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In sales and marketing, there’s a truism you can’t 
escape: speed is everything. The fate of your business 
depends on how quickly you can turn promising leads 
on your website into paying customers. The faster you 
make the sale, the faster your business grows. 

Yet despite this, many companies put up barriers on the path to purchase. Lengthy contact 
forms on your website are a guaranteed way to turn hot leads into frigid ones. Even if leads are 
interested enough to reach out, they’ll wait nearly two days, on average, to hear from you – 
more than enough time for your competitors to swoop in.

The fact of the matter is selling this way no longer cuts it. People now expect a real-time 
buying experience and the most effective way to give it to them is through live chat, whether 
that’s through 1:1 conversations with a sales rep or automated in a chatbot conversation. Just 
as you expect to be looked after immediately if you’re shopping in the real world, your leads 
expect proactive and timely treatment on your website. 

This guide walks you through the fundamentals of acquiring, qualifying and converting leads 
through live chat. Its actionable advice is designed to help you grow your business faster, all 
while providing a seamless, real-time buying experience.

https://hbr.org/2011/03/the-short-life-of-online-sales-leads
https://www.intercom.com/live-chat


9x 9x

Decrease after 
first 5 minutes-10x -10x

Responding within 
5 minutes generates
9x more meaningful 
conversations

Time kills deals. According to research from InsideSales.com and HBR, you’re 
9x more likely to have a meaningful conversation with a key decision maker
if you respond within five minutes.

Why every minute matters
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One of the most common concerns we hear from marketers and salespeople when it comes 
to adopting real-time selling through live chat is this:

How the heck do you filter out all the random visitors who are never going to become customers?

The traditional approach has been to get your visitors to fill out a lengthy form and get a 
sales rep to follow up days, or even weeks, later. But there’s a better way to acquire all those 
important details on your website entirely through messaging.

Of course, there will always be times when a 
visitor reaches out and you’re not there to 
respond. In those cases, if you have a 
messenger like Intercom, the Operator bot will 
automatically ask the visitor for their contact 
details so you can follow up. 

The three steps to real-time sales
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Acquire

On average, we found that website 

visitors who chat are 82% more likely 

to convert to customer and pay 13% 

more than those who don’t. 

Examply
Typically replies in a few h...

Write a reply…

Get notified

Email SMS

Search our Help Center 

Hi, I have a question about 
your product - can you help?

Just now. Not seen yet

Examply typically replies in a few 
hours.

Give them a way to reach you:

Live chat allows sales reps to engage leads at 
the exact moment when they’re most engaged 
– on your website. And with live chat, you’re 
able to qualify a lead and gather their data at 
the same time. No forms, no call backs, just 
qualified sales conversations in real-time.
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The key to real-time sales is being proactive. The conversations on your website should 
never be one-way traffic.

You should proactively reach out to visitors on your website based on who they are and what 
they do using auto-messages. 

So, where on your website do you acquire your visitors’ details? This won’t always be 
your homepage.

In fact, visitors are 45% more likely to convert 
on pages where the intent to buy is high, like 

your pricing page.

You’ll also need to make sure you target each message to send to the right prospects at the 
right time and understanding the behavior of visitors to your website will help inform that. 

For example, visitors who check out your pricing page numerous times could be considering 
making a purchase. Send them a message while they’re on your pricing page, offering to 
help answer their questions and capturing their details so your sales team can follow up. 

As well as your own website, you should seek to target traffic from third party sources, like 
partner referrals. For example, if you have a Product Hunt post about a free trial or offer, you 
would want to target traffic coming to your website via this link because you know these 
people are more likely to convert. 

https://www.intercom.com/help/capture-and-convert-leads/capture-high-value-prospects/automatically-message-visitors-on-your-website
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These are just examples, of course, so depending on your business, you can make your 
targeting as simplistic or specific as you need to. 

Now that you’ve acquired your visitors’ information, it’s time to make sure they’re a good fit 
for your business. 

There is more to qualification than deciding who is or isn’t a good fit for your company. 
Properly qualifying leads is the difference between landing lots of business deals and 
wasting your energy going after the wrong people. It’s a bit like dating – your aim is to find 
someone who is a good match for you, and discover whether you are a good match for them. 

Once you have your team in place, there are multiple ways you can go about qualifying your 
leads through live chat and they can all be equally as effective when done right. 

Qualify

Regardless of your preferred platform for qualification, all effective qualification processes 
should start with prioritization so you know who to devote your 1:1 time to. So, how do you 
prioritize? Kick things off by sitting down with your team and defining the characteristics of 
your ideal customer. Here are some questions to guide you: 

1. You can use a bot, like Intercom’s Operator, to ask questions on your behalf, based 

on the data that’s most important to your business and then create separate 

qualification paths for different leads.

2. You can manually qualify your leads on your website as they engage via live chat.

3. Or use both! Many of our leads are qualified using a mixture of both methods.

https://www.intercom.com/help/operator/task-bots/automatically-capture-and-qualify-leads
https://www.intercom.com/help/capture-and-convert-leads/qualify-and-assign-leads/create-separate-qualification-paths-for-different-leads
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What’s their goal for using your product? 
Beyond simply asking about their use case, it’s important to 
understand the whys.

What’s their level or title? 
For example, are they the CEO or an intern? 

What industry do they work in?
 Is it B2B, eCommerce, or B2C?

How many people does the company employ?
Less than 10? More than 100?

Where is the business located?
Are they local/international?

At what scale do they want to use your product?
For example, if they have a B2B messaging service, do they hope 
to send over 50 messages a month?

When do they want to implement your product?
What is their timeline?

When you have a high-level sense of the types of leads you want to talk to, your team can 
then select the most important qualification data you need from each prospect in order to 
filter the most promising leads. This data should also act as an additional guide for 
matching your leads with the right people on your sales team. 

At a bare minimum, we recommend collecting the following data: 

• Name
• Email 
• Phone
• Company name 
• Company industry
• Company size
• Company website
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If in doubt, leave it out
Asking your leads a large volume of unnecessary questions will 
turn them off. Only add data that’s absolutely required to help 
your team understand who each lead is and whether they’re a 
good fit for your business.

Be personal
Remember that leads are human and you should speak to them 
that way, no matter what platform you are using. Never write a 
response or ask a question in a way that you wouldn’t say out 
loud on the phone or in person. Have a conversation with the 
lead rather than asking a series of yes/no questions. 

Give context
When you are asking questions, be sure to provide context so the 
lead can understand why you are asking that. It will help avoid 
question fatigue and by sharing that context, you’ll provide a 
better experience and build trust early on in the relationship.

Know when to stop
With that said, you need to know when to stop asking questions 
too. Time is expensive for both you and your lead. For example, a 
live chat conversation should be very different from a phone call 
in terms of pace. Most of us look to live chat when we’re short on 
time. Providing your lead with friendly, human and personal 
responses while still gathering information will build rapport 
fast. Once they’re on the phone with a member of the sales 
team, they can dive deeper into use case, timeline, budget and 
more detailed context that will inevitably take a little longer.

Aim for a fast response time 
Our reporting tools have shown time and time again that a fast 
response time equals a higher likelihood of closing the deal and 
longer term success. This all starts with those responding to 
incoming chats. If you’re a smaller company, this can be a big 
competitive edge for you when you’re fighting for every lead.

That said, there will be times where this data is hard to gather so here are some of our tips 
to keep in mind when you’re in conversation with leads initially, whether that’s through live 
chat, lead form, email or anywhere else: 
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If you are using Intercom, you can also use Operator to automatically gather this information for 
you and route it to the right place. Operator can automatically identify and separate leads from 
customers, so new conversations will always go to the right team.

By asking visitors if they are customers or not, Operator qualifies all those who answer ‘no’ and 
can also tag or add them to Salesforce if you have these functions enabled. 

When our sales team at Intercom introduced Operator to their workflow, it dramatically changed 
the state of their inboxes – more than two-thirds of anonymous leads answered the question 
Operator asked and about half were existing customers. Needless to say, they weren’t looking to 
talk to the sales team, meaning a dramatic drop in the number of conversations the sales team 
were having to engage in and significant time savings for the whole team.

Once you’ve acquired your visitors and qualified your leads – manually or automatically – it’s 
time to convert them to customers. Depending on your company’s size, this might be continued 
by a salesperson or sometimes, like at Intercom, an account executive will take over at this point 
to act as a more consultative seller. 

In sales, speed is everything so it’s important that once you’ve acquired and qualified your 
leads that you keep up the momentum when it comes to converting them. Chat is a great 
way to scale sales conversations on your website and identify valuable leads, but once you 
know you’re chatting with a valuable lead, getting them on a discovery call or giving them a 
product demo is typically the next step towards converting them to a customer. This is the 
approach we have been taking here at Intercom since introducing live chat to our sales 
funnel. Using apps in the Messenger, Visitor->Chat->Demo can all be arranged automatically 
in a matter of minutes to dramatically speed up your sales cycle.

Book meetings with your best leads
Once you’ve identified a lead is a good fit, you should aim to book a meeting as soon as 
possible. This could be in person, on the phone or over video chat depending on your 
business and locations. 

Convert
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If you’d like, you can set up a 
meeting

Write a reply...

View more times

Tue, Dec 15 at 11:00am

Mon, Dec 14 at 11:00am

Mon, Dec 14 at 10:00am

Pacific time

Account Executive
Meet with Alex

Example App
Typically replies in 15 min
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If you’re using Intercom, you can use the Google 
Calendar Meetings app to let your visitors  
automatically book time with you right inside 
the Messenger. This way, you can avoid the 
annoying email back-and-forth, and let people 
choose from the times both of you are actually 
available.

If you’re ready to jump on a call right away with 
your lead, you can use the Google Meet app to  
instantly move from chat to a video call without 
leaving the Messenger or use the Aircall app to 
kick off a voice call if video isn’t needed. 

Move leads through your funnel 
with demos, content and video calls
To be successful in sales in 2018, you need to 
be where your prospects are and remove any 
friction with taking the next step – whether 
that’s a call, a demo or an order. That means 
live chat needs to allow people to buy things 
the way they want to buy them, and as a 
business, it’s your job to provide them with 

the actions that will help them get there.

Some leads may strike up a conversation and be forthcoming when it comes to qualification 
but still not be in a position of making the decision to buy. This is when it’s crucial that you 
can show them the value of your product. One of the most successful ways of demonstrating 
this is to book a demo with your lead. 

https://www.intercom.com/app-store/?app_package_code=google-calendar-meetings
https://www.intercom.com/app-store/?app_package_code=google-meet
https://www.intercom.com/app-store/?app_package_code=aircall-now
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If you’re ready to go right away or want to add to your demo, the Daily.co and Upscope apps let 
you screenshare from within the Messenger.

Of course, not everyone you get on a call with or do a demo for is going to be ready to purchase 
right away. Does that mean you ignore them? Hell no. 

The best sales teams take these cold leads and keep them warm with a series of messages 
tailored to their interests. If you use Mailchimp or Campaign Monitor, you can invite your website 
visitors to subscribe to your newsletter straight from Messenger home.

This gives you a new way to acquire your visitors’ details, grow your subscriber list and nurture 
more leads into customers.

Convert trials with payments in the Messenger
Not every business will be in a position to offer free trials but they are a great way to get 
prospective customers trying out your product – especially those who are in two minds about 
whether or not to purchase. 

The Beginner’s Guide to Real-time Sales

At Intercom, we use the Book a Demo app in our Messenger to let leads pick a time and date 
for a demo that suits them. This also means the sales team gets to spend valuable time 
working demos and less time playing phone or email tag to schedule them.

https://www.intercom.com/app-store/?app_package_code=get-a-demo
https://www.intercom.com/app-store/?app_package_code=daily-co
https://www.intercom.com/app-store/?app_package_code=upscope-shni
https://www.intercom.com/help/apps-in-intercom/messenger-apps/mailchimp-subscribe-capture-new-subscribers
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Business owners often worry that if free trials are an option, conversions will suffer and it’s a 
legitimate concern, but you have to consider the value of customers willing to pay for your 
product versus those who aren’t or maybe don’t need to. On average, some of the best SaaS 
businesses see a free-to-paid conversion rate of 25%, but in all probability, it’s less than 10% 
for the majority.

Part of that seemingly low number is because today’s B2B sales cycle is complex for the buyer 
and the seller. The more hoops you make your prospects jump through during the sales 
process, the greater the odds of losing them. It’s essential that any salesperson today makes 
the transition from free to paid as smooth as possible and introducing live chat is how we 
have simplified the funnel here at Intercom. With live chat, you’re connecting with prospects 
when they want to connect and move through to qualification and conversion instantly. 

VS Live chat sales funnel

Live Chat

Visitors, Prospects,
Leads, MQLs

SQLs

Opportunity

Customer

Traditional sales funnel

Visitor Prospects

Lead

MQLs

SQLs

Opportunity

Customer

So when it comes to converting trial users to paid customers, the smoothest transition is to use 
the Stripe Subscriptions app, which takes all of 30 seconds to complete the process. So if one of 
your hottest prospects is coming to the end of their free trial, your sales team can convert them 
into a paying customer with the click of one button in the Messenger.

If you give your prospects a smooth ride then they are more likely to go the distance. 

Here’s what Dave Carlson, CEO of Shopventory, had to say: “The Stripe Subscriptions app in 
Intercom’s Messenger is a huge win for our sales team. The app has reduced friction for our 
customers and helped our sales team dramatically increase conversions. Instead of sending our 
customers a list of instructions to upgrade in the product, we simply send the app right inside the 
Messenger and customers can confirm the upgrade right there and then.”
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How Tradeshift 
increased sales 
opportunities by 
32% with real-
time sales

By Adam Cleveland, VP of Global Demand Generation
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Tradeshift is the world’s largest business commerce 
platform that connects buyers and sellers. When I first 
joined Tradeshift, we were capturing visitors on our 
website the same way most B2B companies do – 
through contact forms. The only problem was, you can’t 
qualify leads using demographic data alone. That meant 
our sales reps were spending a lot of time following up 
with leads who didn’t have a great use case.  

At the time, it took our sales team an average of 21 days to qualify a lead and identify a sales 
opportunity. With our business and website traffic growing quickly, it became clear to me that 
we needed a better, and faster, way to convert leads.  

That’s when we decided to add Intercom’s live chat for sales product to our website. With live 
chat, our sales reps can qualify and convert leads in real-time, at the exact moment the lead 
is ready to connect. Today it takes our team just 3 days to surface sales opportunities – that’s 
one-seventh of the time it used to take! 

We have a visitor auto message on our homepage to welcome new visitors. It’s a really 
pleasant, helpful interaction that gets the conversation going. Even if we’re not around, 
visitors can still book demos through live chat with Intercom’s Get a Demo app. 

http://tradeshift.com/
https://www.intercom.com/live-chat
https://www.intercom.com/app-store/?app_package_code=get-a-demo
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We’re here to answer your questions 
about Tradeshift solutions! (Chats are 
logged, in case we miss you)

Hi there 
!

 

Get a demo

Get a look inside Tradeshift to discover 
everything it can do for you.

Request a demo

 

New conversation

15m ago
Hi there 

!
 How can we help you? In the…

Chris

Your conversations

Write a reply…

Hi there 
!

 How can we help 
you?

In the meantime, learn why 
Goldman Sachs and PSP 
Investments are putting their 
money on Tradeshift as the 
leader in the category of supply 
chain payments and 
marketplaces.

Chris
Typically replies in a few min…

Goldman Sachs invests in the 
future of supply chain payments 
and marketplaces

Overall we’ve seen more visitors request sales help, fewer leads drop off and a 32% increase 
in sales opportunities!

Apart from allowing us to move faster, live chat adds a human touch that’s been missing from 
the buying experience. Giving our visitors the option to talk to people, not fill out forms, has 
been the best way we’ve found to get customer relationships off to the right start.
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