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A note before you read this

Most ICP frameworks tell you how to define your buyer. This one tells you why 
your current definition is wrong, and what is happening in the buyer landscape 

that your data has not caught up to.

If your ICP has not been rebuilt in the last six months, the chapters
that follow may be uncomfortable. That is intentional.
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Your ICP Is Already Out of Date
CHAPTER 1

For years, B2B targeting was built on four dimensions. Industry. Company size. Geography. Job title. Define 

those four, and you had your ideal customer profile. Build campaigns against it, hand the qualified leads to sales, 

and watch the pipeline fill.

That logic has now broken down.

In 2026, the ICP that describes who fits is no longer the ICP that predicts who buys. B2B buying has changed 

faster than B2B targeting. Buying committees have grown. Job titles have proliferated. Buyer behaviour has 

fragmented across digital channels and AI-mediated discovery. The four traditional dimensions that used to 

predict pipeline now describe a buyer who, in many cases, no longer exists.

ICP precision is no longer about who fits the description. It is about who is showing the behaviour.

When a buying decision involves eleven people, an ICP that targets one of them misses the other ten. When 

most of the buying journey happens before sales is contacted, an ICP that activates only when sales engages is 

activating too late. When the committee changes every six months, an ICP refreshed once a year is targeting 

different people from the ones now in the deal.

The result is not just lower campaign performance. It is the slow erosion of trust between marketing and the rest 

of the business. Marketing reports pipeline against the ICP. Sales says the leads do not match what they are 

seeing. Both are right. The ICP describes a buyer the data captures. The buyer does not exist.

Database size used to be the metric. ICP precision used to be the metric. Signal velocity is the metric now.

The numbers that should concern you

11+
 stakeholders in the average B2B 

buying committee in 2024 
(Gartner).

70%+
of the buying journey now happens 

before any salesperson is contacted
(Forrester).

6 months
how often buying committee 

composition meaningfully 
changes in active deals.



The Four Ways Static Personas Fail in 2026
CHAPTER 2

Most marketing leaders sense their ICP is no longer working as well as it used to. What they often cannot 
name is exactly how it is failing. The failure modes below are the four most common, and they are usually all 
happening simultaneously.

Failure 01 — The Title Trap

The same role goes by different titles across companies. A persona that targets 
Director of Demand Generation misses Heads of Growth, VPs of Pipeline, Senior 
Demand Marketing Managers, and the increasing population of fractional and interim 
leaders performing the same function under different titles. Title-based targeting now 
catches roughly half the people who actually do the job. The other half sit outside the 
ICP not because they are not buyers, but because their employer chose a different 
word for the role.

Failure 02 — The Committee Blindspot

B2B buying decisions are made by committees, not individuals. ICPs built around the 
primary buyer miss the influencers, the gatekeepers, the blockers, and the signers who 
collectively decide. A persona that targets one job title in a deal that involves eleven 
people targets, at best, nine percent of the buying committee. The other ninety-one 
percent are reachable, relevant, and entirely invisible to the ICP.

Failure 03 — The Static Snapshot

ICPs are typically defined annually and updated rarely. But buying committees evolve 
continuously. Leaders join. Leaders leave. Functions restructure. Decisions get 
re-scoped. A persona defined at the start of a nine-month sales cycle is targeting a 
different set of people than the deal actually requires by month six. The ICP is not wrong 
because it was built badly. It is wrong because the world it describes has moved on 
while the ICP stood still.

Failure 04 — The Fit-Without-Intent Problem

A buyer who fits the ICP perfectly but is not in market right now is not, in any meaningful 
sense, a buyer. ICPs that describe fit without measuring intent flood pipelines with 
prospects who match every criterion and have no current intention of buying. They look 
like good leads on paper. They convert at a fraction of the rate the ICP implies they 
should, because the dimension that actually predicts conversion, in-market signal, is 
the one the ICP never captured.

All four failure modes have one thing in common. They describe who fits, not who is 
moving.



What Signal-Based ICPs Actually Look Like
CHAPTER 3

A working ICP in 2026 does not describe a buyer. It queries for one. The shift is from a description of who fits a 
profile to a query that returns the people who fit, in the right function, showing the right signal, right now.

That query has three layers. Each layer narrows the field. Each layer moves at a different tempo. And each layer 
answers a different question that the old ICP either ignored or answered too slowly to matter.

The Three Layers of a Working ICP

Fit
who matches the

firmographic profile.

Function
who does the work and who 

else is in the committee.

Signal
who is showing the behaviour 
that predicts buying right now.

Layer 1 — Fit

The traditional layer. Industry, company size, geography, technographic stack, regulatory environment. This layer 
describes the structural properties of the company. It is necessary, because companies outside the fit profile are 
unlikely buyers. It is not sufficient, because most companies inside the fit profile are not buyers either, at any given 
moment.

Fit moves slowly. A company’s industry, headcount band, and tech stack change incrementally. The fit layer of an 
ICP can be defined annually because the underlying reality changes annually.

Layer 2 — Function

Who does this work, regardless of title? Who else is in the buying committee for the kind of decision your product 
enables? Which functions need to align before the deal can close?

This layer maps the human structure of the buying decision rather than the firmographic structure of the 
company. It is built from won-deal history, not from a job-title list. It expects the committee to include people 
whose titles do not appear in any traditional persona, and it accounts for them.

Layer 3 — Signal

What is this account doing right now that suggests they are in market? Hiring patterns. Leadership changes. 
Product launches. Restructures. Funding rounds. Geographic expansion. Public initiative announcements. 
Technology evaluations. Content engagement at the account level.

Signals are temporal. They expire. A signal that was current last quarter is not current this quarter. A signal-based 
ICP refreshes continuously rather than annually, because the signal layer is always moving and the ICP is only 
useful when it reflects the present, not the past.

A working ICP in 2026 is not a description. It is a query. Every layer asks a different question. Every layer expires at 
a different speed.



The Three Signals That Predict Pipeline
CHAPTER 4

The Signal layer is where the new ICP creates competitive advantage. But signals are useless without specificity. 
Intent data as a category includes signals that predict buying and signals that do not. Below are three signals 
that have proven, across industries and across deal sizes, to consistently precede B2B purchases.

None of them is predictive in isolation. A hiring spike alone is noise. A new CMO alone is noise. A funding round 
alone is noise. Two or three of them appearing at the same account in the same quarter is something else 
entirely. That is a buying signal. Signal-based ICPs work because they correlate signals, not because they chase 
any one of them.

Signal 1 — Hiring Velocity

Companies that are hiring in the function your product serves are companies preparing to spend in that
function. A company that posted three demand generation roles last quarter is, with very high probability, 
evaluating demand generation tooling next quarter. A company hiring a Head of AI is a company preparing 
to invest in AI infrastructure.

Hiring data is one of the highest-quality leading indicators available in B2B. It is publicly visible. It is 
timestamped. It refreshes continuously. And it predicts intent earlier than almost any other signal because 
companies hire before they buy, not after.

Signal 2 — Leadership Movement

New leaders bring new budgets, new priorities, and a window of roughly ninety days during which they 
actively evaluate new vendors before existing relationships harden. A new CMO appointed at a target 
account is one of the highest-conversion signals available in B2B marketing. A new CTO, CDO, or Head of 
Engineering at a target account is the same signal for technology buyers.

Leadership changes are public, traceable, and routinely missed by marketing teams not actively watching for 
them. The team that flags a new buyer-side leader within thirty days is the team that gets the first meeting 
before the incumbent vendor closes ranks.

Signal 3 — Public Initiative Announcements

Funding rounds, product launches, geographic expansions, restructures, acquisitions, and IPOs all generate 
budget and attention. Companies announcing initiatives in your category are companies investing in your 
category. The announcement is not the buying decision. It is the signal that the buying decision is coming.

Initiative announcements are the slowest of the three signals to act on, because the procurement cycle that 
follows them takes weeks or months. But they are also the most predictable. A company that announces a 
major data programme this quarter is a company you should be in front of next quarter.

Two or three signals at one account is not noise. It is intent. A hiring spike, a new leader, and an initiative 
announcement at the same account in the same quarter is the strongest buying signal available in 2026. 
Most marketing teams are not watching for the combination. The teams that are, win the deal.



How to Rebuild Your ICP From Zero
CHAPTER 5

Rebuilding an ICP is not a redefinition exercise. It is a forensic exercise. The aim is not to refine the description you 
have. It is to discover the ICP your won deals already prove, which in most organisations is meaningfully different 
from the ICP currently on the wall.

The five steps below are how marketing teams move from the old ICP to the new one without disrupting the 
campaigns currently in market.

Step 01 — Audit your existing ICP against won deals

Take your last twenty closed-won deals. Compare each one to your stated ICP. Which dimensions of the ICP 

did the buyer match? Which didn’t? Most ICPs fail this audit immediately because the buyers who actually 

bought match the description on industry and company size and miss it on title, function, and signal. The 

audit is uncomfortable. It is also the foundation of everything that follows.

Step 02—  Map the buying committee, not the buyer

For each won deal, document every person involved in the decision. Their function. Their level of influence. 

What they cared about. When they entered the deal. Build the average buying committee from real won-deal 

data, not from assumed personas. The committee that emerges from this exercise will look meaningfully 

different from the single primary buyer your current ICP describes.

Step 03 — Identify the signals that preceded buying

For each won deal, look back six to twelve months before the deal opened. What signals were visible at the 

account during that window? Hiring? Leadership change? Product launch? Funding? Restructure? Build a 

signal pattern from won-deal history. The patterns that emerge are the signals your future ICP should be 

querying for.

Step 04 — Define the new ICP as a query, not a description

Instead of Director of Demand Generation at companies between two hundred and two thousand 

employees in technology, the new ICP reads like a search: Companies in technology with two hundred to two 

thousand employees, hiring in demand generation in the last ninety days, with a CMO appointed in the last 

twelve months. The shift in language is the shift in approach. Description is static. Query is live.

Step 05 — Refresh continuously, not annually

A signal-based ICP must be re-queried regularly because signals expire. The cadence depends on the 

buying cycle but is typically weekly to monthly, never quarterly and never annually. The marketing operation 

that supports this cadence is different from the operation that supported annual ICP definition, and the data 

infrastructure underneath has to support it. Lists built from a static database cannot support a dynamic query. 

Lists built live, against a current signal-based brief, can.

The ICP your won deals prove is the ICP you should be working from. Not the one you wrote down.



Is Your ICP Ready? A Self-Assessment
CHAPTER 6

Answer honestly. The purpose is not to score well, it is to identify where the gaps are costing you.

Three or more uncertain answers means your ICP is describing buyers who don’t exist.
The pipeline you are losing is not lost to competitors. It is lost to the gap between

who you are targeting and who is actually in market.

When was your ICP last rebuilt against actual won deals (not just refreshed against 
assumptions)?
If the answer is more than twelve months ago, or I don’t know, the ICP is describing buyers from 
an earlier era of your business.

Does your ICP describe a buying committee or a single buyer?
If it describes a single buyer in a category where committees decide, you are activating 
against nine percent of the people who matter.

Can your team name the three highest-converting signals at your won-deal accounts?
If the answer is no, your won-deal signals are not informing your in-market targeting.
They should be.

What proportion of your last quarter’s pipeline matched your ICP perfectly
and never converted?
If the answer is meaningful, the ICP is selecting for fit without selecting for intent. That is the 
most expensive failure mode of all.

How often is your ICP refreshed against current account signals — annually, 
quarterly, monthly, or continuously?
Anything slower than monthly is slower than the buyer landscape moves. Anything
annual is targeting last year’s market.

Does your ICP include intent and signal data, or only firmographic and 
demographic data?
Firmographic-only ICPs are 2018 ICPs. Signal-augmented ICPs are 2026 ICPs.

When a new CMO joins a target account, does your data flag it within thirty days?
If not, you are missing the highest-value signal in B2B, the ninety-day window when a
new leader is most open to new vendors.

Can you trace which signals preceded your last five closed-won deals?
If you cannot, the data foundation for a signal-based ICP does not yet exist.
That is the first thing to build.



How Merit Builds Buyer-Aligned Lists
CHAPTER 7

A signal-based ICP cannot be served by a static database. The signals that drive it expire too quickly. A list 
compiled three months ago against a static persona cannot reflect a leadership change that happened last week 
or a hiring spike that started this month.

Merit’s approach starts from a different premise. We build every list live, against your current ICP brief, drawing from 
sources that capture the signals static databases cannot, leadership announcements, hiring patterns, news, 
professional networks, and proprietary sources simultaneously.

Our database size is zero. Every list we deliver is built fresh, against your current signal-based ICP. Not repurposed 
from a list built for someone else two years ago.

How it works for a signal-based brief

Step 01 —   You brief us, fit, function, and signal

Tell us your fit profile (industry, size, geography, technographic). Tell us the buying committee functions, not just 
the primary title. Tell us the signals that matter, the hiring patterns, leadership changes, or initiative 
announcements that indicate intent. If you have not defined the signal layer yet, we help you shape it from your 
won-deal history.

Step 02 —   We research live, across all three layers

Our researchers and AI infrastructure work in parallel against your brief. Fit is verified at the company level. 
Function is mapped against the buying committee. Signal is queried against live sources, hiring boards, news, 
executive movement, public announcements. No pre-existing list is pulled.

Step 03 —   AI plus human verification

AI processes and classifies at speed. Trained human researchers review records where title, role, function, or 
signal relevance requires human judgement. The AI catches the volume. The humans catch the meaning. Most 
providers skip step three. It is the step that makes the biggest difference.

Step 04 —   5 Stage Bounce Check

Every email that reaches you has been through Merit’s proprietary 5 stage email check for comprehensive 
bounce protection. Deliverability is not an afterthought. It is built into the delivery.

Step 05 —   Clean, format, and deliver

Names, company fields, function tags, and signal flags are all cleaned and standardised. You receive a list that is 
CRM-ready, campaign-ready, and aligned to the signals that informed the brief in the first place.

If your ICP is built on signals that change every month, your list cannot come from a database that was built two 
years ago.



Ready to talk?

If anything in this guide has raised questions about how your current ICP is performing, 
that is a good sign. The gap between the ICP you have now and the ICP your won deals 

already prove is almost always smaller and faster to close than marketing teams expect.

Talk to the Merit team about your next campaign. We will help you shape the brief and 
make sure you get exactly the contacts the new ICP requires.

About Merit

Merit Data & Technology, part of Merit Group Limited, is a trusted partner in AI-driven data and 
digital transformation. With over two decades of experience, we deliver scalable, secure and 

AI-ready automation and data solutions tailored to business needs. 

www.meritdata-tech.com

If

https://www.meritdata-tech.com/
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