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1.

TL;DR FOR SALES PLATFORM BUILDERS

Cold email reply rates have collapsed. 6.8% in 2023 to 3.43% in 2026
(Smartlead, Lemlist, Apollo published benchmarks). LinkedIn DM reply rates
trending the same direction.

Personalization at {first_name} is dead. Buyers see 30-80 cold messages a
week. The pattern is recognized in the first 8 words.

Al-written DMs are not the problem. Al-written DMs that ignore framework
are. A scored DM beats a "personalized" DM that violates 3 of 7 principles.

Nobody owns "DM quality scoring" as a category. Lavender owns email
coaching. Grammarly owns tone. No platform owns the question "is this DM
actually any good before | send 1,000 of them?"

The first sales platform to embed DM scoring as a pre-send check captures
the category.

Section 1. The numbers nobody wants to publish

Cold email reply rate decline (3-year window):



Year Average reply rate Source

2023 6.8% Smartlead public benchmark

2024 5.1% Smartlead / Apollo blended

2025 4.2% Lemlist State of Cold Outreach
2026 3.43% Smartlead Q12026 customer cohort

Why the drop is real, not a measurement artifact

Inbox-provider Al filtering has improved (Google's RETVec deployed 2024, Microsoft
Defender ML upgrades 2025)

Buyers receive 4.2x more cold outreach than 2023 (Common Room data)
Al-generated DMs now ~40% of outbound (Apollo internal estimate, Q4 2025)

"Personalization tokens" (the {first_name} + {company} pattern) are now an anti-signal;
buyers identify them as cold-template-with-merge

LinkedIn DM landscape (less benchmarked, more anecdotal but consistent)

Connection-acceptance rate: 26-38% (HeyReach data Q1 2026)
Of accepted connections that get a follow-up DM: ~12% reply rate
InMail open rate ~85%, response rate ~3-5%

The bottleneck isn't deliverability. It's that the message is bad.

Section 2. What kills a cold DM (the autopsy)

After scoring ~10,000 cold DMs through Closer Method's framework (B2B SaaS, agency
outbound, UGC pitches, retainer outreach), 7 failure modes appear in 80%+ of low-scoring

messages:

Failure 1: Opens with "I" not "you"

First 60 characters are about the sender (their company, their product, their compliment). The
buyer's brain pattern-matches to "sales script" within 1.5 seconds and the message is dead.

EXAMPLE — SCORES [ FAK )



"Hi Sarah, I'm the founder of Acme and we help B2B teams scale outbound. Saw you're at
[Company], would love to chat."

Why it dies: "I'm the founder" before any reference to Sarah's actual work.

Failure 2: Includes price in first message

Price-in-first-DM is the single highest-correlated kill factor in the dataset. Once a number is in
the message, the reply rate drops by ~60% (Closer Method internal scoring data, 2024-2026).

EXAMPLE — SCORES [P RK]0)

"Hey, we do UGC content for $850/video, want to work together?"

Why it dies: No permission earned. No context established. Just a price tag.

Failure 3: No yes-question, or too many questions

Either ends with no question at all (just "let me know!") or asks 3+ things (availability, scope,
budget, timeline). A single, low-friction yes-question is the only structure that converts.

Failure 4: Vague compliment ("love your content")

Pattern-recognized as cold-template. Specificity is the only signal of real attention. "Love your
content" reads as "l read nothing of yours."

Failure 5: Length beyond ~75 words

LinkedIn DM read rate falls off a cliff past 75 words on mobile. Most outbound platforms still
default to 200+ word templates.

Failure 6: "Just checking in" or "circling back"

The highest reply-rate-destroying phrase in the entire dataset. Buyers report active negative
emotion at these phrases. Replacement: re-anchor with new value.

Failure 7: No easy out

Closing with "let me know!" or "what do you think?" puts the burden on the buyer to refuse.
Closing with "totally fine if not the right fit" gives them permission, paradoxically raising reply
rate.



Section 3. The 7 principles (the framework)

The closer-method-dm-mcp scores every DM on these 7 dimensions, 0-100:

a Permission first. Ask before you sell.

Specificity over volume. 10 hand-researched DMs beat 1,000 templated ones.
Their context, not yours. First 60 characters about them, not you.

No price in first message. Ever.

Single yes-question. One ask per DM.

Show, don't tell. Embed proof, don't claim it.

Easy out always offered. Gives them permission to be honest.

A DM scoring 80/100 or higher has a 4.1x higher reply rate than the cohort average, in the
dataset.

Section 4. Scoring examples

Example A typical platform-template output

"Hi {first_name}, | noticed {company} is doing some great work in the SaaS space. We help
companies like yours scale their outbound efforts with Al-powered personalization. Would love
to jump on a 15-minute call this week to show you how we've helped 100+ companies like
{company} grow their pipeline. What's your calendar look like?"



Principle 1 — permission. No permission asked.

Principle 2 — specificity. Template tokens visible.

Principle 3 — their context. Generic compliment.

Principle 4 — no price. Good.

Principle 5 — single yes-question. Calendar ask is multi-step.

Principle 6 — show don't tell. "100+ companies" claimed without proof.

Principle 7 — easy out. Implicit only.

FIX SHIPPED BY FRAMEWORK

"Hey [name], saw [specific thing they shipped/wrote]. Built a [specific thing] that addresses
[the exact pain that thing implies]. Mind if | send the 60-second walkthrough?"

Example B BE:EJELIM framework-aligned

"Hey Vaibhav, | scored one of Smartlead's outbound templates through my DM framework,

4/15
3/15
4/15
15/15
8/15
5/15

8/10

47/100. Specifically: opens with 'l,' includes a calendar ask before earning permission. Built the
only DM quality scoring MCP on the market. Mind if | send the 90-second walkthrough of how

this embeds in Smartlead?"

Principle 1 — permission. Explicit "mind if | send."

Principle 2 — specificity. Real number (47/100), real platform.
Principle 3 — their context. Opens about Smartlead, not sender.
Principle 4 — no price. No price mentioned.

Principle 5 — single yes-question. One yes-or-no question.
Principle 6 — show don't tell. The score itself is the proof.

Principle 7 — easy out. Implicit through "mind if."
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Section 5. The category gap

Category Email DMs

Tone scoring Grammarly, Lavender None

Reply prediction Lavender, Regie.ai None

Quality scoring Lavender, Smartwriter Closer Method
Deliverability Smartlead, Instantly N/A

Lavender raised $13.2M Series A on owning email coaching. No equivalent exists for DMs.
The first sales engagement or LinkedIn outreach platform to embed pre-send DM scoring
captures the position by default.

Section 6. What this means if you run a sales platform

1. Pre-send DM scoring becomes table stakes within 12 months. Either you build it, buy it,
or partner.

2. The first platform to ship it differentiates immediately. "Smartlead with DM quality
intelligence built in" is a category-defining headline.

3. Buyer expectation is already shifted. Smartlead's own community is asking about reply-

rate intelligence. HeyReach users are requesting the same.

The closer-method-dm-mcp is the underlying tech: Streamable HTTP MCP, 6 tools, scored
10,000+ DMs, deployed on Apify ( elisabethhitz/closer-method—dm-mcp ).

Section 7. The offer

For sales platforms reading this: Embed closer-method-dm-mcp as your pre-send DM
scoring layer. White-label as your own. Three commercial structures available:

1. Marketplace listing (Clay-style block). Fastest. ~30 day integration.

2. White-label embed with badge attribution. ~60 day integration. Annual license.

3. Full white-label, no badge. ~90 day integration. Annual license plus revshare on new SKU.

The MCP is built, deployed, tested, and battle-scored against 10,000 DMs. Integration is a
single HTTP call.



WANT THE FULL AUDIT OF YOUR PLATFORM'S OWN OUTBOUND DMS?

Reply with one campaign sample. You get back the score plus the specific 3-5 fixes that
lift it most.

Methodology

e DM corpus: 10,000+ cold DMs from B2B SaaS, agency, UGC, and retainer outbound (2024-
2026)

e Scoring engine: closer-method-dm-mcp v0.1 (MCP server at elisabethhitz--closer—
method-dm-mcp.apify.actor/mcp )

e Reply-rate data: published benchmarks from Smartlead, Lemlist, Apollo, HeyReach Q1
2026 reports

e Framework: 7 principles, codified across 8 DM scenarios (cold B2B, warm intro, UGC pitch,
brand pitch, sales follow-up, sponsored post, retainer pitch, partnership pitch)

Elisabeth Hitz

10+ years B2B enterprise sales (Deel, Criteo). Built the Closer Method framework after 1,000+ outbound
campaigns. Now codifies the framework as MCP servers for Al sales agents.

closermethod.com elisabethhitz.com linkedin.com/in/elisabethhitz



