
 

How to Build a Customer Referral 

Program Using Marketing 

Automation Tools 

Want to know a secret? A referral customer comes at a much lower 
cost and has a higher potential for retention and loyalty. Well, it 
might not be that big a secret, as the Wharton School of Business 
found that a referred customer has a 16% higher life-time value. 
So, referral leads are cheaper and they’ll be more loyal? Sold! 

So why doesn’t everybody have a referral program in place?  The 
answer is simple: these type of programs have always been too 
labor intensive and have relied heavily on the talent and 
commitment of the sales team to keep them running. 

Now, with the recent development in new automated tools it 
is much more practical to implement an effective referral program 
that doesn’t place extra burden on your sales team. 

Create the Strategy 

Are you sold on why referral programs are so awesome? Great! 
Now, we need to discuss how to create a strategy. We’ve come up 
with 6 steps you can follow in order to launch a successful program. 

Step 1: Evaluate your current contacts 

You don’t just have to reach out to your customers; in fact your 
referral program can reach so much farther than that. You should 



 

be asking anyone you’ve made a connection or had an interaction 
with. This could be via phone call, social media, or email. 

Step 2: List possible referral sources 

Now that you know your contacts can be anyone you’ve connected 
with, you can begin listing them out. You could reach out to current 
customers, past customers, leads that may not have closed, 
industry leaders, your vendors, etc. 

Step 3: Segment inner circle contacts 

Once you have these possible sources listed out, you should 
narrow down a list of “inner circle” contacts. These are people who 
know what value your business has and would refer you without 
any incentive. Finding your inner circle isn’t a process that can be 
automated, you will get more benefit from this if you pull and 
segment these contacts manually. 

 



 

Step 4: Define referral programs by segment 

There are two options for a referral program: an incentive and a 
non-incentive program. A University of Chicago study found that 
non-cash incentives are 24% more effective at boosting 
performance than cash incentives. During this step, you should 
break your contacts out by levels and decide which ones can 
receive which offer. 

Step 5: Outline and Create needed resources 

Once you have the referral programs outlined you’ll have an idea of 
what resources you need for each one. I’ve listed out a few 
resources you might need below: 

1. Emails for each type of contact telling them about your referral 
program 

2. A message explaining what types of customers fit well with 
your business. You need to paint a picture in their minds of 
your ideal customer 

3. A workflow that leads your contacts through the program and 
alerts your sales team when to call 

4. A landing page that provides a place for your contacts to give 
you their friend’s information 

5. Scripts for your sales team to follow when explaining your 
referral programs 

6. A referral kit filled with resources for your contacts to share 
with their friends: this can include case studies, testimonials, 
eBooks, videos, anything that gives insight into working with 
your business 



 

Step 6: Define Your Referral Process 

Create a document that outlines the steps in your referral process 
for you marketing team and sales team to follow. Let them know 
who is being sent emails, when these emails are going out, what 
they have in them, and when it becomes their place to contact. 
Make sure you provide them with a script as well. 

Take It Out Of Your Hands 

An automated process will actually move your contacts through the 
referral program for you. This could include automated social 
media, email processes, and website activity. 

Automated Social Media Tools 

When designing your referral process be sure to add an element of 
“give to get.”  Find a way to give value to your contacts before you 
ask them to help you with referrals. You can do this in several ways 
if you are a B2B business. You could help promote your contact’s 
businesses through social media or by commenting on one of their 
blog posts.  You can use social media to schedule and send out 
your contacts’ content and show them what value there is in having 
you in their network. With social media you can also be alerted 
when a contact has mentioned you on any platform or has shared 
some of your content. 



 

Automated Email Tools 

Set up three workflows in order to move your contacts through the 
referral process smoothly and efficiently. 

1. The Invite Workflow: The first workflow will consist of 1 email 
that invites your contacts to the program. They will either reply 
back to this email and let you know they are interested, opt-out 
of the program, or not take any action. For those who are 
interested, they will continue to Workflow 2, those who opt-out 
will be taken out of any workflow, and those who don’t take any 
action will continue to Workflow 3. 
 

2. The Yes Workflow: This workflow will consist of emails that 
provide the contacts who said yes to joining the program with 
all the information they need to know about your business as 
well as ways to invite their friends to talk to you. This included 
your buyer persona and value proposition, a link to your 
referral kit, and any other helpful content you create for the 
program. 
 

3. The Reminder Workflow: This workflow will be for those who 
didn’t take any action from The Invite Workflow. This will 
include reminder emails that allow your contacts to choose to 
participate in the program. From this email, contacts will either 
engage in the program and continue to The Yes Workflow or 
opt-out and be taken out of the program altogether. 

You can also set up alerts for your sales team so that when emails 
are read by contacts they can then pick up the phone and use the 
created referral script to follow up with the contact. 



 

Automated Website Tools 

You can use automated website tools that integrate with your email 
and will essentially notify you anytime a contact interacts with you. 
This could be opening an email, visiting a page on your site, etc. 
Sounds a little creepy perhaps? Well, it’s actually a great tool to use 
for the referral program. If you’re segmenting your inner circle 
contacts (reminder: these should be people you could pick up the 
phone and call) then you can track when they open your referral 
program invite and pick up the phone to discuss soon after. 

How to Automate 

A marketing platform such as HubSpot will help you tie all these 
processes together into one tidy package. HubSpot is equipped 
with Workflows, Social Inbox, and Signals that will streamline these 
processes and make upkeep of your referral program as easy and 
efficient as possible. 

The Bottom Line 

 Your best referrals will come from people that know your 
business is valuable (your inner circle) 

 Non-incentive programs bring in better leads than incentivized 
programs 

 You must paint the picture of your perfect prospect for them 
 Setting up automated processes will make your referral 

program consistent and easy to keep running 

 


