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How do we finish the client’s powerpoint presentation and the government RFP by tomorrow when we’re so short staffed? Who’s going to 
train the new guy and what if he doesn’t work out?  Do I buy a building or continue paying a landlord who does not have enough parking 
for my employees? How do we get bigger accounts?  How do we keep from getting too big too fast? How do we generate more profit on 
existing business?  Should we hire a new employee or upgrade our equipment?  Do we get a loan, lay people off, or close our doors?  How do 
we market our product in a bad economy when we’re being overspent?  Should we keep our internal sales force or work with independent 
distributors?  The client wants his order by 4 p.m. next Friday and we can’t get anyone on the phone to confirm shipment.  It’s 4:30, the printer 
is stuck in traffic with 5,000 catalogs and they need to ship by 5 today. Why does the receptionist always call in sick on Fridays and Mondays 
How d   we finish the client’s power point presentation and the government RFP by tomorrow when we’re so short staffed? Who’s going to

10 Tips for Using Referrals to Grow 
Your Business

For most small businesses, the holidays are a time to connect with customers by sending 
gifts or greeting cards or hosting special events. With everyone feeling a lot of good will, now 
is a great time to start using referrals from satisfied customers to build your business. Here 
are 10 tips for doing so:   

1.	 Ask for referrals.  Many entrepreneurs fail to benefit from referrals because they’re simply 
too shy to ask. Most satisfied customers are happy to give you referrals--but they won’t think 
of it if you don’t ask them.

2.	 Know the right time to ask.  Aim to gather referrals at the completion of a project or upon 
delivery of a product. The goal is to approach the customer when they are happy with the 
purchase and the transaction is still fresh in their minds.  

3.	 Create a system.  Set up a procedure for capturing referrals. This can vary depending on 
your industry. A business-to-business company might ask for referrals during a post-sale 
phone call or email. A retailer could enclose a card with each purchase that customers can 
fill out to refer a friend. 

4.	 Offer a reward.  Encourage customers to give referrals by offering incentives, such as a 
discount on their next purchase, a free month of service or a small gift. Making rewards 
contingent on whether the referral makes a purchase can encourage higher-quality referrals 
who are more likely to buy. 

5.	 Build trust.  Customers don’t want their friends bombarded with marketing messages. 
Make them comfortable providing referrals by explaining how you will use the contact 
information they provide. Will you send direct mail? Will you contact the person by phone?

6.	 Follow up in a timely fashion.  If you let referrals languish for months, their value can fade 
as the relationship between your customer and the prospect changes or your customer 
becomes less enthusiastic about your business.  Set up a system to contact referrals within 
two weeks of obtaining them.

7.	 Mention the connection, but don’t rely on it.  When you contact a referral, be sure to let 
them know who referred them to you. However, don’t assume that this connection alone 
will spur the prospect to buy. You need to put forth as much effort as you would with any 
sale.

8.	 Get to know them.   Don’t give a “hard sell.” Lay the groundwork for a relationship by offering 
the referral something useful as an introduction to your business. This could be a whitepaper 
related to their industry, a free consultation, or a discount on their first purchase. 

9.	 Provide great service.  When you win business from a referral, always provide outstanding 
service to the new customer. Otherwise, you will make the referring customer look bad for 
having recommended you, and you might lose not only the new customer’s business, but 
the old one’s as well. 

10.	 Repeat the cycle.  Be sure to ask your new customer for a referral when the time is right—
and watch your business grow exponentially!
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Centers:

NORTHERN CA  
REGIONAL NETWORK
Humboldt State University
Serving the Greater  
San Francisco Bay Area
(707) 826-3920
www.norcalsbdc.org

NORTHEASTERN CA  
REGIONAL NETWORK
CSU, Chico
Serving California  
Northeast of Sacramento
(530) 898-5443  
www.necsbdc.org

CENTRAL CA  
REGIONAL NETWORK
UC Merced
Serving Central California
(559) 241-7414
http://sbdc.ucmerced.edu 

LOS ANGELES  
REGIONAL NETWORK
Long Beach Community  
College District
Serving Los Angeles,  
Ventura & Santa Barbara  
Counties
(562) 938-5020
www.smallbizla.org 

ORANGE COUNTY /
INLAND EMPIRE 
REGIONAL NETWORKS 
CSU Fullerton
Serving Orange,  
San Bernardino &  
Riverside Counties
(657) 278-2719
www.leadsbdc.org

SAN DIEGO & IMPERIAL  
REGIONAL NETWORK
Southwestern Community  
College District
Serving San Diego &  
Imperial Counties
(619) 482-6388
www.growmybiz.org


