
Chapter 5

q
lead sCoring demystiFied

Now that we’ve created a Demand Funnel taxonomy, we need 
an automated way to distinguish between an inquiry and a 

MQL, using the criteria that have been collaboratively defined 
by sales and marketing, and to prioritize/rank all leads so that 
sales focuses on the best ones, as measured by qualification and 
interest. 

That’s where lead scoring enters the picture. Lead scoring is 
the process of assigning a ranking to sales prospects based on an 
understanding of the prospects’ interests and buying intentions. 
If you don’t have a lead scoring system, you’re missing out on one 
of the biggest payoffs of marketing automation. Simply put, there 
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is no better way to measure the quality of your leads and im-
prove the effectiveness of your sales team in a scalable manner. 

What characteristics are common to leads that merit an A-
level rating? What about B or C ratings? What online behaviors 
best define a prospect’s interest? 

Although most lead scoring systems use some type of algo-
rithm as part of the ranking process, lead scoring isn’t just a for-
mulaic calculation. Today, we can leverage the ability to track 
and interpret the prospect’s online behavior and link that be-
havior to different stages of the buying cycle. With those criti-
cal insights, we can better interpret that behavior and use our 
knowledge to dramatically improve conversion rates and sales 
efficiency.

It’s also important to clearly understand what lead scoring 
is not. It’s not a predictor of who will close or who will buy. It’s 
not a forecast. Rather, it provides a prioritized, inbound to-do 
list for the sales rep and a way to systematically status leads from 
inquiry to marketing qualified. 

Having consulted on countless lead scoring models for cli-
ents over the years, I can tell you that almost no two lead scoring 
systems use the same criteria to score and rank a lead (unless 
they sell the same product to the same customer). That’s because 
the qualification criteria are typically different between any two 
companies. That said, there are four common lead scoring mod-
els used today.

•	 interest-only scoring—Here, we use only behavior to 
gauge a prospect’s interest and suitability. 

•	 Qualification-only scoring—Conversely, in this model, 
we ignore behavior and focus solely on “fit”—the charac-
teristics/attributes of the prospect. 
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•	 Two-dimensional scoring—Here, we’re combining both 
fit criteria and behavior in a single model.

•	 Predictive lead scoring—This emerging model essen-
tially looks at historical data to determine patterns of won 
business, and compares new prospects to the pattern to es-
tablish a likelihood of purchase.

Whichever model you choose, you still must decide how you 
will approach the actual mathematical scoring of each lead. 

In the cumulative method, you assign points to each interest 
behavior and fitness attribute criteria and aggregate the points to 
derive a total score. Although this method can sometimes lead 
to false positives or false negatives, it’s the easiest way to build a 
lead scoring model. 

Figure 5.1 Two-Dimensional Lead Scoring Matrix

The dimensional method calculates the lead score using the 
intersection of two dimensions: the interest score and the quali-
fication score. Rather than add them together to produce a score, 
you create a multi-quadrant grid (see Figure 5.1 above). The place 
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on the grid where these two scores intersect is the lead rating. I 
find this two-dimensional model is the most reliable and flexible 
so I’ll focus on it to demystify lead scoring for you. Let’s start 
with some definitions and then discuss the process for coming 
up with your own lead scoring system. 

QualiFiCation and interest:  
the two dimensions oF sCoring

In this model, a prospect’s lead score is determined by col-
lecting data on two dimensions: qualification level and interest 
level. (Others have called this “Fit vs. Interest” or “Profile vs. En-
gagement”—the principles are nearly identical.) We use that data 
in an algorithm to calculate a score. Two classes of information 
play into the data we need for proper dimensional lead scoring: 
explicit and implicit. 

•	 explicit attributes are provided by the prospect, such as 
company size, industry, role, product/service interests, and 
more. Explicit attributes are typically obtained through 
website forms when a lead first comes into the system. 
For instance, when a site visitor tours your site, you might 
only measure behavior you’ll use later. But if the prospect 
requests downloadable content, such as a white paper, or 
access to a demo or free trial, you use this “give-to-get” 
opportunity to ask for more information and present a 
form with two to four qualification fields. The marketing 
automation system uses the data from these fields to assign 
points and give you an explicit score—more commonly 
called a qualification score.

•	 implicit attributes are based on online behaviors, the digi-
tal body language we discussed earlier. These behaviors are 
used to calculate the interest score. Examples might include 
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visiting a website (frequency and recency are the important 
characteristics here), clicking through emails, registering 
for webinars, completing certain forms, and even viewing 
particular areas of the website that can indicate buyer in-
terest—and their stage in the buying cycle.

estaBlish the task ForCe

When we start to build a lead scoring model—that is, as we 
start to define the explicit and implicit attributes that define 
qualification and interest—the first step is sometimes the hard-
est: We must get sales and marketing in the same room for sev-
eral hours, and establish a new common language around lead 
taxonomy. I suggest you pull together the key stakeholders in 
sales and marketing and make sure you’ve tapped experienced, 
in-the-trenches resources from both teams for the project to de-
cide what factors make a lead qualified—this is not the time to 
train your entry-level staff who lack the experience in deciding 
what factors make a lead qualified.

Make sure you have executive support to ensure this effort 
is made a high priority for sales and marketing. Also, consider 
bringing in an expert resource to help guide your project. Trust 
me, it can save you a lot of time and pain. A neutral third party 
can be very helpful in mediating disagreements between strong-
minded colleagues. Here are some other “taskforce pitfalls” to 
avoid:

•	 Commit the appropriate amount of time to the process. 
Don’t allow the team to make hasty decisions in a one-hour 
meeting—it’s too important. 

•	 Don’t let any one person or group dominate the discus-
sion, “bully” the process, or insist that marketing ask inap-
propriate form questions in your qualification model (in-
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cluding such painful evergreens as, “Do you have a budget? 
What’s your purchase timeframe?”). The likelihood of you 
getting valuable answers is low. Unless you can “disguise” 
these questions, you’ll get lots of forms-abandonment or 
falsified info. Asking “Do you have budget?” is like asking 
“How much money do you make?” on a first date: tacky 
and inappropriate.

•	 Don’t fall for claims that implementing lead scoring can 
be “quick and easy.” Many marketing automation vendors 
make this process seem a little too easy. The reality is that 
it’s essential for your lead-scoring model to use business-
specific qualification criteria that have been well vetted by 
sales and marketing, can be integrated with your CRM sys-
tem, and are supported by sales training to ensure proper 
adoption. Those are essential steps that many marketing 
automation vendors would be happier to rush through or 
skip altogether. However, the best lead-scoring formula in 
the world won’t deliver the efficiencies and increased con-
versions you want if it’s not properly set up and implement-
ed. Rush it, and you’ll simply accelerate bad processes and 
incomplete thinking. 

•	 Prepare well. Insufficient preparation before the lead-qual-
ification meeting can sabotage your efforts. Ask your task 
force—well before the meeting—to carefully think about 
what they believe truly qualifies someone as a meaningful 
lead. Ask your sales folks to start taking notes to capture 
the questions that they’re asking on the phone (or in per-
son). Explain that you’re not looking for BANT—you want 
the true dimensions and characteristics of the ideal cus-
tomer profile. This is hard in most cases, but the rewards of 
getting it right are huge.
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your ideal Customer: the QualiFiCation model 

One way to build your qualification model is through a sub-
jective analysis that’s informed by the judgment and experience 
of your task force. Ask your salespeople to describe the ideal cus-
tomer. What are the attributes that make up the total profile? 
Marketing folks should be able to articulate the “matchmaking” 
process and describe what a Marketing Qualified Lead looks 
like. Members from both teams must be able to explain their rea-
soning so it can be clearly understood. Statistics and examples 
can be helpful, but truly understanding each other’s beliefs is the 
purpose of this exercise. 

Discuss the qualification of a sales lead until you reach a con-
sensus. In some organizations, this will be easy; in others, it may 
be painful. Either way, it’s critical! Once the qualification criteria 
have been determined, update your forms on the website to cap-
ture that information from your prospects. 

Of course, some data-rich companies are interested in ob-
jective models for lead qualification—in other words, predictive 
scoring that is calculated using historical data. They carefully sift 
through and analyze mountains of historical data to determine 
what patterns indicate qualification and interest. For instance, an 
elaborate model might analyze closed/won accounts to find the 
patterns that indicate a good buyer. This is traditionally a time-
consuming and costly method, but it can be very effective. New 
tools are just being introduced, though, that promise to ease the 
process of forming a predictive lead-scoring model. At the time 
of publishing, there have not been enough success stories for me 
to recommend or caution you away from these systems, but it’s 
worth noting that there may be other options available. Many 
qualification models actually blend components of both subjec-
tive and objective techniques. 
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MAnuFACTurInG DEMAnD In ACTIon
Bella Pictures

Bella Pictures is a technology-driven leader in the $4 billion 
market for wedding photography services. Although planning 
a wedding can take up to a year or more, the photography 
decision process usually happens within a very brief two- to 
three-week period. Much like getting the perfect shot of the 
bride and groom, converting a lead to a sale means picking 
exactly the right moment.

Bella’s business model calls for an inside sales team to set 
appointments at just the right time and enable the outside sales 
staff to meet with the couple to understand their photography 
style and accelerate the sales process. Unfortunately, Bella’s 
early approaches to lead scoring were very static, based solely 
on qualification attributes from a Web inquiry form. Although 
the score could range from 1-100, most leads were clustered 
at about 45 and this vagueness translated into a diminished 
ability to prioritize leads and predict monthly goals.

“We wanted a lead-scoring program that included qualification 
and interest information, which was a new concept for 
us,” said Teresa Almaraz, channel marketing manager. “We 
learned we could dynamically score leads as they come in. 
We could look at both qualification attributes and the interest 
attributes. For example, a person may be qualified to look 
like a lead worth contacting according to what she selected 
on the website form, but if she is not spending time on the 
website, she’s not opening our emails, or she’s unsubscribing, 
she’s probably not the person we want our inside sales team 
to spend time calling.”

60 e Manufacturing Demand



Focusing on Facts Delivers results

With a consultant, Bella built profiles based on behavioral 
and buying data to gain a true picture of where prospects 
were in the buying cycle. Significant attributes―both positive 
and negative variables―were measured using statistics 
to measure relative strength of qualification and interest. 
The analysis of historical data helped Bella identify a single 
specific question that qualified prospects: “Have you selected 
a venue?” Using these findings, a scoring algorithm that 
combined fit and interest was developed.

“It’s incredible how well this lead-scoring program has worked 
for us,” says Almaraz. “The dynamic lead scoring program 
accounts for both qualification and interest variables, so the 
range of scores has expanded. We see a nice distribution of 
scores from 1 to 100, rather than everyone being 45, so we 
know that these values mean something.” 

Leads are continuously evaluated and scored, so each time 
the inside sales person reviews the list, a prospect’s score 
may update. Interest activity―such as website visits, email 
clickthroughs, unsubscribes, bouncebacks, and more―trigger 
revised scores, so that inside sales continually sees the hottest 
leads at the top of the call list. 

Today, Bella Pictures predicts appointment set-rates using lead 
scores, which has helped the company forecast its end-of-
month conversions more accurately. “For example, we know 
that if we bring in a certain number of 80s, we will get a specific 
number of appointments from them. We know how well 60s 
and 70s do in terms of conversion. Inside sales has become 
more efficient because it now takes fewer calls to make the 
same number of appointments. This has really been huge for us.”
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Qualification “Dos and Don’ts”

do don’t

✔ DO create an internal De-
mand Generation Task Force 
between marketing and sales 
to reach agreement on com-
mon lead definitions, descrip-
tions, and action points. 

✘ DON’T use overly simplis-
tic progressive numeric scor-
ing methods that often return 
false positive leads because of 
high interest scores.

✔ DO use marketing auto-
mation and CRM technology, 
and get lead scoring systems 
up and running right. If lead 
scoring isn’t a core expertise, 
engage a lead scoring expert 
to guide your efforts, provide 
best-practice experience, and 
eliminate guesswork.

✘ DON’T build a model based 
on BANT criteria for deter-
mining fit. Asking budget and 
timeframe questions on forms 
is not best practice. It’s a turn-
off.

✔ DO cross-reference demo-
graphics and firmagraphics 
against individual lead scores 
to create buyer profiles that 
provide better predictability.

✘ DON’T use qualification 
criteria for verticals or mar-
kets where you don’t currently 
have ideal prospect matches. 
Fit criteria should be based on 
your current ideal customer 
profile.
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do don’t

✔ DO weigh and track only 
as many variables as needed 
to generate ideal leads that 
meet your qualification crite-
ria (as described above). If you 
track too many variables, you 
will unnecessarily complicate 
the model. You’re not building 
a system for finding sales’ soul 
mate. You just want to priori-
tize qualified leads for sales.

✘ DON’T go it alone. Auto-
mated lead scoring has a lot 
of moving parts—lead defini-
tions, asset weighting, behav-
ioral targeting—so even large 
enterprises bring in experts 
to set them up and prove the 
model. Change management is 
a big factor in successful adop-
tion, and that may require an 
outside “agent of change.”

✔ DO engage prospects with 
fresh content that’s appropri-
ate for specific buyers and 
phases.

✘ DON’T forget to factor in 
digital body language to estab-
lish behavioral attributes.

your ideal Customer: the interest model 

Interest is the other dimension of lead scoring. Someone may 
meet the qualifications established for a lead, but if they don’t 
show any buyer interest, the lead score is lower. Remember, in-
terest is derived from implicit data by reading the digital body 
language of the prospect. It should incorporate the various on-
line activities of prospect engagement and possibly others: 

•	 Website behavior such as forms submission and download 
activity 

•	 Email responsiveness—do they click through your mes-
sages to landing pages? 

•	 Online-event registration
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•	 Content downloads and sign-ups for free trials or demos 
•	 Recency and frequency of these activities 

“Reverse engineering” a selection of customer wins to un-
cover common behavior patterns of buyers can be effective in 
selecting behaviors on which to score. But quite often, people are 
simply guessing when they decide how many points to give for 
each type of interest behavior. That’s understandable since few 
firms have experience developing lead-scoring systems, but if 
you’re going to go it alone and not seek outside consultation, test 
the results of your model in a pilot with sales before you launch 
it broadly. 

Two-Dimensional Scoring at a Glance

•	 Identify two to four qualitative criteria to measure quali-
fication.

•	 Identify the online behaviors that correlate with prospect 
interest. 

•	 Use both measurements to set a rating for each new 
prospect. 

•	 Ensure that an effective scoring hand-off process exists 
between sales and marketing. 

•	 Create a simple and effective way to show the scored 
leads in your CRM. 

•	 Gather at least one quarter’s worth of scoring data and 
analyze scoring distribution through to closed/won op-
portunities. 

•	 Implement a qualitative feedback loop with sales to re-
fine the model.
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making the grade: the rating system 

Once we have the qualification and interest model, we must 
develop a scoring formula that combines these two dimensions 
into a very simple rating system. First, we assign weights to each 
of the qualification and interest metrics we’ve previously de-
fined. Is recency super-important? Then give it added weight. Is 
the downloading of particular buyer-centric content a key sig-
nal? Then give it added weight.

What about cumulative score? In other words, how long 
should a prospect’s behavior matter? If she downloaded a white 
paper three months ago—and did nothing afterward—her score 
should decay a bit to indicate that lack of interest. But be careful 
not to reduce the interest score too much due to a lack of recent 
activity, since buyers often show heavy website activity for a pe-
riod and then rely less on the website because they have already 
consumed the content available. In other words—“once highly 
interested, always interested.” 

Unless you have nurturing programs to maintain interest 
(which we will cover in Chapter 6), lead scores will almost always 
peak in advance of a purchase transaction. It’s better to show the 
peak score to sales, instead of systematically degrading the score 
because of inactivity. Why? The sales person might not realize 
that these are “automatic score reductions” and might opt not to 
engage with a lead who seems to be showing declining interest. 

Now that we have our qualification and interest scores, we’re 
ready to create an overall lead rating. The goal here is to take the 
complexity out of this process. In my experience, a simple A-E 
grid provides an excellent solution. 
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With the above lead-scoring matrix, we can establish a de-
fault definition that an A, B, or C lead is a marketing-qualified 
lead (MQL) while D and E leads are merely inquiries (in our De-
mand Funnel). 

The best way to present lead scores to the sales team in your 
CRM system is to use a highly visual metaphor that requires vir-
tually no training to understand and adopt. What you want is an 
“at-a-glance” knowledge of the top prospects. Ask yourself these 
questions: 

•	 Can the rep easily find the lead rating in the screen being 
presented? 

•	 Can the rep determine instantly (say, two seconds) that a 
specific lead is worth contacting? 

•	 Can the rep instantly see how qualified the lead is? 
•	 Can the rep instantly see how interested the lead is? 
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Th e point here is that presenting a numerical score in a fi eld 
(62 out of 100, 33 percent) won’t achieve the simple at-a-glance 
recognition we’re seeking that makes lead scoring eff ective for 
the salesperson. Whether you choose stars, hot peppers, fl ames, 
or some other meaningful graphic, a visual rating is the best way 
we’ve found to present the overall lead score, followed by ther-
mometer-style meters or icons that indicate qualifi cation and 
interest level. 

Figure 5.2 Example of an eff ective lead scoring layout for sales.

Finally, we need one additional level of collaboration on 
the project. We need to agree on what each party will do with a 
qualifi ed lead. In other words, we need a service level agreement 
(SLA) between sales and marketing that clearly establishes the 
actions and timeframes for each participant. For instance, when 
a prospective buyer becomes a marketing qualifi ed lead (MQL) 
and that designation changes in the CRM system, the assigned 
sales rep may have an SLA to attempt contact within 24 hours. 
Or there can be SLAs governing the method of contact and the 
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frequency (“cadence”) of sales contact over a given time period—
such as an agreement to email every 72 hours for two weeks. 
Marketing’s SLA might specify the type of follow-up commu-
nication and “snooze” period for recycled leads when there’s no 
response to sales by the prospect after an agreed number of at-
tempts. 

These shared expectations documented in SLAs help the 
sales and marketing organization move forward in an organized 
fashion. All tasks and timeframes are defined and agreed to—
and that helps prevent misunderstandings and “dropped balls.”

As you’ll see in the sidebar below from the Demand Gen 
Report, an e-media publication covering B2B marketing, the 
best practices for lead scoring aren’t necessarily known or being 
practiced. (Note: Demand Gen Report is not affiliated with my 
firm, DemandGen International)

Tremendous opportunity remains for Lead Scoring

•	 Only 32 percent said they were “effectively using” lead 
scoring.

•	 3 in 10 respondents said they were using scoring “some-
what.”

•	 39 percent were not using lead scoring tools at all.
- Source: Demand Gen Report 
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teChnology implementation “dos and don’ts”

do don’t

✔ DO seek the advice of 
an experienced lead scoring 
expert to help you develop 
your model and be an agent 
of change.

✘ DON’T sabotage the nur-
turing process (which feeds 
the sales lead queue) by 
skimping on content. Great 
B2B content is scored on how 
its granularity and complexity 
match buyer’s needs.

✔ DO use lead scoring to 
track online behavior—aka 
digital body language— 
enabling you to follow 
along as prospects consume 
content and emit important 
buying signals that trigger 
sales action.

✘ DON’T botch the balanc-
ing act of only using qualifica-
tion criteria. Online dating 
sites might use 29 criteria to 
find your soul mate, but B2B 
lead scoring should also fac-
tor in buyer behavior.

✔DO make sure that lead 
scores calculated in the mar-
keting automation system 
are visually presented in the 
CRM system so that sales 
reps know exactly who to 
contact, and how best to ap-
proach them. 

✘ DON’T expect immediate 
impact. Allow at least two to 
three months for your imple-
mentation to start showing 
measurable results. New lead 
scoring algorithms must be 
analyzed and refined using 
sufficient data collection.
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maintaining your lead-sCoring system

A lead-scoring framework is not a “set-it-and-forget-it” 
proposition. There are several ongoing tasks you need to manage 
to ensure your model stays abreast of your business’s changing 
positions and goals. One way is right at launch time: Consider 
starting with just a smaller subset of sales reps who can give an-
ecdotal feedback that has high value. 

First, periodically review the SLAs that have been established 
between sales and marketing. Are they still feasible? Are they 
still being followed? What are the statistics on SLA “violations” 
(e.g. more than 48 hours passing before an MQL gets a call from 
sales)? Do the stats show a need for revisiting the SLAs, a need 
for sales training, or a need for greater staffing/coverage?

Always keep a channel open to obtain feedback from your 
teammates in sales. They are closer to the customers and can 
be your early-warning system for detecting and responding to 
changes in the market. Set up a reporting dashboard to see the 
aggregate distribution of lead scores—how many A’s, B’s, and 
C’s—and gauge how effective the scoring has been. 
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Create reporting dashboards to present concise summaries 
of key performance indicators (KPIs). These can give you earlier 
indications of areas where improvements are needed. For ex-
ample, you’ll definitely want to track your opportunity-to-close 
ratios to gauge the effectiveness of your scoring system. If your 
ratio is low, it may indicate two important changes are needed:

•	 reexamine Your Qualification Questions—Over time, 
the effectiveness of your qualification questions can fade 
as market imperatives and business priorities shift and 
evolve. Be sure to continually review the criteria for quali-
fication and the questions you ask your prospects to keep 
them meaningful and relevant to your scoring system.

•	 reexamine Your Weightings—Similarly, it can be help-
ful to review the weightings that are assigned to different 
qualification and interest factors and metrics. For example, 
perhaps recency isn’t quite as important as it used to be 
in indicating interest level. Look at recent sales wins and 
identify shifts in buyer behavior—then, factor those into 
your scoring model.

Try to find your false positives and false negatives and see 
how you can turn these lapses into model improvements. 

how do you know iF lead sCoring is paying oFF? 
CalCulating roi

If there’s one thing that is common to marketing managers 
everywhere, it’s the continual need to justify your spending—
but, of course, the benefits of marketing are notoriously hard to 
measure. The good news: lead scoring is one of the easiest mar-
keting programs to justify with two key measurement opportu-
nities:
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greater sales eFFiCienCy

This quantitative metric is best measured over time, but a 
little qualitative research within the first 30 days of launch will 
let you know if you’re on the right track. Interview your top 
salespeople who use the lead-scoring system regularly. Get their 
candid feedback about whether they’re finding A and B leads 
more responsive to their attempts to engage. The answer should 
be yes! If not, your demand generation team may need to revisit 
the scoring model.

To measure sales efficiency quantitatively, track the time 
from when a lead record is first accepted by sales (meaning it’s 
being worked) to the time when an opportunity is created in the 
CRM. Plot this measurement for some period prior to the launch 
of lead scoring so that you have a baseline for comparison. As 
more salespeople adopt the system, you should see a progressive  
shortening of the timeframe from acceptance to opportunity 
creation.

higher Conversion to opportunity

To see if you’re increasing conversions per rep, look at the 
number of opportunities that the rep typically creates in a giv-
en period of time. (Again, it’s a good idea to track this data for 
benchmark purposes prior to the lead-scoring system deploy-
ment.) If your top rep normally created 15 opportunities and, 
after the implementation of lead scoring, that number jumps to 
25, it might seem obvious that you are seeing improvement. But 
it’s not quite that simple. Here’s why:

•	 The 80-20 rule—First, most sales organizations have a few 
individuals who skew the numbers. The 80-20 rule typi-
cally applies: 80 percent of the opportunities are created 
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by 20 percent of the sales team. You may find that a small 
number of reps generate a lot of the opportunities.

So initially, take an average of total opportunities created 
by the entire sales team per month. This approach gives 
you a general perspective of how your new model is work-
ing. But when you have at least three months of behavioral 
data, delve down and look at the numbers for each rep.

•	 adoption Challenges—Most likely, lead scoring will not 
be immediately and fully adopted by every one of your 
sales reps. Some folks will completely ignore you and your 
newfangled process for prioritizing leads. You can have the 
world’s best lead-scoring system—but without adoption 
and utilization, you won’t see the benefits in sales efficiency. 
Expect to see remarkable improvements in efficiency by a 
small number of reps who are embracing it, and no change 
in the efficiency of others who may not be fully convinced 
of its value. (Showing this data as a graph to the team may 
spur some enthusiasm—and healthy competition.)

•	 sometimes less is more—Maybe your numbers look quite 
different. Instead of 15 opportunities, suddenly your top 
rep is only averaging nine per month. If you see a drop in 
the number of opportunities created, don’t panic and rush 
down to unplug the system. You’ve probably uncovered a 
dirty little secret: Your opportunity-creation process was 
a bit loose, meaning it allowed reps to create many sub-
par opportunities. A short-term drop in absolute numbers 
of opportunities isn’t a matter for concern. The endgame 
is whether sales converts more opportunities into won 
 business.
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Don’t be surprised to find that the number of created op-
portunities goes down, but the number converted to wins goes 
up. Measure on percentage of closed/won business to the oppor-
tunities created. If that top rep is now closing 75 percent rather 
than 50 percent, that’s the kind of statistic that really matters. It’s 
a sign that your folks are  spending their time on the right stuff: 
working fewer opportunities, but doing a better job on the ones 
they work. And that’s a good definition of “sales efficiency.”

we Can all Just get along!

Don’t forget, when you’re looking at ROI, to consider the in-
tangible benefits of building and using lead scoring. A less quan-
titative way to measure its impact on your organization is to see 
how it enhances and strengthens the relationship between sales 
and marketing. Most companies find that their conversations 
are more positive and constructive, with less accusation and as-
signing of blame. There’s typically a much greater emphasis on 
team orientation that extends far beyond the lead-scoring proj-
ect itself. To my mind, that’s almost the best part.

return on Investment

•	 Greater Sales Efficiency 
•	 Lower Cost per Opportunity
•	 Higher Conversion to Opportunity
•	 Shorter Sales Cycles
•	 Better Alignment Between Sales and Marketing
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Six Ways to Know If You’re ready for Lead Scoring

If you’re contemplating a lead-scoring system, but not sure if 
your organization is ready, here’s a short checklist to help you 
determine if you’re ready to move ahead.

1. Do you have a lot of inquiries?—Lead scoring is all 
about creating sales efficiency through the right priori-
ties. If you don’t have a lot of inquires coming in, you 
don’t need to prioritize them because your sales team 
can get to all of them in the appropriate timeframe. In 
that case, your organization really won’t benefit from 
lead scoring. But if you DO have a lot of inquiries com-
ing in, and prioritization is a problem, a lead-scoring 
system can be invaluable to maximizing your revenue.

2. Do you have a complex sale or an extended sales pro-
cess? Lead scoring only has a positive benefit if it creates 
more efficiency for your sales process. If your product 
is an impulse-buy, there is probably no reason to score 
leads. Prioritization becomes most effective and worth-
while when the leads are handed off to a lead-qualifica-
tion team or the sales team. After all, if your rep spends 
15-30 minutes per lead attempting contact, you don’t 
want them chasing prospects who aren’t ready to en-
ter the sales cycle. Emails and outbound calls are better 
spent on the people who are most receptive to them.

3. Do you have a CrM system? Marketing automation 
without a CRM system is like a light bulb with no elec-
tricity: There’s not much point! CRM is a tool for the 
sales rep to manage leads and clients. CRM systems 
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help the rep track engagement with a lead (such as 
making a call and sending outbound email). When you 
add in lead scoring, you’ve taken the power of CRM 
to a whole new level, because sales can logically pri-
oritize who they call. Marketers sometimes ask, “Can’t 
I do lead scoring and then just output a report from my 
marketing automation system and give it to the head of 
sales?” The answer is no: A queue of leads is not just a 
to-do list. Salespeople want to know “who’s hot right 
now.” When you have a lead-scoring system, the prior-
ity list is systematically changing throughout the day. 
If you’re using a static spreadsheet for tracking, you 
miss the dynamic aspect that CRM provides. You simply 
won’t get the ROI from your marketing automation sys-
tem without pairing it with a good CRM.

4. Do you have a marketing automation system? “Can’t 
we do lead scoring in CRM?” Not really. While it’s tech-
nically possible to build some qualification formulas in 
CRM, they can’t measure interest levels or digital body 
language—factors that are necessary for successful 
lead scoring. That’s why the vast majority of lead scor-
ing is done within the marketing automation system. 
That’s where all the tools and technology for lead scor-
ing are.

5. Are your sales and marketing teams truly ready to 
establish cultural alignment? Lead scoring helps mar-
keting capture qualification information on the website 
and then pass that on to sales in a structured, prioritized 
way. If sales and marketing are trapped in the age-old 
argument (“All your leads suck” vs. “You don’t follow up 
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on anything”), it’s a positive indication that both groups 
could benefit from lead scoring. BUT: Are they willing to 
come together, have the important conversations, de-
fine the ideal customer profile, and share in the respon-
sibilities of qualifying leads? Marketing must be willing 
to move beyond simply getting people to raise hands. 
They need to feel the passion of actually contributing to 
a sale. They must run campaigns that ultimately lead to 
revenue, not merely generate responses. On the other 
hand, if sales only wants as many leads as possible in 
any shape or form, and believes it’s not marketing’s job 
to do any qualification, they might not understand the 
value of lead scoring. A sales and marketing partnership 
for demand generation shares the roles and responsi-
bilities for qualifying leads. Marketing is the match-
maker for sales. Sales starts the more intimate dating 
process and moves the relationship toward marriage. 

6. Do you have experienced resources? Sales is good at 
moving prospects through a buying cycle and convert-
ing them into customers. Marketing is good at creating 
awareness and educating prospects on the benefits of 
buying products and services. But, most likely, no one 
on either team has ever tackled a systematic, analytical 
approach to qualification and scoring. Who will build, 
deploy, and train the team on the lead-scoring system 
(and maintain/update it)? The companies that are suc-
ceeding with lead scoring have experienced people to 
perform these vital duties. Yes, that’s another plug for 
DemandGen. I couldn’t resist.
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MAnuFACTurInG DEMAnD In ACTIon 
Vistage International

Vistage International is the world’s leading chief executive 
organization that provides essential coaching programs 
for CEOs and senior executives of small- to medium-sized 
businesses. Since the service is so appealing to both qualified 
and unqualified candidates, Vistage’s marketing programs 
typically generate a large number of unqualified leads. This 
situation was wasting precious sales time as salespeople 
attempted to contact unqualified leads.

“We had constant tension between sales and marketing about 
the quality of the leads,” said Carlo Saggese, vice president of 
application development. “At our Tuesday metrics meetings, 
we would report all these leads, and sales would say they 
were terrible, and I would be annoyed. We had no insight as 
to why these leads were terrible: They were just all terrible.”

Detailed Process Develops Scoring Model  
for Qualification and Interest

Using a popular marketing automation system that enables 
lead scoring and nurturing, Vistage looked at what was 
available to rate the leads being sent to sales. To kick off that 
initiative, the company worked up an agreed-upon definition 
of a qualified lead, the right questions and answers to score 
leads, and how the information was presented within the CRM 
system. Vistage jumpstarted that process by asking its senior 
sales manager to essentially “sell a membership” to the team. 
Out of that role-playing, came the nuggets of information that 
were really important to ask. That led to a rating system for 
scoring the answers. “We laughed about how they did that. It 
was so natural,” Saggese said.
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With a qualification model established, the next step was 
to incorporate online behavior and enhance the scoring 
model to measure interest based on website visit frequency, 
depth of visits, email responsiveness, and activities such as 
downloading content, watching videos, and registering for 
events. “We modeled and ran scenarios of the questions and 
answers, which gave us a good feel for how scoring would work 
once implemented,” said Saggese. “Now we had a scoring 
model that not only measures the qualification of a person, 
but the interest level as well.” Service level agreements and 
processes were established and the Vistage sales team was 
trained to work only A and B leads, while C, D, and E leads 
remained with the marketing group to be flowed through 
nurturing campaigns until they are sales-ready.

Lead Conversion Jumps Significantly 

Amid the worst economic times in recent history, Vistage’s 
business grew significantly in 2009, largely due to the 
effectiveness of its lead scoring. Rather than waste time on 
unqualified leads, sales is now laser-focused on the right 
candidates. As a result, conversion grew from 44 percent to 
more than 60 percent in less than 10 months.

 “Basically, if you are generating leads without lead scoring, 
I think you’re wasting your time,” Saggese says. “Your 
conversion rate goes up when sales focuses on the right 
leads―and when there’s no animosity between the sales and 
marketing teams about what makes a lead qualified. What it 
boils down to is that we now have a common language that 
has changed our marketing behavior and brought us more 
qualified leads.”

 Chapter 5 Lead Scoring Demystified b	 79



MAnuFACTurInG DEMAnD In ACTIon
GAIn Capital

When you have a huge volume of leads and no method for 
lead prioritization, the only certainty is that you’re leaving 
business on the table—a lot of business. Using a thoughtful 
lead-scoring model and strong nurturing program, $250 
billion GAIN Capital Holdings achieved a whopping 20-percent 
reduction in sales conversion costs—with absolutely no overall 
decrease in conversion percentage. And in some regions, 
the company saw up to a 15-percent increase in conversion. 
Here’s how they did it.

GAIN Capital—a global provider of online trading services 
specializing in foreign exchange—offers prospects a “practice 
account” that lets them learn to trade the foreign exchange 
market free for 30 days. It’s a very effective approach that 
yields a very high volume of response. Historically, it was clear 
that practice account users and users from certain countries 
convert at higher rates than other leads—but that was only 
approximately 10 percent of total leads. The other 90 percent 
had no particular prioritization, and the volume made it 
impractical for sales to actually contact all these people. Yet 
sales received no compensation on any conversions unless 
they made contact. With the help of outside consultants, 
the team at GAIN developed a new lead-scoring model and 
integrated nurturing program.
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Building the Solution: Data, Modeling, Testing

This approach was a complete change from GAIN’s previous 
model. Knowing that sales’ support would be critical to 
success, GAIN pulled together both its sales and marketing 
teams to build the new system, starting with data analysis. “We 
were blessed with a large volume of historical lead behavior 
and win/loss data that provided a strong basis upon which 
we could make fact-based decisions,” said Emily Deadwyler, 
vice president of customer marketing and analytics. “Our 
analytical team used this data to build a predictive model for 
lead conversion.” 

The data analysis focused very heavily on practice account 
trading and website behavior, and uncovered a number of 
statistical trends that were tied with the sales team’s hard-
won insights to create the foundation for the new system. 
Working in partnership with key stakeholders and leveraging 
its wealth of data, GAIN created a lead-scoring worksheet to 
define the qualification criteria to be scored. After simulations 
and tests, the lead-scoring system ran in “silent mode” for 
about three months to confirm the approach and the “recipe” 
in the scoring model.

“We saw a few anomalies and made minor adjustments, but 
at this point we were able to provide hardcore numbers, 
substantiate the approach, win over the skeptics, and prove 
that lead scoring would be beneficial to the business,” 
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Deadwyler said. Today the lead-scoring model allows GAIN 
to measure the overall engagement level of a prospect, 
based on which effective nurturing decisions can be made 
automatically.

reducing costs without impacting conversion

Over the course of a year, GAIN Capital has reduced its 
sales conversion costs by 20 percent—adding millions to the 
bottom line—while simultaneously expanding its offering 
into new regions and languages with zero decrease in overall 
conversion. Marketing operations have become much more 
effective. With automated and scoring-based nurturing email 
programs, the marketing team can provide personalized 
messaging to prospects that previously simply would not 
qualify for a sales contact. That’s improved customer 
experiences while generating demand. And the positive 
results of the sales and marketing alignment are being felt 
across both organizations.
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key takeaways

•	 Lead scoring is usually a combination of fitness and  interest.
•	 There are four types of lead scoring:

 ■ Interest-Only
 ■ Qualification-Only
 ■ Two-Dimensional
 ■ Predictive

•	 There are two types of information that affect lead scoring: 
 ■ Explicit—The attributes provided by the prospect
 ■ Implicit—The information we can infer based on activity

•	 Building a qualification model:
 ■ Ask sales and marketing to describe the perfect customer.
 ■ Update your forms to capture information that confirms/

disconfirms qualification.
•	 Lead scoring at a glance:

 ■ Identify two to four qualitative criteria to measure quali-
fication.

 ■ Identify the online behaviors that correlate with prospect 
interest. 

 ■ Use both measurements to set a rating for each new in-
quiry. 

 ■ Ensure that the right scoring hand-off processes exists 
between sales and marketing. 

 ■ Create a simple and effective way to show the scored 
leads in your CRM. 

 ■ Gather at least one quarter’s worth of scoring data and 
analyze scoring distribution through to closed/won op-
portunities. 

 ■ Implement a qualitative feedback loop with sales to re-
fine the model.
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•	 Present scored leads in the CRM system using a highly vi-
sual, at-a-glance interface that requires no training. 

•	 Ensure there’s explicit agreement in the form of SLAs be-
tween sales and marketing about what each party will do 
with a lead at each stage.

•	 Keep things fresh by constantly reexamining your qualifi-
cation questions and weightings.

84 e Manufacturing Demand


