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Five Strategies
to Improve Your
Pageant's Judging
Process 
A practical guide for directors who want a smoother show,
fewer complaints, and contestants who come back. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Where good events quietly fall apart.
f you've run pageants for any length of time, you know the scoring window is where a

good event can quietly fall apart. The tabulation drags. Parents start whispering.

Someone leaves before crowning because their kid has school tomorrow. And a week

later, you're fielding messages about why a contestant didn't place.

Most of this is fixable. The five strategies below focus on the mechanics of judging — how

scores are collected, calculated, communicated, and explained. None of them require a big‐

ger budget or a bigger team. They do require committing to a process and sticking to it.

I. Move Scoring to a Digital
Platform

Paper score sheets and manual spreadsheets are the single biggest source of delay and error at
most pageants.

A judge transposes two digits, a runner misplaces a sheet, and suddenly you're 20 minutes

behind with an auditorium full of restless families.

W H AT  T O  D O

P L AT F O R M S  W O R T H  E VA L U AT I N G

Have judges enter scores on tablets, phones, or laptops during or immediately after each

contestant's segment.

Let the platform handle averaging, category weighting, and any high/low drops

automatically.

Keep a time-stamped record of every score for your own audit trail.

Tally Genie — Built specifically for pageant scoring, with electronic judging and real-time

tabulation.

PageantScore.com — Focused on scoring and scoresheet delivery, straightforward to set

up for smaller events.
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Each of these has its own strengths, and most directors find one fits their workflow better

than the others. Demo two or three before committing.

H AV E  A  B A C K U P  P L A N

Tablets die, WiFi drops, and venues lose power. Before the event, print a stack of

paper score sheets that match your digital rubric exactly. If the system fails mid-

show, you can continue on paper and enter the scores later. A five-minute

contingency plan beats a 45-minute panic.

II. Deliver Individual Scoresheets After Every
Event

Transparency is one of the most underused tools in pageant management.

When families walk away with nothing but a placement, imagination fills the gap — and ima‐

gination almost always assumes the worst. A scoresheet in their inbox the night of the event

replaces speculation with information.

W H AT  T O  D O

Bombyhead.com — A free all-in-one platform covering registration, payments, judging,

and tabulation in one system.

Email every contestant a scoresheet showing their scores from each judge, broken down

by category (interview, evening gown, on-stage question, and so on).

Identify judges only by number — "Judge 1," "Judge 2" — never by name.

Send scoresheets to every contestant, not just the ones who ask. Families who would

have complained often don't once they see the actual numbers, and families who wouldn't

have complained appreciate the respect.

State clearly in your contestant packet that individual judge scores will be released after

the event. Setting that expectation upfront frames the scoresheet as a feature of your

pageant, not a concession to pressure.
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Both PageantScore.com and Bombyhead.com generate and deliver individual scoresheets

automatically, which turns what used to be hours of manual work into a few clicks.

P R E PA R E  FA M I L I E S  F O R  W H AT  T H E Y ' L L  S E E

Scoring varies. One judge might give a 7 while another gives a 9 on the same per‐

formance, and that's normal — different judges weigh different things. It helps to

include a short note on the scoresheet itself explaining that variation between

judges is expected, that this is exactly why multiple judges are used, and that the

final placement reflects the combined panel rather than any single score. A sen‐

tence or two on the scoresheet heads off most of the "why did Judge 3 score so

low?" emails before they're sent.

H AV E  A  W R I T T E N  A P P E A L S  P O L I C Y

Even with full transparency, some families will still object. Spell out in advance what

can be reviewed (math errors, score-entry mistakes, rule violations), what cannot (a

judge's subjective opinion of a performance), who handles appeals, and the dead‐

line for raising one — 48 or 72 hours after scoresheets go out is typical. A clear

process resolves most complaints quickly and keeps the ones that remain from

turning into social media drama.

III. Write a Clear Rubric and Brief Your
Judges

No scoring technology compensates for vague criteria.

If two judges have different ideas of what a 9 means in "Interview," their scores will diverge

no matter how the numbers are collected.
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W H AT  T O  D O

Judges appreciate clarity. Most scoring inconsistency comes from good-faith confusion, not

bias, and a good rubric heads off both.

IV. Choose Judges Carefully and Use Bias-Reduction
Features

The perception of fairness matters almost as much as the fact of it.

Judges with visible ties to specific contestants — a coach, a former pageant mom in the

same system, a studio owner whose students are competing — create problems even when

they score honestly.

W H AT  T O  D O

Write descriptors for each score range in each category. For example, in Interview: "8–9:

Answers questions thoroughly with specific examples; maintains natural eye contact;

displays age-appropriate poise." You don't need a novel — a sentence or two per range is

enough.

Assign percentage weights that reflect what your pageant actually values. If interview is

the heart of your system, weight it accordingly.

Hold a judges' briefing before the event, even a 20-minute virtual one. Walk through the

rubric, do a calibration exercise if possible, and set expectations about independent

scoring.

Load the rubric into your scoring platform so judges see the descriptors on-screen while

they score.

Recruit judges from outside your immediate circle when possible. Varied backgrounds

(modeling, public speaking, education, former titleholders from other systems) strengthen

the panel.

Ask judges to disclose any connection to a contestant. If a conflict exists, either replace

the judge or have them recuse from that contestant's scoring.

Keep yourself and anyone else with a personal stake completely out of the scoring

process.
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A  N O T E  O N  H I G H / L O W  D R O P S

Dropping the highest and lowest score per contestant is useful when you have five

or more judges. With three judges, dropping the high and low leaves a single score

deciding the outcome — which increases the influence of any one judge rather than

reducing it. Match your bias-reduction tools to your panel size.

I F  Y O U  H AV E  T O  J U D G E  Y O U R  O W N  E V E N T

A reality for many small pageants — be upfront about it in your rules, avoid scoring

any contestant you've personally coached or know socially, and consider bringing

in even one outside judge to share the load. Perfect independence isn't always pos‐

sible; disclosed imperfect independence is better than hidden imperfect independ‐

ence.

V. Communicate the Process and Collect
Feedback

A good process that nobody understands reads like a bad process.

Tell families what you're doing, why, and what they should expect.

W H AT  T O  D O

Set up the physical environment so judges can't see or discuss each other's scores

during the event.

In your contestant packet, on your website, and in your pre-event communication, explain

how judges are selected and how conflicts are handled, that scoring is digital and the

director is not involved in tabulation, what scoresheets contestants will receive and when,

and your appeals policy.

After the event, send a short survey — five questions is plenty — asking about the judging

experience, the pace of the show, and anything that felt unclear.

T H E  D I R E C TO R ' S  G U I D E  ·  J U D G I N G

6



The directors with the best reputations aren't the ones who avoid criticism — they're the

ones who respond to it visibly. When a family sees a change they suggested show up at next

year's event, you've earned them for life.

•  •  •

Closing Thought
None of these strategies is dramatic on its own. Taken together, they shift the experience of

your pageant from "we hope it goes well" to "we know how this works." Contestants feel it.

Parents feel it. Judges feel it. And over a few seasons, your reputation starts doing

marketing you don't have to pay for.

Your next event is a chance to put one or two of these in place. You don't have to do all five

at once — pick the one that would have prevented your most recent headache and start

there.

Actually read the surveys. Patterns in the feedback are more useful than any single

complaint or compliment.

T H E  D I R E C TO R ' S  G U I D E  ·  J U D G I N G

7



Resources
Three platforms mentioned in this guide.

Tally Genie
Pageant-specific digital judging and tabulation.

PageantScore.com
Scoring and scoresheet delivery tools.

Bombyhead.com
Free all-in-one pageant management, including registration, payments, judging, and

tabulation.

Each platform offers a way to try it before your next event. The best tool is the one you

and your judges will actually use.
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