Getting More Referrals: What Actually Works June 9, 2026 1

Capacity Building
Solutions

Getting More Referrals: What Actually
Works

A Guide for Small Business Owners — Whether You Sell to Consumers or
to Other Businesses

June 9, 2026

“All things being equal, people will do business with, and refer business to, those people they
know, like, and trust.”
— Bob Burg, Endless Referrals

“Human beings are physiologically wired to make referrals.”
— John Jantsch, The Referral Engine

“Referrals aren't given easily. If you don't take the time to establish credibility, you're not going
to get the referral.”
— Dr. Ivan Misner, founder of BNI

Put together with Al help, based on studies from major business-school research journals. Links to every study are
included so you can check for yourself. Cover illustration is an original graphic created for this document — free of
any licensing restrictions.
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Introduction

Every small business owner knows referrals matter. A customer who arrives because a friend or
colleague vouched for you walks in the door already half-sold. The trouble is that almost
everything written about how to get more referrals is guesswork dressed up as fact — recycled
statistics, success stories from companies selling referral software, and advice that sounds right
but has never been tested.

This guide is different. Over the past twenty years, researchers at business schools around the
world have run real experiments on referrals — some involving hundreds of thousands of actual
customers at actual companies. They've tested what happens when you offer rewards, how big
those rewards should be, who should receive them, who actually refers, and what makes
referrals backfire. Their findings are sometimes surprising, occasionally the opposite of common
advice, and consistently more useful than the folklore.

This guide translates that research into plain English for the owner of a small business —
whether you sell to consumers or to other businesses, where the evidence (and the playbook)
turns out to be quite different. Every finding links to its original study so you can verify anything
yourself. We also tell you plainly what hasn't been proven, because knowing the limits of the
evidence is part of using it well.

How to use this guide: read The Short Version for the gist. The numbered findings then walk
through the evidence in three parts — what works with consumers, what changes when you sell
to other businesses, and how to get your own team asking. After that come the playbooks and
the appendices: a self-assessment to score how referral-ready your business is today, a 90-day
action plan to put the research to work, and a myths-versus-evidence quick reference.

The Short Version

Lots of marketing advice about referrals is based on made-up or untraceable numbers. But real
researchers have actually studied this — using data from hundreds of thousands of real
customers at real companies. Here's what they proved, in one breath:

* Customers who come from referrals really are better — they spend more and stick
around longer.

+ Offering a small “thank you” reward gets people to refer more, especially if your business
isn't famous yet.

« Give the reward to the friend being referred (or split it) — “give your friend $20” works
better than “get $20.”

+ Don't make the reward too big. Big rewards bring in bargain-hunters who don't stick
around.

» If your customers already rave about you, don't wave money at them — it can actually
make them refer less.

* Asking customers to refer pays off twice: the people who refer you become more loyal
themselves.

* Your biggest spenders usually aren't your best referrers — different customers play
different roles.
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* If you sell to other businesses, the game is different: forget coupons. Your best moves
are name-droppable happy clients, a visible reputation, and give-first relationships with
other professionals.

* Your team will only ask for referrals if they believe in the business and see you asking
first — culture flows downhill from the leader, and internal bounties buy quantity, not
belief.

Why You Can Trust This (and Not the Usual Blog Posts)

If you've Googled “how to get referrals,” you've probably seen this stat: “A Texas Tech study
found 83% of happy customers are willing to refer you, but only 29% do.” Here's the problem:
nobody can find that study. It's been copied from blog to blog for years, but no one has ever
produced the actual research. It's basically a marketing urban legend.

This guide skips stats like that. Everything below comes from real, published studies — the kind
where researchers tracked thousands of actual customers at actual companies and published
the results in serious business journals. Every finding has a link so you can look it up yourself.

What Researchers Proved About Consumer Referrals

Finding 1: Referred customers are your best customers

Who figured this out: Researchers at two German universities and the Wharton business
school, published in the Journal of Marketing in 2011 (read the study).

How they tested it: They followed about 10,000 customers of a big German bank for almost
three years and compared customers who came in through referrals against similar customers
who came in through ads and other channels.

What they found:
+ Referred customers were worth at least 16% more — some analyses put it closer to
25%.

+ They stayed with the bank longer, and that loyalty advantage didn't fade.

+ But the boost wasn't equal everywhere — for some types of customers, referrals weren't
worth more at all.

What you should do: Referrals aren't just a nice bonus — they're your most profitable way to
get customers. But push your referral program hardest with the kinds of customers who are
already a great fit, not everyone equally.

Finding 2: A reward gets people referring — especially to acquaintances

Who figured this out: Two marketing professors, published in the Journal of Marketing in 2007
(read the study).

How they tested it: They ran four experiments testing when a reward makes people more likely
to recommend a business.

What they found:
+ Offering a reward made people more likely to refer, period.
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* The reward helped most with casual contacts — coworkers, neighbors, gym buddies.
People recommend you to their best friends anyway; the reward unlocks everyone else.

* Rewards also helped more when the business wasn't a big famous brand. Good news
for small businesses.

What you should do: If you're not a household name in your town, a referral reward will likely
help — and it mostly works by getting customers to mention you beyond their inner circle.
Finding 3: Say “give your friend $20,” not “get $20”

Who figured this out: Researchers from UC San Diego, Washington University, and Harvard
Business School, published in the Journal of Marketing Research in 2020 (read the study).

How they tested it: They ran experiments with real companies, comparing referral offers where
the reward went to the referrer (“get $20 for referring a friend”) versus the friend (“give your
friend $20 off”).

What they found:
+ Offers that rewarded the friend brought in more new customers.

+  Why? Nobody wants to look like they're selling out a friend for cash. When the friend
gets the deal, referring makes you look generous instead of greedy.

* And the friend now has an actual reason to come in — a discount waiting for them.

What you should do: Word your offer around what the friend gets. Best of all: split it — “You
get $10, your friend gets $10” captures both benefits.

Finding 4: Bigger rewards backfire on quality
Who figured this out: Researchers in Germany, published in Marketing Science in 2020 (read
the study).

How they tested it: They ran a real-world experiment with more than 160,000 bank customers,
testing small versus large referral rewards, then double-checked the pattern with data on about
270,000 phone-company customers.

What they found:
» Bigger rewards did bring in more referred customers.

+ But those customers were noticeably less profitable. A big bounty tempts people to refer
anyone with a pulse, just to collect.

* Modest rewards got referrals from people who genuinely thought the business was a
good fit for their friend.

What you should do: Don't try to out-bribe anyone. A modest, thoughtful reward — a free
service, a meaningful discount — beats a big cash bounty.
Finding 5: Sometimes a reward makes things worse

Who figured this out: Researchers in Germany, published in the Journal of the Academy of
Marketing Science in 2019 (read the study).
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How they tested it: They studied what happens when you offer rewards for referring new and
unusual products — the kind people naturally love to talk about.

What they found:

*  When something is new and exciting, customers refer it on their own, for free, because
it's fun to be the one in the know.

+ Dangling a visible reward in that situation actually reduced referrals. It made people
worry their friends would think they were just in it for the money.

What you should do: If customers already gush about you, don't wave money at them. Just
make referring easy — a card to hand out, a link to share — and say thank you when it
happens. And if you're wondering how this squares with Finding 2 (“a reward gets people
referring”): both are true, and the dividing line is whether customers already talk about you
unprompted. The reward in Finding 2 unlocks referrals that wouldn't otherwise happen —
mentions to acquaintances, for businesses people don't think to bring up. The backfire here
happens when the talking is already happening for free and a visible reward makes it look paid.
Listen first: if you're not hearing unprompted buzz, a modest reward helps; if you are, protect it.

Finding 6: Asking for referrals makes the asker's customers MORE loyal

Who figured this out: Researchers from Germany, the University of Arizona, and the
University of Victoria, published in the Journal of Marketing in 2013 (read the study).

How they tested it: They ran a field experiment with a global cell phone carrier, inviting some
customers into a referral program and comparing them over the following year against a
matched group who weren't invited.

What they found:

+ Customers who made a referral became much more loyal themselves: their defection
rate dropped from 19% to 7% within a year.

» Their own monthly spending also grew about 11% compared to the control group.

+ The effect was strongest for newer customers. Psychologically, recommending a
business out loud commits you to it — we like to stay consistent with what we've said.

What you should do: Asking for referrals isn't an imposition — it's a double win. Even if the
referral never lands, the customer who makes it becomes more loyal and spends more. Invite
newer happy customers especially. One note so this doesn't get misread alongside Finding 4:
this study also found hints that larger rewards deepened the referrer's loyalty a bit more — but
that effect was attitudinal, while Finding 4's cost of big rewards (less profitable new customers)
was measured in real money across 160,000 people. Loyalty comes from the act of referring,
not the size of the check, so “keep the reward modest” still wins on the combined evidence.

Finding 7: Your biggest spenders are not your best referrers

Who figured this out: Researchers V. Kumar, Andrew Petersen, and Robert Leone, published
in the Journal of Marketing in 2010 (read the study).

How they tested it: They ran four field experiments with financial services and retail firms,
measuring each customer's purchase value and referral value separately.

What they found:
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* High-spending customers were often poor referrers, and some modest spenders were
referral machines. The two talents barely overlap.

» Customers sort into four types: big spenders who don't refer, small spenders who refer a
lot (“advocates”), champions who do both, and customers who do neither.

+ Campaigns targeted using both scores — not just spending — lifted referral-driven
profits by 10 to 30%.

What you should do: Don't aim your referral asks only at your biggest accounts. Notice who
actually sends people your way — often a modest customer with a big network — and treat
those advocates like gold.

Two more useful consumer-side findings

+ Referrals snowball. Customers who came in through a referral are much more likely to
refer someone themselves. Each good referral plants seeds for the next (\Wharton
research).

* Frame it as helping, not earning. Asking customers to refer as a way to help a friend
(rather than to earn something) dramatically increased both referrals and sign-ups in
related research (Knowledge at \Wharton).

Selling to Other Businesses? The Rules Change

Everything above was tested mostly on consumer businesses — banks, phone companies,
shops. If your customers are other businesses (consulting, accounting, B2B services, trades
that work for companies), the research looks different. There are no giant coupon experiments
here, because business deals are too big and too rare to test that way. But researchers have
studied what works, and several findings stand out.

A heads-up before you read on: this section will tell you to skip cash rewards, right after the
consumer section told you a modest reward helps. That's not a contradiction — it's the same
psychology operating under higher stakes. The consumer research already showed that visible
money makes referrers worry about looking paid; in B2B, the person referring you is staking
their professional reputation with a client or colleague, so that worry is amplified, the relationship
is worth far more than any bounty, and in regulated professions payment can break ethics rules
outright. Same mechanism, different dose: in consumer business, keep the reward small; in
B2B, replace it with reputation, reciprocity, and gratitude.

Finding 8: Your happy clients are your best sales tool — if you can name
them

Who figured this out: Researchers in Finland who surveyed 220 business-to-business
companies, published in Industrial Marketing Management in 2017 (building on earlier interview
studies) (read the study).

How they tested it: They measured how systematically companies collected and used
“customer references” — case studies, testimonials, and permission to name their clients — and
compared that against how well their sales teams performed.

What they found:
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+ Companies that actively gathered and showed off client success stories had measurably
stronger sales performance.

*  Why it works: a recognizable client name transfers their credibility to you (“if they trust
this firm, | can too”), proves you already survived another company's careful vetting, and
makes an invisible service feel concrete.

* It even helped internally — sales teams that knew their own success stories sold better.

What you should do: After every successful project, ask: “Would you be willing to be a
reference — a short success story or a quote we can share?” A page of named, real client
stories is the business-to-business version of a referral that works around the clock.

Finding 9: Most B2B referrals come from people who never hired you

Who figured this out: The Hinge Research Institute, which surveyed 523 professional services
firms and over 1,000 buyers (a research firm, not an academic journal — solid methodology, but
a notch below the studies above) (read the study).

How they tested it: They asked firms and buyers where referrals actually come from and what
buyers do after receiving one.

What they found:

+ About 81% of firms get referrals from people who have never been their client — people
who know them only by reputation or visible expertise.

» Nearly half of those reputation-based referrals come from your general standing in the
community; another chunk comes from expertise people have seen (talks, articles,
advice).

* And a warning: a referral doesn't seal the deal. Around 80% of buyers check your
website afterward, and over half have crossed firms off the list without ever calling them.

What you should do: Don't just delight clients and wait. Make your expertise visible — speak,
write, show up where your buyers look — because most referrers will be people who only know
your reputation. And make sure your website confirms the good things people are saying,
because referred buyers will quietly check.

Finding 10: When another business refers you, it may be “good but not
best” advice

Who figured this out: Researchers from Baruch College, ESSEC, and Penn State, published
in the Journal of Marketing Research in 2024 (read the study).

How they tested it: They studied “horizontal referrals” — the common B2B situation where a
customer asks a trusted supplier to recommend another provider, sometimes even a competitor.
Their studies surveyed over 1,200 business decision-makers.

What they found:

* Referring businesses sometimes act as friends and recommend the genuinely best
option — but often they act as businesspeople and recommend someone good but not
best, protecting their own position.

+ Here's the leverage: if the customer later detects they got a second-best referral, it can
damage or even end their relationship with the business that made it.
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* So businesses have a real incentive to refer well — their own reputation rides on it.

What you should do: Two lessons. When you receive a partner referral, treat it as a strong
lead, not a verdict — still compare options. And when you give referrals, give your honest best
one: a referral that's later discovered to be second-rate can cost you the client who asked.

Finding 11: B2B buyers now treat review sites like referrals

Who figured this out: G2's annual buyer behavior research, surveying B2B buyers (industry
research from a review platform — note they have a stake in the answer, so treat the exact
numbers with care; the trend is corroborated across multiple years and sources) (read the

study).

How they tested it: They surveyed business software buyers about which information sources
they consult and trust at each stage of a purchase.

What they found:

* A large majority of B2B buyers consult third-party peer reviews before buying, and
reliance on public review sites has roughly doubled in recent years.

» Buyers report trusting independent review sites more than analyst firms at nearly every
stage of the decision.

* Even negative reviews help — roughly seven in ten buyers say they add depth and
credibility.

What you should do: Online reviews are the scaled-up version of word-of-mouth for B2B.
Claim your profiles where your buyers look (industry directories, Google, trade platforms), ask
happy clients to post reviews, and don't panic over an occasional imperfect one — it makes the
rest believable.

What about referral partners and networking groups?

For businesses that serve other businesses, partnerships with neighboring professionals — the
accountant who refers the lawyer, the designer who refers the printer — are a real and
important referral channel. The practical wisdom, backed by surveys though not hard
experiments, is that these relationships work when you give referrals generously first, without
keeping score. One survey of professionals found only 17% felt their referral partners
reciprocated really well, which tells you most of these relationships are run badly — usually
because someone is waiting to receive before they give.

As for formal networking groups like BNI: be careful with the glowing numbers. The income
figures they publish come from members reporting their own results — nobody independent has
measured what those businesses would have earned anyway. Honest reviews say these groups
can genuinely work for local businesses with a clear ideal customer and patience for 6-12
months of relationship building, but quality varies wildly from chapter to chapter, and quota
pressure can produce junk referrals. Visit a chapter before you pay.

One more thing for regulated professions: if you're a lawyer, accountant, or financial advisor,
paying cash for referrals can cross ethics rules. Reciprocal relationships, thank-you gestures,
and joint marketing are the safe lanes — check your profession's rules before offering money.

Getting Your Team to Buy In: Building a Referral Culture
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A referral plan only works if the people who talk to your customers actually ask. The research on
this comes from a neighboring field — studies of why employees do or don't refer job
candidates to their employer — plus well-tested research on how attitudes spread from leaders
to staff. The settings differ from customer referrals, so treat these as strong guidance rather
than direct proof, but the psychology of “will I put my name on the line for my employer?” is the
same question your staff face when asking a customer for a referral.

Finding 12: Employees refer because they believe, not because they're paid

Who figured this out: Greet Van Hoye, published in Human Performance in 2013, with
supporting studies in applied psychology journals (read the study).

How they tested it: She surveyed 232 employees at two organizations about what actually
drove them to recommend (or warn people away from) their employer.

What they found:

+ What predicted positive referrals: job satisfaction, the desire to help people find a good
fit, and the desire to help the organization — with these intrinsic motives proving
stronger drivers than rewards.

+ What predicted negative word of mouth: job dissatisfaction. Unhappy employees don't
just stay silent — they actively warn people away.

* Related studies found referral bonuses give mixed results, and several showed small
bonuses can reduce the quality of who gets referred. One study even found outsiders
trusted the company less once they knew referrers were paid — the same suspicion
effect we saw with customer rewards in Finding 5.

What you should do: Your team's willingness to ask for referrals is a thermometer of how they
feel about the business. Before scripting the ask, fix the experience of working for you — and
Skip big internal bounties, which the evidence says buy quantity, not belief.

Finding 13: Referral culture cascades from the leader — or it doesn't exist

Who figured this out: Jan Wieseke, Michael Ahearne, Son Lam, and Rolf van Dick, published
in the Journal of Marketing in 2009, plus related two-study research in the travel industry (read

the study).
How they tested it: Two multinational, multi-level studies tracking how attitudes flow down

organizations — from regional directors to unit managers to frontline salespeople — using data
from each level.

What they found:

+ Employees' sense of belonging to the company (and with it, their customer focus)
transfers down the chain: leaders who visibly identify with the business produce
managers who do, who produce frontline staff who do.

+ A companion pair of studies showed employees' customer orientation depends directly
on whether their leaders act as role models of it — telling people to be customer-focused
while not modeling it doesn't work.

+ Charismatic, longer-tenured leader relationships strengthened the transfer.
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What you should do: If you want staff asking for referrals, the owner has to ask first — visibly,
comfortably, in front of the team. Culture here is literally contagious, and it only flows downbhill.
Make the ask part of how you work, then train the words; don't delegate the believing.

Finding 14: Why people hesitate to ask: the fear of looking pushy is real —
and fixable

Who figured this out: Jochen Wirtz, Chiara Orsingher, and colleagues, published in the
Journal of Service Research in 2013, with follow-up studies in service marketing journals (read
the study).

How they tested it: They tested what actually goes through someone's head before

recommending a business — specifically their “metaperception”: how they expect the other
person will see them for making the recommendation.

What they found:

* Reluctance is driven less by effort and more by anticipated judgment: people hold back
when they fear the recommendation makes them look self-interested or pushy.

+ Visible incentives make this fear worse — the bigger and more obvious the reward, the
more the recommender worries about looking paid — and the effect is strongest in face-
to-face situations, exactly where most small-business asks happen.

+ What softens it: closer relationships, rewards that are useful but low in face value, and
framing the recommendation as helping the other person.

What you should do: When an employee freezes before asking, the obstacle is usually “what
will this customer think of me?” Remove the trigger: no big visible bounties, scripts that lead with
helping the customer's friend, and asks positioned as service, not selling.

Finding 15: Why one bad experience silences a referrer

Who figured this out: Researchers at Tilburg University and KU Leuven, published in the
International Journal of Research in Marketing in 2012 (read the study).

How they tested it: Four studies on what happens psychologically when someone's referral is
rejected or ignored.

What they found:

* Having a referral turned down isn't neutral — it threatens the referrer's image of
themselves as a competent judge, and they pull back from recommending afterward
(“the referral backfire effect”).

* The sting is worst when the topic is close to the person's identity — like an employee
recommending the business they work for.

* The effect disappears when the person's confidence is shored up in other ways (self-
affirmation) and is weaker when the stakes feel low.

What you should do: Expect that an employee whose ask gets brushed off once may quietly
stop asking forever — unless you normalize it. Make “not now” an expected, no-fault outcome,
celebrate asks rather than only conversions, and never treat a declined referral as the asker's
failure.
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Putting it together: a referral culture in practice

Combining these findings with the customer-side evidence, an evidence-based referral culture
looks like this: employees who like their jobs and believe in the service (the precondition); an
owner who models the ask personally (the cascade); a script that's reputation-safe for the
employee — asking framed as helping the customer's friends, not hitting a quota — because
the research says the real blocker is fear of looking pushy, and that fear is strongest face-to-
face and inflamed by big visible rewards; a no-fault norm around “not now,” because one
brushed-off ask can silently end an employee's asking for good unless declines are treated as
normal and asks themselves are celebrated; and recognition over cash, since bounties cheapen
the ask for everyone. Finally, teach the loyalty bonus: customers who are asked and refer
become more loyal, so an employee asking is doing customer care, not just sales. That
reframes the ask from “being pushy” to “deepening the relationship,” which is what the evidence
says it actually does.

Things People Claim That Aren't Actually Proven

That's the evidence. Before turning to the playbooks, here's the other half of intellectual honesty
— the popular claims this guide deliberately leaves out, and why.

* The “83% willing / 29% actually refer” Texas Tech stat — untraceable; treat it as a
rumor.

« “Just launch a referral program and the money rolls in” — most programs flop because
they're badly designed (wrong reward, wrong person, wrong size).

*  “People trust recommendations more than ads, so referral programs always work” — the
trust part is true, but it doesn't guarantee your program will work.

+ “Always ask right after a compliment or a purchase” — sensible advice, but it hasn't
been rigorously tested the way the findings above have.

+  “B2B companies with referral programs have 87% sales effectiveness vs. 42% without”
— this number floats around B2B marketing sites, but like the Texas Tech stat, nobody
can produce the actual study. Ignore it.

* “The average networking-group member closes $62,000 in referred business” — that's
members reporting their own numbers to the organization that wants their dues. Not
independent evidence.

+ “Pay staff a bonus per referral and they'll ask more” — plausible, but untested for
customer referrals; the closest evidence (job-candidate referrals) found belief beats
bonuses and small bounties can lower quality.

+  “76% of salespeople suffer call reluctance” — this figure comes from the consulting firm
that sells the call-reluctance assessment and training; it hasn't been independently
replicated. The reluctance itself is real (see Findings 14—15), but treat the precise
statistics with caution.

One more honest caveat: the consumer-side experiments used banks, phone companies, and
online services, and the business-to-business evidence relies more on surveys than
experiments. The lessons very likely carry over, but treat them as strong guidance, not
guarantees.
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Your Referral Playbook

If you sell to consumers

1.

Start a referral program — it's worth it. Referred customers spend more and stay
longer.

Focus on your best customers. Promote it hardest to the people who already love you
and fit your business best.

Offer a reward if you're not well known yet. It gets customers mentioning you beyond
their closest friends.

Let the friend get the reward — or split it. “Give your friend $20” beats “Get $20.”
“You each get $10” is even better.

Keep the reward modest. Big bounties attract bargain-hunters who don't stick around.

If customers already rave about you, skip the bribe. Just make referring effortless —
a link, a card, a text they can forward — and thank them warmly.

Ask freely — it builds loyalty either way. Customers who refer become more loyal
and spend more themselves, especially newer ones.

Find your advocates, not just your big spenders. Watch who actually sends people
your way; targeting them lifted referral profits 10-30% in field tests.

Count quality, not just quantity. Track whether referred customers come back and
spend, not just how many show up.

If you sell to other businesses

1.

Build a reference bank. After every win, ask for a short success story, a quote, or
permission to use the client's name. This is the best-proven B2B tactic.

Be visibly good at what you do. Most referrals will come from people who've never
hired you — give them something to point to: talks, articles, helpful answers.

Fix your website before asking for referrals. Most referred buyers check you out
online, and half eliminate firms without a call. Your site must confirm the praise.

Give referrals before you get them. Build two-way relationships with neighboring
professionals, and refer out generously first — most of these relationships fail because
everyone waits to receive.

Try networking groups with eyes open. They can work for local businesses with a
clear ideal customer — but visit the chapter first, expect 6-12 months, and ignore the
self-reported income claims.

Give your honest best referral, and verify the ones you receive. Second-best
referrals get discovered and cost relationships; partner referrals you receive are strong
leads, not verdicts.

Treat online reviews as referrals at scale. B2B buyers increasingly check peer-review
sites and directories; ask happy clients to post there.

Skip cash rewards; check your ethics rules. B2B referrals run on reputation and
reciprocity, and in regulated professions paying for referrals can break the rules.
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For your team (either kind of business)

1. Model the ask yourself first. Culture cascades from the leader; staff won't ask if you
don't, and won't believe it matters if you only talk about it.

2. Fix job satisfaction before scripting. Employees who believe in the business refer and
ask; unhappy ones actively warn people away.

3. Frame the ask as customer care. Teach the evidence: customers who refer become
more loyal — asking deepens the relationship, it doesn't strain it.

4. Recognize, don't bounty. Celebrate employees whose customers refer; avoid per-
referral cash, which the evidence says reduces quality and credibility.

5. Make “no” a no-fault outcome. A brushed-off ask stings the asker's identity and can
silence them for good; celebrate asks, not just conversions.

Conclusion

The research tells a clear story, and it's not the one most marketing blogs tell. Referrals aren't
magic, and referral programs aren't automatic money machines — most fail because they're
designed around intuitions the evidence contradicts: reward the referrer (wrong — reward the
friend), make the reward big (wrong — keep it modest), ask your biggest customers (wrong —
find your advocates), and incentivize everyone (wrong — money can silence your most
enthusiastic fans).

What the evidence actually supports is simpler and cheaper than most programs: be excellent
enough to be worth talking about, make referring easy and reputation-safe, point modest
rewards at the friend rather than the referrer, and ask — because the act of referring deepens
the referrer's own loyalty. If you sell to other businesses, swap the coupon mindset for a
reputation mindset: collect name-able client success stories, make your expertise visible to the
majority of referrers who will never be your clients, keep your website worthy of the praise, and
give the honest best referral every time you're asked for one.

And none of it happens without your team. The research on employee buy-in points one
direction: people ask for referrals when they believe in the business and have watched the
owner ask first. Culture cascades from the leader; bonuses don't substitute for belief. The
cheapest referral investment you can make is a workplace your staff would recommend — and
the second cheapest is asking for a referral yourself, out loud, where they can hear you.

None of this requires software, consultants, or a budget. It requires deciding that referrals are a
system you run, not luck you hope for — and the appendices that follow are designed to help
you start this week: an honest self-assessment of where you stand, and a 90-day plan for
whoever leads the effort.

A final word in the spirit of this guide: the evidence here is strong but not infinite. The big
experiments come from banking, telecom, and software; the B2B work leans on surveys. Treat
these findings as the best available map, not a guarantee — measure your own results, and let
your data have the last word.

The Studies Behind This Guide

Study What it proved Strength
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Journal of Marketing, 2011 (German
bank study)

Journal of Marketing, 2007 (reward
experiments)

Journal of Marketing Research, 2020
(friend-reward experiments)

Marketing Science, 2020 (160,000-
customer experiment)

Journal of the Academy of Marketing
Science, 2019

Journal of Marketing, 2013 (cell
carrier field experiment)

Journal of Marketing, 2010 (four field
experiments)

Industrial Marketing Management,
2017 (survey of 220 B2B firms)

Journal of Marketing Research, 2024
(1,200+ B2B decision-makers)

Hinge Research Institute (surveys of
500+ firms, 1,000+ buyers)

G2 Buyer Behavior Reports (multi-
year surveys)

Human Performance, 2013 (232
employees, two organizations)

Journal of Marketing, 2009 (two
multinational, multi-level studies)

Journal of Service Research, 2013
(metaperception studies)

International Journal of Research in
Marketing, 2012 (four studies)

Click to read the original studies:

Referred customers are worth 16—25% more
and stay longer

Rewards boost referrals, especially to
acquaintances and for lesser-known
businesses

Rewarding the friend beats rewarding the
referrer

Bigger rewards bring more but worse
customers

Rewards can backfire when customers
already love talking about you

Making a referral increases the referrer's own
loyalty and spending

Biggest spenders aren't best referrers;
targeting advocates lifted profits 10-30%

Showcasing named client success stories
improves B2B sales performance

Business-to-business referrals are often
good-but-not-best; bad referrals cost
relationships

Most B2B referrals come from non-clients;
referred buyers verify you online

B2B buyers increasingly rely on peer-review
sites like referrals

Employees refer out of belief and satisfaction
more than for rewards; unhappy ones warn
people away

Customer-focused culture cascades from
leaders who model it; it doesn't grow from
instructions alone

Reluctance to recommend is driven by fear
of looking pushy; worst face-to-face and with
big visible rewards

A rejected referral threatens the referrer's
identity and silences future referring;
normalized declines prevent this
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+ Referred customers are more valuable (2011)

* Rewards increase referral likelihood (2007)
+ Reward the friend, not yourself (2020)

» Bigger rewards, worse customers (2020)

*  When rewards backfire (2019)

+ Referrals snowball (Wharton)

* Frame it as helping a friend (Knowledge at Wharton)

* C(Client references boost B2B sales (2017)

* How client references work as credibility signals (2010)

* Most B2B referrals come from non-clients (Hinge)

+ Referred B2B buyers check you out online (Hinge)

+ Referring makes customers more loyal (2013)

* Big spenders aren't your best referrers (2010)

* B2B partner referrals: good but not always best (2024)

* B2B buyers rely on peer-review sites (G2)

+  Why employees refer: belief beats bonuses (2013)

+ Referral bonuses can reduce credibility (2017)

* Culture cascades from leaders (2009)

» Leaders as role models of customer focus (2007)

* Fear of looking pushy drives referral reluctance (2013)

* The referral backfire effect: rejected referrals silence referrers (2012)
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Appendix A: Referral Readiness Self-Assessment

Score your business honestly on each statement below: 0 = not true, 1 = partly true, 2 = fully
true. Each item is grounded in a research finding from this guide (noted in the right column).
Then total your score and read your result below. Re-take this quarterly to track progress.

Statement (score 0, 1, or 2)

1. We know which of our customers are most likely to be a
great fit for the people they'd refer.

2. We actively ask happy customers for referrals — it's a
routine, not an accident.

3. Referring us takes under a minute: there's a link, card,
or message customers can pass along.

4. Our referral offer leads with what the friend gets, not
what the referrer gets.

5. Our reward is modest and fits our brand — we are not
running a bounty.

6. We know who our actual advocates are (who sends
people our way), and we thank them.

7. We track where new customers come from, and
whether referred ones stay and spend.

8. (B2B) We have at least three named client success
stories we can show a prospect.

9. (B2B) People who have never hired us can still see our
expertise — talks, articles, reviews, helpful answers.

10. (B2B) Our website would confirm — not undercut — a
glowing referral from a friend.

11. (B2B) We give referrals to partner professionals
regularly, before expecting any back.

12. (B2B) Happy clients have reviewed us on the sites and
directories our buyers actually check.

13. The owner personally and visibly asks for referrals —
the team has seen it done.

14. Our team would genuinely recommend working here
and buying from us — and we'd know if that changed.

TOTAL (out of 28; consumer-only businesses score
out of 18 on items 1-7 and 13-14)

What your score means

Score

Based on

German bank study (Finding
1)

Loyalty field experiment
(Finding 6)

Reward & framing studies
(Findings 2-3)

Friend-reward experiments
(Finding 3)

160,000-customer
experiment (Finding 4)
Advocates research (Finding
7)

Quality-vs-quantity findings
(Findings 1, 4)

Customer reference study
(Finding 8)

Hinge research (Finding 9)

Hinge buyer research
(Finding 9)

Reciprocity surveys;
horizontal referrals (Finding
10)

G2 buyer research (Finding
11)

Leader cascade research
(Finding 13)

Employee motives research
(Finding 12)

* Top quarter (21-28, or 13—18 consumer-only): You're running referrals as a system.
Focus on measurement — confirm referred customers really do stay and spend more,

and double down on your advocate segment.
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+ Middle (12-20, or 8—12 consumer-only): Good bones, missing pieces. Pick your two
lowest-scoring items and make them this quarter's project — the action plan in Appendix
B shows how.

+ Bottom (below 12, or below 8 consumer-only): You're leaving your cheapest growth
channel to luck. Don't try to fix everything; start with items 2 and 3 (ask routinely, make it
effortless) — they cost nothing and the evidence behind them is strongest.
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Appendix B: A 90-Day Referral Action Plan for Leaders

This plan turns the research into a quarter of concrete work. It assumes one person owns it —
you or someone you name. Each phase ends with a simple check so you know whether to
proceed.

Days 1-14: Look before you build

1. Name an owner. Referral programs run by no one produce nothing. One person, even
part-time, with this plan in hand.

2. Count your baseline. Go through the last 3—6 months of new customers and mark how
each found you. This number is what you'll beat.

3. Find your advocates. List every customer who has referred someone in the past year.
Remember: they may not be your biggest spenders.

4. Take the Appendix A assessment. Your two lowest scores become this quarter's
priorities.

Checkpoint: You can state your current referral rate and name your top five advocates. If not,
stay in this phase.

Days 15-45: Build the machine

1. Design the offer the way the evidence says. Friend-first wording (“Give a friend...”),
modest reward, or a two-sided split. If your customers already rave, skip the reward and
just make asking gracious and easy.

2. Make referring a 60-second act. A short link, a card at the counter, a text template —
whatever your customers can pass on without thinking.

3. Script the ask and put it in the routine. Decide the moment (end of a successful job, a
thank-you note, an invoice) and the words. Train everyone who touches customers.

4. Win the team before launch. Demonstrate the ask yourself in front of staff, share the
loyalty evidence (asking deepens relationships), and plan recognition — not per-referral
cash — for employees whose customers refer.

5. B2B: start the reference bank. Ask your three happiest clients for a quote, a short
success story, or permission to use their name. Put them on your website — the same
website referred buyers will quietly check.

Checkpoint: A stranger could refer you in under a minute, and every customer-facing person
knows when and how to ask.

Days 46-90: Run it and learn

1. Launch to your best-fit customers first, not everyone — the value premium of
referred customers varies by segment, so start where it's likely highest.

2. Thank every referrer within 48 hours, personally. The referral that gets warmly
acknowledged is the one that gets repeated — and referrers' own loyalty is part of your
return.

3. B2B: give five referrals. Send genuine, best-option referrals to partner professionals
this quarter, with no scoreboard. This is how reciprocal networks actually start.
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4. B2B: get three reviews posted on the sites and directories your buyers actually
consult.

5. Atday 90, judge by quality, not just count. Compare referred customers' repeat
business and spending against your other customers. If referred customers aren't better,
revisit reward size and targeting before scaling.

Checkpoint: You know your new referral rate, the quality of referred customers, and which
single change you'll make next quarter.

Leader's measurement scorecard

Measure Baseline (Day 1) Day 90

% of new customers from referrals

Number of active advocates (referred
in past 90 days)

Repeat/retention rate: referred vs.
other customers

Average spend: referred vs. other
customers

(B2B) Named references collected
(B2B) Referrals given to partners

(B2B) Client reviews posted

© Capacity Building Solutions, Inc
www.capacity-building.com



http://www.capacity-building.com/

Getting More Referrals: What Actually Works

June 9, 2026 20

Appendix C: Quick Reference — Myths vs. Evidence

Keep this page handy for the next time a marketing pitch quotes a referral statistic.

The myth or unproven claim

“Texas Tech study: 83% of customers are willing
to refer, only 29% do.”

“B2B firms with referral programs see 87% sales
effectiveness vs. 42% without.”

“Networking group members close $62,000+ in

referred business.”

“Bigger referral rewards get better results.”

“Reward the referrer — they're doing the work.”

“Ask your best customers for referrals.”

“Incentives always help.”

“A partner's referral is the best option out there.”

What the evidence actually says

No one can find this study; it has been recycled
blog-to-blog for years. Plausible direction,
fabricated precision.

Untraceable vendor statistic. Ignore it.

Members self-reporting to the organization
collecting their dues. No independent
measurement exists.

Tested on 160,000 customers: bigger rewards
bring more customers, but measurably worse
ones.

Field experiments show rewarding the friend
brings in more customers; referrers care about
looking generous.

Big spenders are often poor referrers. Find your
actual advocates — targeting them lifted profits
10-30%.

For novel products and devoted fans, visible
rewards reduced referrals by making referrers
look paid.

B2B research: referring businesses often
recommend good-but-not-best to protect their
own position. Strong lead, not a verdict.
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