure to comply with the Service Levels. 

 
Service Level Responsibilities 
Marketing: 

• Deliver requested content to leads within X minutes 

• Follow the agreed upon marketing nurturing cadence for all MQLs 

• Automate all notifications for sales team action items 

• [INSERT ANY AGREED UPON EXPECTATIONS] 
 
Sales: 

• Follow-up with X% of all inbound leads within X minutes of receiving 
the automated notification  
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• Follow the agreed upon sales cadence when reaching out to inbound 
leads 

• [INSERT ANY AGREED UPON EXPECTATIONS] 
 
Outcome Goals 
Marketing: 

• Generate X number of leads per month 

• Nurture X% of leads into sales qualified leads per month 

• [INSERT ALL DEPARTMENT GOALS] 
 
Sales: 

• Send X proposals to SQLs per month  

• Close $XX,XXX dollars in revenue per month 

• [INSERT ALL DEPARTMENT GOALS] 
 
Performance Monitoring 
The sales and marketing teams will meet X times per X in order to discuss 
performance level of each team in accordance with this service level 
agreement. Each team has the ability to suggest adjustments for 
improvement and iterate the Contract in order to make it more effective. 
 
In Witness Whereof, by execution by the parties below, this Service Level 
Agreement will form a Contract. 
 
MARKETING TEAM LEAD  
 
_________________________________ ______________ 
Name, Title                                       Date 
 
SALES TEAM LEAD 
 
_________________________________ ______________ 
Name, Title                                      Date 
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WHAT’S THE IMPACT? 

According to HubSpot, companies with formal service level 
agreements between their sales and marketing teams are: 

• 34% more likely to experience greater year-over-year ROI 
• 21% more likely to get greater budget allocations 
• 31% more likely to be hiring additional salespeople to meet 

demand 
• 4X as likely to say their marketing is effective 

 
What best practices have you observed in creating a service level 
agreement within your organization? 


