NEW RESEARCH:

WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW
ABOUT B2B REFERRALS
(BUT PROBABLY DON’T)
BENCHMARKING B2B REFERRAL PROGRAM
A D O P T I O N A N D R E S U LT S

NEW RESEARCH: WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT B2B REFERRALS — BUT PROBABLY DON’T // BENCHMARKING B2B REFERRAL PROGRAM ADOPTION AND RESULTS

01.

INTRODUCTION
AUTHORS

M

any of us intuitively believe that referrals are the best leads you
can get and generate new business more efficiently as a result.

But to what degree is that true for B2B organizations? What impact
do formal referral programs have on sales pipeline growth and revenue
acceleration? What do those programs look like, and are they run by
sales or marketing? Are formal referral tools used?
To answer these questions and more, we surveyed more than 600
B2B professionals from across North America – including sales,
marketing, operations and executive leadership. We included
professionals from the front lines to the C-suite.

Matt Heinz

President, Heinz Marketing Inc
@heinzmarketing

Jim Williams
VP of Marketing, Influitive
@influitive

This research uncovered some striking findings about the impact of
referral leads on the sales pipeline and revenue growth. It also laid
out a specific blueprint for organizations that want to achieve the
best possible results.
In this report, you’ll find a discussion of the survey results, a
breakdown of why these companies were so were so successful,
followed by a recommended set of questions to ask inside of your
organization to get you started on a similar path to referral success.
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HIGHLIGHTS

Referrals close faster, at a higher rate, and with greater lifetime value
than other types of leads. It's not enough, however, to simply ask for
referrals once in a while.
This study found that the most successful organizations:
• Have a formal referral program in place
• Have referral programs managed primarily by marketing
• Use tools or software specifically for referrals

Companies with referral programs:

69%

report faster
time to close

59%

report higher
lifetime value

71%

report higher
conversion
rates

Formal referral programs driven by marketing are key to:
•
•
•
•

Greater lead volume
Lower marketing costs
Better sales forecasts
Letting salespeople focus on what they do best: sell

2X

increase in referral lead volume over
12 months

Two keys to higher performance

22%
of respondents use
some type of tool or
system to increase
referral leads

Marketing manages
the program

Formal tools are
in place

more likely to
achieve 2015
revenue goals

more likely to
accelerate creation
and conversion

3X

3X

Less than one quarter of companies have these in place!
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KEY FINDINGS

Referral programs generate more revenue: Although only one
in three B2B organizations have a formalized referral program today,
those that do enjoy significantly higher sales, lower acquisition costs and
far better relationships between the sales and marketing organizations.
Furthermore, more than 70% of companies with formalized referral
programs are on pace to meet or exceed their 2015 revenue goals – far
exceeding those without referral programs in place currently.
Referral programs make sales and marketing efforts more
effective: More than half of those with formalized referral programs
ranked their sales efforts as highly effective, compared to only
35% of those without referral programs in place. Another 51%
of companies with referral programs rated their effectiveness at
maintaining sales pipelines as very effective vs. just 32% of those
without referral programs.

Marketing-led referral programs
are the most effective

Only 30% of B2B companies have a
formalized referral program in place.
Companies with referral programs:

70%+

50%+

51%

are on pace to meet
or exceed their 2015
revenue goals

ranked their sales efforts
as highly effective,
compared to only 35%
of those without referral
programs in place

rated their effectiveness
at maintaining sales
pipelines as very
effective vs. just 32%
of those without referral
programs
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REFERRAL PROGRAMS = GREATER SALES
AND MARKETING EFFECTIVENESS
60%

50%

With referral
programs

55%

51%

40%

30%

Without referral
programs

35%

32%

20%

10%

0%
Effective sales efforts

Effective pipeline
management
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COMPANIES WITH FORMAL REFERRAL
PROGRAMS COME OUT ON TOP
100%

With referral
programs

90%
80%
70%

Without referral
programs

87%
67%

60%
50%
40%
30%

42%

20%

58%
36%
15%

10%
0%
Sales efforts are
effective

Sales pipeline is
effective

Marketing department is
“very involved” in referrals
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FROM THE FRONT LINES
56%
of sales reps deem referrals
“very important”

68%

45%

of reps with formal referral programs rated their
referral tools as effective or highly effective

of reps with a referral program expect their
closed deals to increase in the next 12 months

vs. 40% of those without formal

47% of those without a referral program
expect their sales to remain flat
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THE IMPACT FOR LARGER COMPANIES

Among companies with formal referral
programs and 200+ employees:
• 87% reported highly effective sales efforts
• vs. 42% without referral programs

100%

• 67% reported highly effective pipelines
• vs. 36% without referral programs

90%

• Nearly 4X more likely to have a “very
involved” marketing department in
referral activities
• 58% vs. 15%

70%

80%

With referral
programs
Without referral
programs

87%
67%

60%
50%
40%
30%

42%

20%

58%
36%
15%

10%
0%
Sales efforts are
effective

Sales pipeline is
effective

Marketing department is
“very involved” in referrals
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6 REFERRAL PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS

1. Community: Do your customers exist together only on a
spreadsheet, or do you foster an environment in which they can
learn from each other, interact, and make the coordination of
“asks” and referrals easier?

4. Context: When you ask for referrals is just as important as
how often. Find points of particular delight along the customer
journey, and be specific about the people in your customers’
network from whom you want a referral.

2. Customer channels: Most referral “programs” rely solely on
random acts of email. What broader, multi-media channels can you
leverage to engage your customers? How do you earn more of
their attention to foster greater delight and referral opportunities?

5. Collaboration: Clearly the most effective referral programs in
this survey were managed by marketing, but it is a complete,
integrated process and partnership between sales and
marketing that works the best.

3. Content: You can’t just ask for referrals again and again.
Surround your customers with value-added content, and get
them involved in creating interactive content for and with you.

6. Infrastructure: Put tools and process in place to make referrals
more consistent and easier to manage, plus faster/easier to
distribute among the appropriate sales resources for follow up.
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NEXT STEPS FOR YOUR ORGANIZATION

These findings provide specific, actionable tactics for your organization
to begin increasing volume, velocity and conversion of referrals in your
business. To get started most effectively, we recommend addressing
and answering the following four questions first:

1. How does your company generate and manage
referrals today?

4. Who will own it and execute it?
5. How will you manage and measure it?

2. What are your goals for referrals and how are you
measuring up?

6. What tools and infrastructure do you have in place to
manage execution and success?

3. What is your 2016 referral strategy?
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ABOUT
INFLUITIVE
Influitive’s AdvocateHub software is a complete advocate
marketing management platform that helps B2B marketers
capture customer enthusiasm, and use it to turbocharge
marketing and sales efforts. With AdvocateHub, B2B
marketers build advocate communities where customers,
fans and evangelists can complete high-impact activities,
such as referrals, product reviews, social sharing and more.

Visit Influitive.com or learn more about referral programs here >>

ABOUT HEINZ
MARKETING
Heinz Marketing is a Seattle marketing agency founded by Matt
Heinz focused on sales acceleration. Heinz Marketing helps
clients achieve sustained sales success by growing revenue
from existing customers and cost effectively identifying and
winning new customers.

Visit HeinzMarketing.com to learn more >>
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APPENDIX
D ETA I LE D F I N D I N GS

NEW RESEARCH: WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT B2B REFERRALS — BUT PROBABLY DON’T // BENCHMARKING B2B REFERRAL PROGRAM ADOPTION AND RESULTS

Experienced revenue growth in past
two years
A significantly greater number of companies with
formalized referral programs reported that their companies
had experienced revenue growth over the past two years
vs. companies without formalized referral programs.

Overall effectiveness of sales efforts
• 42% of all respondents rated the overall effectiveness of their company’s sales efforts as a 4 or 5 (on 1 to 5 scale).
• 56% of respondents with a formalized referral program in place rated overall effectiveness scores of 4 or 5
(significantly higher than respondents without a formalized referral program in place).
Question: How would you rate the effectiveness of your company’s overall sales efforts on a scale of 1 – 5, where 5
means very effective and 1 means not effective at all?

Question: Has your company experienced revenue
growth in the past two years?

On track to meet 2015 revenue goals
A significantly greater number of companies with
formalized referral programs reported that their companies
were on track to meet or exceed their 2015 revenue goals
than companies without formalized referral programs.
Question: Is your company on track to meet and exceed
your 2015 revenue goals?

Effectiveness in filling and maintaining sales pipeline
• 35% of all respondents reported scores of 4 or 5 on their company’s ability to fill and maintain its
sales pipeline.
• 50% of respondents with a formalized referral program in place rated their company’s ability to fill and maintain its
sales pipeline as 4 or 5 (significantly higher than respondents without a formalized referral program in place
Question: How would you rate your company’s ability to effectively fill and maintain its sales pipeline on a scale of 1 – 5,
where 5 means very effective and 1 means not effective at all?
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Responsibility for generating referrals
• 40% of respondents reported that generating referrals was a shared responsibility between sales and marketing.
Question: Thinking specifically about a referral
pipeline, which part of your company has the primary
responsibility for generating referrals.?

Detailed Responses: Front-line Sales Insights

Importance of referrals to sales success
• 55% of respondents reported that referrals were very
important to their sales success.
Question: How important are referrals to your sales
success?

Value of referrals and referral leads

Trajectory of the percentage of referral leads

• Respondents understand the value of referral leads.

•

Question: Based on your experiences with referrals and
referral leads, how strongly would you agree with the
following statements on a 1 – 5 scale, where 5 means
strongly agree and 1 means strongly disagree?

Approximately 30% of respondents reported that the
number of referral leads had increased over the past
12 months.

•

45% of respondents with a formalized referral program
in place reported that the number of referral leads had
increased over the past 12 months.

Question: Has the percentage of referrals increased or
decreased over the past 12 months?
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Trajectory of closed deals coming from
referrals

Question: Has the percentage of closed deals coming
through referrals increased of decreased over the pat 12
months?

Sales organization’s effectiveness in
generating referrals

•

One quarter of respondents reported that the
number of closed deals coming through referrals had
increased over the past 12 months.

•

19% of all respondents reported that their sales
organizations consistently did a good job of
generating referrals. (score of 4 o4 5)|

•

Nearly 45% of respondents that had some type of
formalized referral program in place reported that
the number of deals coming through referrals had
increased over the past 12 months.

•

Nearly 30% of respondents from companies with
some type of structured referral program reported
that their sales organizations consistently did a good
job of generating referrals. (score of 4 or 5)

Currently using tools/resources to increase
referral success
•

20% of respondents reported that they were using
tools/resources to help increase referral sales
effectiveness.

•

43% of respondents with some type of formalized
referral program reported that they were using tools/
resources to help increase referral sales effectiveness.

Effectiveness of tools/resources being used
to generate referrals
•

55% of respondents reported that the tools they were
using were effective. (score of 4 or 5)

•

68% of respondents with some type of formalized
referral program reported that the tools they were
using were effective. (score of 4 or 5)

Question: Are you currently using any tools or resources
that are providing successful in helping to increase your
referral sales effectiveness?

Question: How would you rate your entire sales
organization’s in constantly generating referrals on a scale
of 1 – 5, where 5 means extremely effective and 1 means
not effective alt all?

Question: How would you rate the effectiveness of the
tools or resources you use most often on a scale of 1 –
5, where 5 means extremely effective and 1 means not
effective at all?
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Actions to increase referral effectiveness

Value of referrals and referral leads

• Following is a prioritized list of which actions respondents reported as being most effective in generating referrals
and producing referral sales.
Question: Which of the following actions do you believe your company should consider taking to increase its
effectiveness in generating referrals and producing referral sales

Detailed Responses: Sales Leadership & Executive
Leadership

•

Sales leaders understand the value of referral leads.

Question: Based on your experiences with referrals and
referral leads, how strongly would you agree with the
following statements on a 1 – 5 scale, where 5 means
strongly agree and 1 means strongly disagree?

Question: How important are referrals to your sales
success?

Importance of referrals to sales success
•

Over 50% of respondents reported that referrals were
very important to their company’s sales success.

•

Nearly 65% of respondents with some type of
formalized referral process reported that referrals
were very important to their company’s sales success.
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Trajectory of percentage of referral leads
•

•

Nearly 35% of respondents reported that the number
of referral leads had increased over the past 12
months.
Over 45% of respondents with a formalized referral
program in place reported that the number of referral
leads had increased over the past 12 months.

Question: Has the percentage of referrals increased or
decreased over the past 12 months?

Trajectory of closed deals coming from
referrals

Currently using tools/resources to increase
referral success

•

Nearly 30% of respondents reported that the
number of closed deals coming through referrals had
increased over the past 12 months.

•

Over 30% of respondents reported that they were
using tools/resources to help increase referral sales
effectiveness.

•

Nearly 45% of respondents that had some type of
formalized referral program in place reported that
the number of deals coming through referrals had
increased over the past 12 months.

•

Over 60% of respondents with some type of
formalized referral program reported that they were
using tools/resources to help increase referral sales
effectiveness.

Question: Has the percentage of closed deals coming through
referrals increased of decreased over the pat 12 months?

Question: Are you currently using any tools or resources that
are providing successful in helping to increase your referral
sales effectiveness?
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Effectiveness of tools/resources being used
to generate referrals

Sales organization’s effectiveness in
generating referrals

•

Over 60% of respondents reported that the tools they
were using were effective (score of 4 or 5)

•

Over 20% of respondents reported that their sales
organization consistently did a good job of generating
referrals. (score of 4 or 5)

•

Nearly 70% of respondents with some type of
formalized referral program reported that the tools
they were using were effective (score of 4 or 5)

•

Over 40% of respondents from companies with some
type of structured referral program reported that
their sales organization consistently did a good job of
generating referrals. (score of 4 or 5)

Question: How would you rate the effectiveness of the
tools or resources you use most often on a scale of 1 –
5, where 5 means extremely effective and 1 means not
effective at all?

Actions to increase referral effectiveness
•

Following is a prioritized list of which actions
respondents reported as being most effective in
generating referrals and producing referral sales.

Question: Which of the following actions do you believe
your company should consider taking to increase its
effectiveness in generating referrals and producing
referral sales

Question: How would you rate your entire sales
organization’s in constantly generating referrals on a scale
of 1 – 5, where 5 means extremely effective and 1 means
not effective alt all?
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Marketing and Marketing Leadership

Trajectory of percentage of referrals leads

Importance of referrals to sales success

•

•

Nearly 45% of respondents reported that referrals
were very important to their sales success.

•

•

Over 55 % of respondents with established referral
programs reported that referrals were very important
to sales success.

Question: How important are referrals to your sales success?

Over 30% of respondents reported that the number of
referral leads had increased over the past 12 months.
Over 45% of respondents with a formalized referral
program in place reported that the number of referral
leads had increased over the past 12 months.

Question: Has the percentage of referrals increased or
decreased over the past 12 months?

Trajectory of closed deals coming from
referrals
•

Over 25% of respondents reported that the number of
closed deals coming through referrals had increased
over the past 12 months.

•

Over 36% of respondents that had some type of
formalized referral program in place reported that
the number of deals coming through referrals had
increased over the past 12 months.

Question: Has the percentage of closed deals coming through
referrals increased of decreased over the pat 12 months?

Value of referrals and referral leads
•

Marketing and marketing leadership respondents
understand the value of referral leads.

Question: Based on your experiences with referrals and
referral leads, how strongly would you agree with the
following statements on a 1 – 5 scale, where 5 means
strongly agree and 1 means strongly disagree?
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Marketing’s involvement with strengthening
referral effectiveness

Organization’s effectiveness in generating
referrals

•

Less than 30% of respondents reported that
their company’s marketing organization was very
involved in strengthening their company’s referral
effectiveness.

•

Less than 25% of respondents reported that their
company’s effectiveness in generating referrals was
effective (score of 4 or 5)

•
•

Over 45% of respondents from companies with
a formalized referral program reported that their
company’s marketing organization was very
involved in strengthening their company’s referral
effectiveness.

38% of respondents from companies with some
type of structure referral program reported that their
company’s effectiveness in generating referrals was
effective. (score of 4 or 5)

Question: How involved is your company’s marketing
organization in strengthening the effectiveness of your
company’s referral efforts?

Question: How would you rate your company’s overall
effectiveness in generating referrals on a scale of 1 – 5,
where 5 means extremely effective and 1 means not
effective alt all?

Effectiveness of tools/resources being used
to generate referrals
•

Over 60% of respondents utilizing referral generating
tools reported that they were effective. (score of 4 or 5)

Question: How would you rate the effectiveness of the
tools or resources you use most often on a scale of 1 –
5, where 5 means extremely effective and 1 means not
effective at all?

Marketing’s involvement with referral effort
•
•
•

65% of respondents reported that the marketing
organization was somewhat or very involved with
strengthening their company’s referral efforts.
Over 85% of respondents from companies with a
structured referral program reported that the marketing
organization was somewhat or very involved with
strengthening their company’s referral efforts.

Question: How involved is your company’s marketing
organization in strengthening the effectiveness of your
company’s referral efforts?
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Marketing organization’s effectiveness in
generating referrals
•

34% of respondents reported that the marketing
organization was effective in generating referrals
(score of 4 or 5)

•

Nearly 55% of respondents from companies with
some type of formalized referral program reported
that the marketing organization was effective in
generating referrals (score of 4 or 5)

Actions to increase referral effectiveness
•

Following is a prioritized list of which actions respondents reported as being most effective in generating referrals
and producing referral sales.

Question: Which of the following actions do you believe your company should consider taking to increase its
effectiveness in generating referrals and producing referral sales

Question: How would you rate the effectiveness of the
marketing organization’s referral generating efforts on a
scale od 1 – 5, where five means extremely effective and
one means not effective at all?
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