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Whether ladder, pyramid or staircase, every model of 
supporter engagement levels requires, well, supporter 
engagement levels.

It’s simple enough in a pinch to use an ad hoc rule of 
thumb, “Engaged supporters? That’s everybody who 
signed our last petition”. But once you’ve rolled up a 
half-dozen advocacy campaigns, a couple of events, 
a year’s worth of donation data and more, it’s time to 
get a little more specific about “engaged”. After all, that 
person who completed three previous actions and 
attended the annual convention is pretty engaged, too, 
even if they didn’t sign the last petition.

The trick to figuring it out is to remove guesswork and 
gnarly queries and try a scoring feature, like in Salsa. 
You’ll be able to improve your supporter engagement 
strategy with fully customizable behavior metrics.

Basically, scoring helps you encompass all actions, all 
events and all donations into a single comprehensive 
point metric weighting for recency and importance 
according to your criteria. Voila: rigorously objective 
engagement level data, query-ready for easy email 
targeting or list export.

WHAT IS SCORING?

So what exactly is scoring? The short answer is that 
it’s a tool for incorporating the entire universe of your 
supporters’ activities -- all the actions they’ve taken, 
all the events they’ve participated in, all donations 
they’ve made -- into a single numerical scale that can 
be applied to all your supporters. It offers a new way to 
determine your organization’s most active supporters 
(or least active as the case may be). 

What’s the benefit of this? Often, organizations find 
that supporters at various engagement levels respond 
differently to different types of messaging. Using 
scoring will help you identify which supporters fall into 
which categories and design your communication 
plans accordingly.

For example, a climate action organization on 
Salsa tested one of its’ asks with a little freebie as 
an incentive- a bumper sticker. Low-engagement 
supporters who received the offer were much more 
likely to take action than the low-engagement 
supporters who were asked to act without the reward.

Unsurprisingly, high-engagement supporters were 
much more likely to take the action all around. But 
this might be a surprise- unlike low-engagement 
supporters, high-engagement supporters were no 
more likely to act when offered the bumper sticker.

The conclusion was that highly engaged supporters 
had bought in, and took action out of a sense of 
personal commitment ... no matter the handout. Lightly 
engaged supporters could be more easily swayed into 
acting, or not acting, with a little gift.

Targeting outreach with score-based queries enables 
you to identify this sort of behavioral pattern for your 
organization’s supporters.

It also enables you to act on the information you gather 
by reaching out to supporters with more targeted 
emails, crafted to be as relevant and appealing as 
possible for different audiences ... to move them up 
your ladder, pyramid or staircase of engagement.
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How many barely-engaged supporters are hiding 
on your list, just waiting for the right inducement to 
become a little more involved, and then a little more still, 
until they’re bought-in, highly engaged supporters too?

How many unprepossessing email addresses on your 
list are really future board members, fundraisers, major 
donors and volunteer dynamos?
 

SCORING 101: SET UP YOUR SCORE

Ready to give Scoring a shot? It’s shockingly easy to 
do. You can get all the specifics for doing it in Salsa in 
the how-to guide, available on Salsa’s website, but for 
now, I’m going to walk you through the basic steps of 
getting started.

To lay it out, I’m going to be using words like 
“algorithm” and “half-life”, but I promise you won’t need 
your slide rule. In fact, you’ll hardly need numbers at all: 
scoring software does the dirty work for you, based on 
a few simple settings.

Once you are up and running, it’s time to create your 
first score. A “score”, also called a “scoring algorithm” 
by people who like syllables, is a single metric. It will 
generate a single point value, like “0” or “1” or “12.82”, 
for each of your supporters. That point value is based 
on a collection of specific rules within the Score: we’ll 
define those in the next step.

For starters, just give score a name -- say, “Super 
Activist Score”. Depending on your system, you should 
be able to use any name you like, but make sure you 
know what it is for query purposes later. 

First, make sure you have a scoring 
package. In Salsa, you may have 
received it with your initial install, 
but if not, contact Salsa support and 
they can add it free of charge, just 
reference this white paper. 

ADD A NEW SCORE



Great! You’ve created and named a score, but as it 
stands, it won’t produce any point values. That’s not 
too useful. Each score is a point value computed on a 
collection of rules, right? This is the point where you 
define those rules.

I suggest starting by setting up a score that provides 
a lifetime count of actions taken by each supporter. 
Some organizations publish dozens and dozens of 
actions over a period of years. Nobody takes every 
action, but people who take many actions are probably 
more engaged in the issue than people who rarely 
take action. And we can get that count with just one 
single scoring entry (i.e., one single rule in our score). 
Make sure you give it a handy descriptive name, like “1 
point per action”. In Salsa, you’ll also need to define the 
“object”, or the name of the database table the scoring 
entry will examine. Consult the sidebar for some 
suggestions. You’ll also need to define the multiplier. 
This is number of points each supporter gets for each 
entry he or she has. In this case, 1,  
meaning one point per action taken.

No matter what system you are using, you’ll generally 
be set up once you’ve established those perimeters. 
You can use the other fields to do more intricate stuff, 
but it all starts with the object and the multiplier. And 
since as little as one single scoring entry can comprise 
a score, you’re looking at a fully armed and operational 
Score right this very minute. Congrats!
 
Next, it’s time to let your system do its thing. It could 
take a few minutes or it might take a few hours. Either 
way, when it’s done you can start making the magic 
happen. Each supporter should now have a point value 
assigned to him or her, which is great. But scoring is 
most useful with queries or reports, where you can 
segment people into groups according to their scoring 
performance. Our sample score gave one point for 
every action taken. So, let’s search for everybody who 
has taken a lot of actions.

In Salsa, this means building a query to find your 
sample score. Remember this? We used “Super 
Activist Score”, but you might have given it a different 
name. Then, set up your query to find people with what 
you determine is a “Super Activist Score”. The beauty 
of scoring is that it’s personalized to your organization. 
Maybe you’ve only run a handful of actions ... and a 
Super Activist might be anybody who has done even 
one of those actions. Maybe you’ve run hundreds of 
actions, and you’re only interested in people who have 
taken 10 or more of them. Maybe you want to focus 
instead on people who have taken zero actions.

Whatever the case, now that the data is there, it’s time 
to start exploring. But at this point, you have the key 
tools you’ll need for scoring. Everything from here on 
out is an optional variation on the basic concept of 
counting one point per action.
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In Salsa, you can have as many 
different scores as you like, so feel 
free to set up an experimental score 
or two as you feel your way through 
the set-up process. It won’t hurt 
anything in your platform.
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SCORING 201: ADJUSTING FOR RECENCY

But wait. If you want to take it to the next level, there’s 
one something else you can do. It’s called adjusting for 
recency with expiration. It sounds crazy but it’s actually 
pretty simple. Our score so far awards one point per 
action no matter whether the supporter took action 
yesterday, or five years ago.

That’s potentially useful information, sure. But when 
you’re considering who on your list is very active, you 
might really intend to focus only on the most recent 
actions taken -- for instance, actions within the past 
year. You may want to consider setting up an expiration 
setting. In Salsa, this means entering the number of 
days after which you’d like a given activity to “sunset.” 
For example, enter 365 to score only the actions taken 
within the past year. Now, if your supporter took an 
action yesterday but took two actions five years ago, 
her score for actions will be just  
1: the two old actions have expired. You could also set 
your score for lifetime actions, counts for actions in the 
last six months or even counts of actions in the last 
two years. It’s up to you! 

Of course, you might view people who have taken 
certain actions in the distant past as still somewhat 
more involved than not at all. You can track that in 
your score as well. Just adjust your expiration value to 
reflect that, using a minimum of 0.1 for example. 

With this setting, an action more than one year old will 
be worth 0.1 points, permanently. Our hypothetical 
supporter with one recent action and two old actions 
will now score 1.2: one full point for the action taken 
yesterday, plus 0.1 points apiece for the five-year-old 
actions that have fallen to the minimum value.

USEFUL OBJECTS ON WHICH TO SCORE

Supporter - Award points to supporters for signing 
up in the first place. Consider pairing this with 
a quick expiration time, like 10-60 days. Some 
organizations consider people who have just 
recently signed up susceptible to behave like 
highly-engaged supporters.

Donation - Award points for each donation made 
(regardless of the size of the gift)

Supporter Action - Award points for each online 
activism action taken (petitions and targeted 
advocacy campaigns, including write-your-rep 
actions)

Supporter Event - Award points for each event 
registered.

Event - Not to be confused with Supporter Event, 
use this category to give points to supporters who 
sign up to host a distributed event.

Supporter My Donate Page - If you use peer-
to-peer fundraising to enable supporters to build 
personal donation pages and “friendraise” for you, 
scoring on Supporter My Donate Page grants 
points to supporters who have created such a page.
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There’s another way to go further with recency, if 
you are interested in doing more. It’s called half-life. 
Expiring older scores drop their points abruptly at the 
expiration date: that year-old action plummets on its 
366th day from 1 full point all the way to 0 (or, to the 
minimum value.)

Is that one day so critical? Is a 364-day-old action 
more like a 1-day-old action, or a 366-day-old action? 
As an alternative to the sudden expiration, you can use 
half-life. By doing so, an action taken loses a tiny bit of 
its scoring weight with each passing day rather than 
losing all its value at once.

The number you enter in the half-life field answers the 
question, “After how many days will the initial scoring 
award have dwindled to half its original value?” For 
example: enter 60 in the half-life field, and your 1-point 
action will be worth 0.5 points after 60 days. After 
120 days, the action’s scoring weight will have halved 
again, from 0.5 to 0.25.

These halvings are only milestones on an exponential 
decay model straight out of your old chemistry 
textbook. Each action’s scoring weight actually evolves 
every single day: the original 1 point will fall to ~0.99 
on the very first day after it was taken, and then on to 
~0.98 on the second, and so forth. The decay slope will 
continue indefinitely, eventually approaching zero.

Notice that the number of days set in your half-life field 
will determine whether your score takes eons to decay, 
like Uranium-238, or whether it vanishes in the blink of 
an eye, like Hydrogen-7. A half-life of, say, three days, 
will reduce your initial point award by 99.9% within just 
one month. If the half-life is 365 days, that point will 
take 10 full years to dwindle away.

ALL TOGETHER NOW

So far, we’ve gone pretty far into detail on configuring 
a single scoring entry. Once you’ve decided to award 
one point per action taken, you have a variety of ways 
to tailor that:

• Have that point last indefinitely, giving you a  
  lifetime count of actions
• Have that point stop counting after X days with the  
  Expiration field, giving you a count of actions for     
  the past X days
• Have that point dwindle away gradually with the  
  half-life field

This single scoring entry could be enough to make a 
very useful Score.

However, one of the great benefits of scoring is the 
power to combine multiple measurements into one 
comprehensive score, and generate an engagement 
metric that encompasses everything you ask your 
supporters to do.

So, after you’ve decided just how you want point values 
for your supporters’ actions to behave, you can set 
about creating a second scoring entry for a different 
form of supporter engagement -- let’s say, donations.

A score can comprise as many distinct scoring entries 
as you wish: the overall score for each supporter is just 
the sum of the scoring entries.

And each different scoring entry can have its own 
multiplier, expiration and half-life. If just signing an 
online petition is worth one point, what’s making a 
donation worth? Five points? Ten points? Will it remain 
an indicator of engagement for several years before 
you expire it? It’s all up to you.



EDIT SCORE

The overall score will take shape from choice to include 
different types of activities as scoring entries, and to 
the relative weights you assign to those activities: a 
score that counts lifetime actions taken and nothing 
else will produce a very different result from a score 
that includes donations at ten points a pop.

And that’s just the idea. Different scores can produce 
different ways of looking at your list, different 
opportunities to unearth hidden value for your 
organization ... and a whole lot of traffic on your 
engagement ladder, pyramid or staircase. Have more 
questions about scoring? We’ve got a handy how-to 
guide that walks you through setting up scoring in 
Salsa, and has a handy FAQ section. 

Regardless of how you decide to set up your scores, 
you will find that scoring, in general, is a great way to 
get a better snapshot of the level of engagement of 
your supporters. So put down this white paper and get 
scoring! 
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online platform, he couldn’t resist the opportunity to 
make the jump to the Salsa team. Now, after eight years 
with the company, Jason has worn darn near every hat 
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He holds a political science degree from Lewis & Clark 
College in Portland, Oregon.
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 a few caring
people can’t
change the 

   world”.

“ never believe

Stephen Hawking



ABOUT SALSA 

Salsa Labs (Salsa) helps nonprofits and political 
campaigns ignite action and fuel change around the 
world by growing and engaging a base of support 
online. Salsa provides more than technology; it offers 
strategic best practices, training, highly rated support 
and a strong online community, so its clients can focus 
their energy on their mission. Visit 
www.salsalabs.com.
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