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 Introduction

This book is about referrals, but it offers much more than just another set of tips and tricks for generating new leads. The Referral Engine offers a systematic approach to generating word of mouth as a comprehensive marketing strategy. In a larger sense, it proposes a new and better way of doing business.

There was a time when marketers would simply create a product or brand, broadcast a compelling message, and send the sales folks out to hunt down new business. Over the past few years, in large part due to the explosion of online tools and networks, customers and prospects are now active participants in the creation of products, services, brands, positioning, messages, and subsequent buzz—for good or bad.

This book will show you how to craft a strategy that compels customers and partners to voluntarily participate in your marketing, to create positive buzz about your products and services to friends, neighbors, and colleagues. While it may feel a bit odd to suggest that you can actually compel someone to perform a voluntary act, you’ll find that the pull of a fully developed Referral Engine is so strong that your brand supporters will feel as though they have no choice but to sing your praises.

One warning before we begin: Building the ultimate referable business is not a weekend project. It will require you to look at your business and marketing in an entirely new way. If you come along for this  ride, you will need to completely rethink your current marketing strategy, dispense with much widely accepted business “wisdom,” and possibly alter the foundations of your business model.

I’d like to share a little experience of my own to help get you in the Referral Engine frame of mind.

One day my wife and I hit a sale at the outdoor gear retailer REI. During the trip she found a coat that she loved and bought it. A few weeks later, we went to an outdoor event and she took the opportunity to wear her new coat. As we went out the door she reached into the pocket and found a little slip of paper.

She pulled the slip out fully expecting something along the lines of “Inspected by #48.” Instead, the note read “You are a goddess!” That simple, unexpected message made her day. Of course, we both wondered, who made this coat? I checked the manufacturer’s Web site and discovered a very cool little garment company called Isis (www.isisforwomen.com), located in Burlington, Vermont.

This creative act, unrelated to the quality, cut, or color of the coat in question, compelled us both to think fondly of this company and voluntarily refer them to anyone who would listen. Something I’m doing right now.

Let’s get started on your Referral Engine, shall we?




 CHAPTER 1

 The Realities of Referral

Despite what some might suggest, there are no real secrets in business—only truths you haven’t yet figured out how to apply. This book will help you move these truths into the realm of execution—the place where innovation and action come together to make growth happen.

But first, a tiny physiology lesson. Want to know why referral generation is one of most effective yet elusive forms of marketing?

There is a tiny part of the brain, the hypothalamus, that—among other things—helps regulate sexual urges, thirst and hunger, maternal behavior, aggression, pleasure, and, to some degree, your propensity to refer.

The hypothalamus likes validation—it registers pleasure in doing good and being recognized for it, and it’s home to the need to belong to something greater than ourselves. This is the social drive for making referrals.

Human beings are physiologically wired to make referrals. That’s why so many businesses can grow and thrive by tapping this business-building strategy alone.




 Reality #1: People make referrals because they need to 

If you’re one of those people who feels a bit shy about focusing on, let alone actually asking for, referrals, then the first thing you need to understand is this:

 

We rate and refer as a form of survival. Think about it. What happens when someone asks you for a good tailor? If you know one, you spill; if you don’t, you think about it and maybe make a call or two. Instinctively, we know we are going to need a good tip someday, so we pass on what we know to others to build credit in the community. I imagine the roots of this notion go back to a time when relying on a good hunting or fishing tip may have meant the difference between life and death.

 

We refer to connect with other people. Being recognized as a source of good information, including referrals, is a great way to connect with others. Think about how eagerly you responded the last time someone asked you for directions, offering up your favorite shortcut and tips for avoiding traffic. We all do it. Making referrals is a deeply satisfying way to connect with others—asking for referrals is just the other side of the same phenomenon. I think the growth of many popular social networks can be traced to the fact that people love to connect and form communities around shared ideas.

I asked some people in one of my business networks to tell me about some of their favorite businesses. Seattle business coach Tammy Redmon’s (www.tammyredmon.com) response illustrates this point nicely: “One of our favorite destination points is Voodoo Doughnuts (www.voodoodoughnut.com). It is an incredible little hole-in-the-wall on Third and Burnside in Portland, Oregon, with room inside the door for about eight to ten people. Their signature Voodoo Doughnut is out of this world, and the creativity they put into each creation is awe inspiring. It doesn’t matter if you like donuts or not, you must go for the experience.  It is not to be missed when in Portland. Just plan on waiting in line; each time I have gone the line has been thirty-plus deep around the block. No kidding! ‘The magic is in the hole!’ ”

 

We refer to build our own form of social currency. Providing a referral is a little like making a deposit. There is a natural law most humans ascribe to: If you do something for me, I am implicitly obligated to do something for you. Building up large stores of social capital is what makes some folks tick. This thinking is what drives some to become human databases. Their “go to” status when someone needs a referral is a carefully crafted asset. But understand that the laws of social currency and financial currency don’t operate in the same manner. Social-currency building comes from a place of help rather than gain. Building social currency doesn’t involve any strict form of accounting—the universe seems to sort that out with a give-to-get mentality.




 Reality #2: All business involves risk 

Unfortunately, a small but very distinct region of the hypothalamus also monitors, controls, and analyzes that powerful emotion known as fear. We constantly balance and measure, often at subconscious levels, pleasure and fear, gain and pain, and every action’s likelihood to produce one or the other.

While we are indeed wired to give referrals, they also represent a potential risk. When we make a referral, we are putting the trust we have established with the recipient on loan to the person or company being referred.

Of course, risk varies in degree according to the magnitude of the referred party’s need. There is more risk in referring a friend to, for instance, a good accountant, than in referring one to a place for authentic Thai. But as we dive into the strategies and tactics of some real-world referable businesses you’ll see that a trust-building approach to marketing reduces fear and risk for a referrer in any scenario.

The surest way to remove risk is to build a business or product that connects with customers on both logical and emotional levels.

Or, as Fred Reichheld, author of The Ultimate Question puts it—head and heart.

People make decisions about the businesses they refer the same way they make decisions about a purchase. We simultaneously weigh whether something is affordable, fits well, or addresses a need—the head part—and whether we will look good, feel smart, or enjoy ourselves—the heart part. If the emotional pull is very strong, you can rationalize away what may otherwise stand out as a logical shortcoming, like a steep price.

Most businesses focus on the logical elements—price, features and benefits, a desired result—while ignoring the emotional rewards that are essential for the total customer experience.

People don’t get emotional and passionate about ordinary products, a satisfactory result, or a fair price. They talk about things that surprise them or make them feel great about themselves—and, in effect, remove the feeling of risk they might have about doing business with that firm.

It’s not enough to have a good solution. Buzzed-about businesses have a good solution draped in a total experience that excites, delights, or surprises the customer and motivates them to voluntarily talk about their experience.

Nona Jordan (Biznik.com/members/nona-jordan), a life coach and yoga instructor in Italy, related this story to me about a surprising experience she had: “I ordered a singing bowl from Fabeku before vacation. During vacation, I checked my e-mail to discover a really wonderful e-mail thank-you from him, telling me that he had sent the bowl. In addition to that, he also complimented my Web site and said some things which indicated he actually took a look around, which made my day.

“Even more impressive, when I picked up the package today, I ripped into it in the parking lot, unable to wait to see the bowl. Imagine my surprise, and utter delight, when the first thing I saw was a handwritten card! Digging through the little white packing kernels excitedly, I then found a package of incense! Brilliant! Then, just to make it even more amazing, the bowl was wrapped like a gift, and really, I still can’t stop grinning.”




 Reality #3: Nobody talks about boring businesses 

I interviewed marketing philosopher extraordinaire Seth Godin, author of books such as Purple Cow and The Dip, for an episode of the Duct Tape Marketing podcast. We talked about referrals and word of mouth and, in typical Seth fashion, he shared this profound nugget.

“If the marketplace isn’t talking about you,” he said, “there’s a reason. The reason is that you’re boring. And you’re probably boring on purpose. You have boring pricing because that’s safer. You have a boring location because to do otherwise would be nuts. You have boring products because that’s what the market wants.”

Author and speaker Scott Ginsberg gets talked about—all the time.

Encountering Ginsberg in a crowded room, you would most likely find him to be an unassuming, polite, energetic, nice guy. He’s probably wearing faded jeans, sandals, and sporting that intentionally unkempt hairstyle common with the twenty-something set these days. At first blush there’s nothing extraordinary about Ginsberg, except that everywhere he goes people approach him.

At the diner, in the airport, at a meeting, standing in line at the coffee shop, on the bus—it’s always the same. It starts with a look, then perhaps a whisper to a friend in a cupped hand, and finally people are drawn to approach Ginsberg and say something like: “Dude, you’re wearing a name tag.”

And sure enough, there it is right on his coat—“Hello, my name is Scott.” The conversation begins.

Scott Ginsberg has made a business out of doing essentially one thing—wearing a name tag every single day, all day, for, at the time of this writing, over eight years.

The way Ginsberg tells it, he went to a social event in college where attendees were asked to wear name tags. Afterward, he went about his business but forgot to remove his name tag. (We’ve all done that, right?)

What Ginsberg found was that his name tag made him more approachable. Wearing it, he stood out and got attention. So he decided to keep wearing it, and made the wearing of a name tag his core personal branding element.

Today, Ginsberg speaks to thousands of businesses and individuals on the subject of approachability, a subject he’s also written eight books about. Ginsberg is very, very good at what he does, and that’s why people keep hiring him. But Ginsberg’s secret referral weapon is that people can’t help talking about his commitment to wearing a name tag every day for the rest of his life. It’s simply remarkable.

To build a business, territory, or practice based primarily on referrals, you must first discover or create the remarkable thing about you or your products, the thing that gets people talking, that almost forces them to tell others about you. Boring people, products, and companies are hard to refer!

Ginsberg is highly referable because he’s found a way to clearly differentiate himself from his competitors. People can’t help talking about him.




 Reality #4: Consistency builds trust 

In his presentations, Scott Ginsberg often recounts stories of people being so threatened by his name tag that they actually wanted to fight him. He tells of people hurling insults at him, ripping the tag from his coat—he’s even received e-mailed death threats for his tag-wearing ways! (People obviously not getting enough ketchup in their diets.)

Next time you see Ginsberg, I invite you to (gently) peel the name tag from his topcoat; it’s okay, he’s got one on his blazer, and another on his shirt. And just in case your group needs him to present at your next pool party, he’s got his name tag permanently tattooed on his chest. So yeah, he’s committed to his brand and to his primary referral strategy.

What Ginsberg adds to this equation is an unquestionable commitment to his differentiation, his consistent talkability factor.

It does very little good to create this week’s publicity stunt in an effort to get folks talking for today. Referability is a long-term game;  it’s not a drive-by event but a well-planned, precisely calculated marathon. Repetition, consistency, and authenticity build trust and are the foundational tools of the referral trade. People can sense when you are attempting to draw attention for attention’s sake, or are stepping out of your authentic self so far that it doesn’t feel right to you or anyone associated with your business.

Commitment to a remarkable difference demonstrates that yours is not a gimmick.




 Reality #5: Marketing is a system 

At the core, a fully functioning business is basically a set of systems and processes. Marketing is a system, finance is a system, and management is a system. If you follow this line of thinking, then referral generation is a set of processes within the overall marketing system. And yet, the most common objections I hear when I suggest implementing a systematic approach to generating referrals—I don’t deserve referrals, I feel funny asking for referrals, my parents told me it’s not proper to beg for business—are other ways of saying, “I don’t really have any idea why someone would want to talk about my business.” These feel more like excuses steeped in self-doubt than reasons.

I’ve witnessed excuses like these melting under the bright light of a step-by-step referral generation system, one based on a complete understanding of the value you bring and that enlists the complete cooperation of customers and partners in bringing that value to others. You must embrace the true value your organization produces and develop a referral system that allows you to bring the best of your authentic self to every opportunity.

While some people may think of a “system” as a tool for process freaks to lean on, this book will show you how your referral system will be essential to holding yourself accountable for getting your head and your butt in gear.

Ivana Taylor runs a company called DIY Marketers, and by her own admission is painfully shy. Painfully shy and asking for referrals don’t normally go hand in hand. Taylor did some strategic soul-searching and  realized that asking a customer for a referral felt too personal, so she just didn’t do it. Unfortunately, she had successfully targeted a narrow niche market and knew that her business would sink or swim based on her ability to get referrals from happy customers. There simply was no other form of marketing or advertising that would allow her to get her business in front of the key CEOs in her chosen area.

Taylor’s solution was to take advantage of her years of experience in consulting with businesses on the creation of productivity processes. She established a set of processes that she could put on autopilot. Now, when a CEO became a client, they would begin to automatically receive a series of communications that subtly outlined her process of working by referral. When she let her processes do the asking, she began to feel less negative about asking for referrals—and potentially being rejected by a prospective customer—and consequently she got over her fear, asked consistently for referrals, and dramatically increased the number of referrals and customers she started to receive.

Many people I encounter get tripped up over this same idea. Your belief that asking for referrals is like begging for business is a personal problem. One of the ways to get the “you” out of the way is through a system that energizes others to voluntarily promote you and your products for their own reasons.

But if you don’t feel strongly enough about the value you or your products deliver to expect that your clients will voluntarily make an effort to see that others receive it, then there is little chance that you will ever come to depend on a consistent flow of referrals. Expecting referrals is not about you; it’s about getting the customer what’s possible. Find a way to detach yourself from any personal feelings of pride or self-doubt and get to work on creating a brilliant system that’s focused on getting results for your customers.

Here’s the really magical thing: For Taylor, overcoming her personal fear of asking for referrals through the use of a system allowed her to be more authentic and available for her clients. A major component of her referral system was the formation of roundtables that brought her customers together to network and build referrals among each other.

So don’t get tripped up on the system concept. As we move to design  and implement your total referral system you’ll discover that there is no one system that works for everyone. In fact, that’s the shortcoming of much of what’s taught on the subject of referrals: Experts try to cram everyone into the same box and the same set of steps for generating referrals.

Maybe you’ve tried to develop some referral or networking techniques, only to discover that they either didn’t work for you or you didn’t work for them—either way, eventually you may have simply given up on the notion.

In this book we will present a framework—beginning with the set-up of realities addressed in this chapter—a set of overarching strategies, high- and low-tech engagement tools, and a methodology for finding your perfect culture of referral. We will also provide a host of specific tactical examples in an effort to help you design the only system that will bring you the results you desire, because it’s the only referral system designed by and for you and no one else.

In fact, the ideal referral system, based on a strategy that gets people voluntarily talking about your business, can eliminate the need to ever actually ask for referrals again.




 The most tragic referral reality 

Before we move on, I want to share something that I find astonishing about this referral business. In preparation for writing this book, I conducted an informal survey of several thousand small business owners. Unsurprisingly, I found that 63.4 percent felt that over half their business came by way of referrals. But of that same group, 79.9 percent readily admitted that they had no system of any kind to generate referrals.

This is somewhat puzzling. How can a business owner know that word of mouth is so powerful and then do so little to take advantage of it?

Consider this direct response from a survey participant, and the plight of what I like to call the accidental referral becomes a little easier to frame and dissect: We have trouble getting and asking for referrals from our customers. When we ask they say, “I’ll keep it in mind.” When we try to offer an incentive, we still get nothing. Because of that, we just don’t ask! I would think getting referrals from happy customers would be easier!





In this survey, participants were asked what gets in the way of generating referrals. The answers included “fear,” “desperation,” and “don’t think to ask,” to name a few, but, in the end, the real reason is a multilayered portrayal of the most tragic business reality of all.

You know how powerful referral can be, but you’re not doing anything worth being talked about. Or, if you are, you lack an authentic and systematic approach to stimulating conversations, collecting leads, educating prospects, and converting those referrals into customers.



 CHAPTER 2

 The Qualities of Referral

I have had the opportunity to discuss business and marketing strategies with hundreds of business owners. I am fascinated by how often successful, referral-generating businesses cited the same elements and practices as the secret to their success. In some cases these were intentional, and in others it was a matter of a business acting authentically and practicing what felt right intuitively only to discover the marketing value later.

While the qualities of a referable business I have identified through my interviews and observations may not come naturally to all, they can be learned and instilled in any business with enough effort.




 The most trusted option 

In the business of referrals, trust is the most important reason a recommendation is made and, conversely, lack of trust the single greatest reason referrals don’t happen. There are countless ways that companies build and break trust with their customers, but most can be summed up with the term “honesty.”

Janine Popick, CEO of Vertical Response, a San Francisco-based  Inc. 500 e-mail marketing service, recounted this story from the very early days of her business. As a start-up she had very few customers,  let alone very few big-name customers. So keeping the e-mail marketing business of ACT! Software was significant. ACT! depended heavily on its e-mail campaigns to prospect and keep customers up-to-date with upgrades and training. Vertical Response’s servers had been experiencing technical issues, and Popick worried about her company’s ability to continue to make ACT! look good if e-mail delivery was spotty or sent incorrectly.

Rather than crossing her fingers and hoping all went well, Popick went to the marketing director at ACT! and asked to be fired. She explained the technical issues they were experiencing and suggested that another company might be more reliable at this point. Her customer was so impressed with Popick’s honesty that they remained a customer and a passionate voice of referrals for Vertical Response for many years.

“I think more than anything it’s about meeting people’s expectations,” Popick told me. “If something goes wrong we tell them what to expect, do exactly what we promise to fix it, and communicate fully throughout the process. That’s what we’ve always tried to do.”

Trust is earned by keeping promises: tangible things like delivering on time, paying bills on time, and honoring guarantees; and less tangible things like authentic marketing messages, caring service, and a culture of respect.

Trust is also lost by overpromising. I’m not suggesting that you shouldn’t aim high, but I am suggesting you must know what you are capable of doing and do what you say you are going to do. It sounds so simple, yet it’s the number one reason people lose faith in businesses and in entire industries.

When you have trust—earned by keeping your promises—you can make mistakes, own up to them, and correct them without loss. One of the hallmarks of a highly referred business is that they work as hard on fixing mistakes as on any other aspect of their business.

Of course, there are two sides to trust. Trust is a quality that must be extended as well as earned. You can see this in the types of employees an organization attracts and develops by trusting their staff to make smart, customer-focused decisions.

The importance of trust as a referral currency is somewhat dependent  on the importance/risk a purchaser places on the purchase—either in terms of human cost or actual cost. The higher the price tag, the more essential the service, the more vital trust becomes to the relationship. But even a company selling a twenty-nine-dollar-a-month service will live and die over time based on the level of trust it builds with its customers, employees, and partners.

I receive offers for cheap Web hosting almost daily. While the cost of the service in question is almost insignificant, the cost of having my site off-line or hacked could be catastrophic. I choose my service very carefully and put a great deal of stock in the recommendations of others I trust, even though it’s a relatively low-cost item.

Think about your own experience. When was the last time you referred a friend to a business you kind of trusted? Show me a business that automatically receives a substantial amount of business by way of referral and, with rare exception, you’ll find a business that places supreme value on building and keeping trust in every aspect of business.

It’s possible to build a business or product that people simply love to talk about, even though it’s not always trustworthy. But these are few and far between, and often owe more to quirks in popular culture than a sustainable business plan.

Stephen Covey, author of The SPEED of Trust, put it in even more tangible terms when I asked him to explain his concept of trust as it relates to speed. “Trust,” he stated, “always impacts speed and cost. When you have high trust everything can move faster and costs less, it’s like creating a trust investment; of course, the opposite is true of a low-trust environment, or a kind trust tax. This is what makes trust more than a nice social asset; it’s a hard-edge business asset as well.”




 Staff as customer 

Here’s something your customers won’t ever tell you but that you had better understand: Your employees probably treat your customers about the same way you treat your employees. Let that soak that in for a minute, and think about the ways your everyday behavior might be affecting your organization’s ability to generate referrals.

Organizations that easily generate a high number of referrals consider referral factors when they hire and treat their employees like prime target customers. It makes sense, of course; happy employees are much more likely to represent the brand in a positive manner. Let’s face it: Companies aren’t capable of making emotional connections; people are. But it takes effort.

In all but the most technical positions, much of what employees do on a day-to-day basis can be taught. It’s much harder, however, to teach someone to be trustworthy, to give, or to serve. Yet, as stated above, these are key traits of organizations that generate referrals. If your organization has more than two or three employees it’s a pretty good bet they will interact with customers and prospects in ways that will affect your brand. So the question is, are you hiring and training to create a referral culture?

It’s become almost cliché to write about the online shoe retailer Zappos (www.zappos.com) when covering the topic of referrals and word of mouth. After all, much of the company’s meteoric rise came about through the buzz of passionate customers, and it’s a story people love to share.

Sometimes, however, we read about what great customer service a company has and we fail to credit the innovative processes and hard work that went into creating it. Zappos forged an incredible culture-building tool it calls “The Offer.” Most Zappos employees work the phones in customer service roles. When a new employee joins Zappos, they go through four weeks of paid training and are immersed in the company’s strategy, culture, and obsession with customers.

About a week into the process Zappos makes “The Offer.” They tell each employee that, if they quit that day, they will be paid for the week of work plus $1,000 to quit. What Zappos discovered was that if someone was willing to take them up on the offer, then it probably means they were never going to be the kind of customer-obsessed, high-energy employee so important to the brand. At one point I read that less than 10 percent of new employees take the money and quit. My guess is that the cost of keeping uncommitted folks far exceeds the offer cost in letting them go.




 Hire for fit 

One recurring thread in many of the businesses I interviewed was the idea of hiring the right people. And this notion starts first with knowing who or what that is. In much the same way a business might research and attempt to attract the ideal customer, referral-based businesses also focus on attracting the ideal employee.

The company takes care of the staff, the staff takes care of the customer, the customer takes care of the business.

Southwest Airlines is famous for their service. They openly admit they “hire for attitude, and train for skill.” One of the ways they hire for attitude is through a thorough and somewhat offbeat interview process.

Part of the process requires applicants to fill out and read aloud a personal “Coat of Arms”—a questionnaire on which applicants complete statements such as: “One time my sense of humor helped me was”; “A time I reached my peak performance was”; and “My personal motto is.”

Applicants are often put into groups and given a group task aimed at sorting out attitudes and leadership qualities.

Many Southwest employees have their own hiring stories; Scott Kirk, a Southwest pilot, shared on the company’s blog that he even used his “celebrity” name (Captain Kirk of TV’s Star Trek) to help him get the job at Southwest. “When I first applied for a pilot position at Southwest, I sent a photograph of one of the Boeing 737 aircrafts painted as the USS Enterprise,” said Scott. “At the bottom of the photo I wrote, ‘Hey Herb, beam me aboard will ya?’ I was shocked when I received a personal letter from Mr. Kelleher himself wishing me luck in the interview and warm wishes to hopefully beam me aboard soon. From that moment on, I knew that I had chosen the right airline.”

Mike McDerment, founder of FreshBooks (www.freshbooks.com), an online time-tracking and invoicing service located in Toronto, Canada, shared these thoughts on how he addresses the customer-employee  relationship: “First, we try to find people for fit, shared values, and a passion for excellence. That doesn’t mean we have some preconceived idea of what they look like. It’s more that they match our brand in some way. We’re not in the billing business, we’re in the service business, and we like to have fun. It really makes things easy if we surround our customers with employees that like to serve and like to have fun as well.”

FreshBooks also encourages internal innovation by hosting biweekly opportunities for its software developers to contribute to the company through something they call “Hack-Offs.” In a nutshell, a hack-off is a day of unstructured time for developers to work on any project they like. “Sometimes it’s improvements to the product,” McDerment explained. “Things nagging customers but that we just haven’t gotten to. Sometimes it’s things nagging the developers that they just want to fix and no one else will see. And other times it’s a proof of concept of some new technology. The only guiding rule about what to work on is that they should be able to finish it in a day.”

Whatever they are working on throughout the day, at 4:30 P.M. the developers stop. At that point, the entire company moves through the office, from screen to screen, and gets demos from each developer on what they’ve created. Once all the demos are done, they vote for their favorite. Beyond peer recognition, the company usually bestows movie tickets or Raptors basketball tickets on the winner.

This brilliant tactic is a highlight of the workweek and puts the focus on innovation and constant improvement of the product and service experience. In doing so, it turns work into a game, a game with a few simple rules and a clear way to win.




 Train, and create standards 

The second element of the staff as customer involves training. Regular, institutionalized training is a core element of widely referred businesses. This begins with training in the daily routines and processes required to complete ordinary job functions, but it goes much deeper as well.

Sarah Endline, CEO of sweetriot (www.sweetriot.com), a maker of specialty dark chocolate candy located in New York City, devotes a  large portion of its “riotation”—her company’s term for orientation—on teaching the company mission and culture, and the history of the company, the industry, and the product category, before ever diving into how to fulfill and ship an order.

Teaching every new employee everything you can about your organization’s marketing strategy, marketing plan, positioning, messaging, ideal customer, products, services, and brand attributes just makes sense when it comes to creating ambassadors of the organization. Consistently providing marketing training for the entire staff is one key to getting everyone involved in generating referrals.

Often it’s your staff that owns the frontline customer, partner, and prospect relationship. Smart companies makes sure every employee understands how to spot an ideal customer, how to properly introduce the company’s story, and how to spot trigger phrases prospective customers use, and clues they give, that mark them as potential ideal customers, even if selling isn’t a part of that employee’s job description.

This basic training should be implemented at the outset and consistently and repeatedly reinforced.




 Give them the tools 

Another element of the employee-as-customer habit lies in the word “empowerment.” While the word empowerment shows up in almost every book ever written about management, it’s a term that is easy to say but not so easy to put into action.

In their 1999 book, First, Break All the Rules: What the World’s Greatest Managers Do Differently, Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman published findings from research conducted by the Gallup Organization involving eighty thousand managers across different industries. They used this research to conclude that if a company can’t satisfy an employee’s basic needs first, it can never expect that employee to deliver stellar performance. The research indicated that a productive employee’s basic needs are: knowing what is expected at work; having the equipment and support to do the work right; and receiving appropriate praise and feedback for work accomplished.

Referred companies place so much focus on delighting customers that employees grow to understand that the primary thing that is expected, and even measured, about their performance is the generation of referrals from customers.

When this expectation is then reinforced with tools that put the focus on the outcome as much as on the process, they often learn to do whatever it takes to get a positive result. Positive reinforcement follows. This is one of the hardest adjustments a small business owner can make as the business grows.

Larry Ryan founded Ryan Lawn and Tree (www.ryanlawn.com) over twenty years ago. He started out on the backseat of a tractor and grew the business steadily by taking care of his customers and employees. Today he is the CEO of one of the largest lawn-care services in the Midwest, with over 150 employees. “The hardest job I have,” he admits, “is getting out of the way and letting my people do what they need to do.”

Ryan has always run his business with the philosophy that every customer should be thrilled, and that no matter how illogical the customer’s demand, he would try to satisfy it. This philosophy has caused him to scratch his head in disbelief at times, but Ryan can also relate countless instances when thrilled customers have written him notes about, for instance, a turf manager coming back on his own accord to redo a patch of grass that just didn’t work out right the first time.

Ryan hires for organizational fit and talent, and his employees are clear on what is expected of them and are given the tools, permission, and encouragement to take matters into their own hands to achieve the ultimate objective of customer satisfaction. As a result, his business, generated primarily through referrals, has grown steadily year in and year out for over twenty years.




 Open dashboard 

Another common trait among staff-oriented businesses is an openness to communicating the financial aspects of the business. For instance,  sweetriot offers stock ownership to its employees as a way to keep everyone focused on the growth of the company.

Creating a “dashboard,” a simple one-page, high-level view of key strategic, marketing, and financial indicators allows even those in entry-level positions to be a part of the company’s success and strategic vision. It’s also a great way to keep everyone in the organization focused on key goals like referral generation.

New Belgium Brewing Company (www.newbelgium.com), based in Fort Collins, Colorado, was named one of fifteen “Top Small Workplaces” in the United States by the Wall Street Journal in 2008. A brief tour of the place provides a glimpse into why. (And no, I’m not referring to the unlimited supply of Fat Tire Amber Ale.) New Belgium’s staff is made up of owners, and it shows in the pride and enthusiasm demonstrated through every contact, from the phone to the tasting room.

New Belgium began operations in a Fort Collins basement in 1991. Today they are the third-largest craft brewer in the United States. At the time of the WSJ award, New Belgium boasted a 97 percent employee retention rate and practiced a full-disclosure financial reporting system often referred to as “open book management.” And at the end of one year of employment, a staff member becomes an owner.

This note from the company’s Web site speaks to the culture of ownership at New Belgium: “Employees are guided by this simple principle: If it were your company, what would you do? Look for ways to be less wasteful, be more efficient, recycle, and reuse? Yep. It’s infectious. Once you start thinking of ways to make your company better, you can’t stop.”

New Belgium CEO Kim Jordan explains their open-book philosophy like this: “The way it works here is that each employee knows precisely what it costs to make a
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