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From Random 
to Repeatable

DIGITAL AGENCY REFERRAL PLAYBOOK

How high-performing agencies turn referrals into a reliable 
growth channel.

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
https://www.godaddy.com/pro/agency-partners
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An effective channel that’s under-structured.

Referrals remain the most effective source of new 
business for agencies, but most agencies still treat 
them as a passive source of new business. Without 
structure, referrals are unreliable, and their quality is 
inconsistent. When properly systematized, they’re the 
key growth vector for digital agencies. Investments 
here generate outsized returns, and referrals have the 
potential to underpin repeatable growth engines that 
grow with the agency.

PrometheanResearch.com
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Clarity around ownership.

In most agencies, no one truly owns referral 
generation. Founders ask when they remember. 
Account managers hesitate. Business development is 
focused elsewhere. The result is uneven execution 
and missed opportunities. High-performing agencies 
embed referrals into delivery workflows, assigning 
clear responsibilities by team size, and ensuring every 
function, from AMs to partners, knows when and 
how to act. Ownership of this channel is critical for 
sustained success.

PrometheanResearch.com
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Good work isn’t enough.

Referrals are relationships. Agencies that build strong 
relationships through clear communication generate 
more volume and better-fit introductions. Those that 
deliver consistently positive client experiences 
eliminate referral hesitation. Finally, acting quickly on 
referred prospects strengthens the agency-referrer 
relationship. Agencies that treat relationships with the 
same discipline as delivery earn more and better 
referrals.

PrometheanResearch.com
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Referrals drive growth.

Agencies that operationalize referrals and treat them 
like any other revenue channel see faster close rates, 
larger deal sizes, and lower customer acquisition 
costs. Those still waiting on “word of mouth” are 
watching the rest of the market outpace them. This is 
the most effective channel for growing a digital 
agency. 

In this playbook, we outline how to build a structured, 
role-based referral engine that scales with the team. 
It shows agencies how to model referral-driven 
revenue, define their Ideal Referrer Profile (IRP), and 
equip teams with the messaging, materials, and 
workflows needed to activate warm channels. 

It’s time we put a system around the best source of 
growth for digital agencies.

- Nicholas Petroski
Founder, Promethean Research

PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.
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Playbook Is For
This playbook is for leaders and revgen teams at digital agencies.

This playbook is designed for digital agency owners, executives, and revgen teams who are serious about building a more consistent 
revenue generation engine. It’s designed for leaders running agencies between 10 and 100 employees who want to move beyond ad-hoc 
sales and marketing efforts and into a more structured, predictable referral-led system.

We define digital agencies as professional service firms that offer digital services to other companies. We loosely bucket these into three 
main categories: Development, Design, and Marketing, but in practice, there is a significant amount of overlap. To rectify this, we define 
digital agencies as professional service firms that offer at least some mix of these services:

9

Development
Digital strategy
Web dev.
Software dev.
Mobile app dev.
IT consulting
AI dev./implementation
Staff augmentation
Ecommerce dev.

Design
Branding/identity design

UX/UI

Web design

Mobile app design

Graphic design

AR/VR design

Video and animation

Marketing
Marketing strategy

Social media

Content

Search engine optimization

Paid media (PPC)

Email marketing

Video

Analytics

Ecommerce marketing
PrometheanResearch.com
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About 
The Author
Nicholas Petroski is the founder of Promethean Research. 

Since 2015, he has helped over 100 digital agency owners 
better understand their industry and chart more effective paths 
to success. 

Before cofounding Promethean, Nick worked as an equity 
analyst at a Wall Street firm covering the enterprise software 
and semiconductor industries. 

You can find him backpacking around the Midwest or making 
elaborate firewood fine furniture in his woodshop when he's 
not in the office.

PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Say hi

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicholaspetroski/
https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicholaspetroski/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nicholaspetroski/


2025

Fr
om

 R
an

do
m

 to
 R

ep
ea

ta
bl

e
D

IG
IT

A
L 

A
G

EN
CY

 R
EF

ER
RA

L 
PL

A
YB

O
O

K

Stay Informed
Subscribe to our newsletter to get the latest research, insights, 
tools, and resources that make managing a digital shop easier. 

Read some absolute bangers like:

Digital Agencies Don’t Scale – A clickbaity but substantive deep 
dive into the differences between growth and scaling and how 
it can be disastrous for shops to try to “scale.”

The Most Common Agency Revgen Issue – An argument for 
the importance of a single, clear strategic source of truth for 
digital agencies and the benefits of having one.

And

The Wide Agency Divide – Here, I explore the massive gap 
between the top agencies and everyone else with a detailed 
breakdown of the differences and how you can close the gap.

Don’t miss new articles and reports

PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.
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Brought to you by 
GoDaddy 
GoDaddy is proud to support the agencies that power today’s 
digital economy.  

We empower agencies to use our tools in order to grow their 
business, expand revenue streams, and deliver more value to 
their clients without increasing the complexity of running and 
growing your own business.  

GoDaddy gives agencies the tools, support, and connections to 
fuel growth behind the scenes.  

Whether it’s domains, hosting, email, or security, GoDaddy is 
more than a platform – we're a partner in your agency’s growth 
story. 

Learn more about the Agency 
Experience at GoDaddy 

PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.
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Disclaimer

This report is provided by Promethean Research LLC. It is for 
informational and educational purposes only as of the date of 
writing, and may not be appropriate for other purposes. The 
views and opinions expressed may change at any time based on 
market or other conditions and may not come to pass. This 
material is not intended to be relied upon as business advice or 
recommendations, and should not be considered specific 
business, legal, investment, or tax advice. The information 
contained in this report has been drawn from sources believed to 
be reliable, but it is not guaranteed to be accurate or complete. 
This report may contain market and/or economic analysis and 
views, including about future economic and market performance. 
These are based on certain assumptions and other factors, and 
are subject to inherent risks and uncertainties. The actual 
outcome may be materially different. Promethean Research LLC 
and its affiliates are not liable for any errors or omissions in the 
information, analysis, or views contained in this report, or for any 
loss or damage suffered.

PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.
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Research Says

15 PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Relationships drive agency growth.

This was most evident in our How Digital Agencies Grow 
research, where the top five most effective revgen tactics were 
all relationship-based. Here, we have a ranking of tactic efficacy 
from that research report. Higher scores corresponded to more 
effective revgen tactics.

Two of the top three tactics were referrals.

When they’re working, referrals are one of the most powerful 
and cost-effective growth channels for digital agencies.

The challenge is that they aren't consistent unless you’re 
intentional about them. The point of this guide is to help 
agencies be more intentional about this channel and 
operationalize referrals across their organizations.

1.2
1.3
1.3
1.3
1.3
1.3
1.4
1.4
1.4
1.5
1.5
1.5
1.5
1.5
1.6

1.7
1.8
1.8

1.9
1.9
1.9
2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0
2.1
2.1
2.1

2.4
2.5

2.9
3.0

3.6
3.7

Influencer marketing
PR/Press

Retargeting
Podcasts (guest)

White papers
Directory listings

Podcasts (host)
Attending virtual events

Traditional advertising
Blogging

Newsletters
Hosting partner tier programs

Tool/vendor partnerships
Freelancer Website (E.g. Upwork, Fiverr)

Messaging: Security/guarantee focus
Outbound calls

Social media paid
Account-based marketing

Outbound email
Videos

Attending live events
Social media content

Pay-per-click
Website optimization

SEO/SEM
Speaking at virtual events

Case studies
Speaking at live events

Responding to RFI/RFQ/RFP
Cross-selling services

Upselling services
Partner referrals

Growing current accounts
Client referrals

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
https://research.prometheanresearch.com/products/how-digital-agencies-grow?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Transactional

16 PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Referrals can range from purely transactional to a highly 
personalized experience.

One isn’t necessarily better than another, but it’s critical to 
match your referral style to your agency’s strategy. 

This tracks closely with where an agency falls on the Factory-
Consultancy Continuum. Those closer to the Factory side will 
tend to do better with a more transactional style of referrals, 
while Consultancies will benefit from more personalized 
experiences. 
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Project Complexity

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
https://prometheanresearch.com/the-factory-consultancy-continuum/
https://prometheanresearch.com/the-factory-consultancy-continuum/
https://prometheanresearch.com/the-factory-consultancy-continuum/
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Prerequisites

17

Good Work & Happy Clients Strong Positioning Defined ICPs Available Capacity
Before you go asking anyone for a 
referral, and certainly before they’ll 
give one, you must already be doing 
good work, and your clients have to 
enjoy working with you (and your 
team). A good way to check this is 
by asking for a brief testimonial and 
watching how quickly and 
enthusiastically they respond. If 
they’re happy to and eager to write 
one without hesitation, then it’s a 
good sign they like working with 
you. If they give a slow or lukewarm 
response, it’s a sign that they aren’t 
that into you. It doesn’t instantly 
mean the work is bad. It’s common 
for clients to be satisfied with the 
work, but have lukewarm feelings 
toward the team. A focus on 
account management here can go a 
long way.

It’s significantly easier to refer an 
agency when you know exactly 
what they do and who they do it 
for. This is positioning at its finest, 
and when an agency has theirs 
dialed in, it makes the entire referral 
process easier. Muddy or 
complicated positioning will just get 
lost.

This is a part of positioning, but it’s 
so important that it deserves its 
own callout. When an agency has 
who they work with expertly 
defined, it makes it easier for others 
to think of them when a referral 
opportunity arises.

This one gets overlooked a lot, but 
when you’re asking for a referral, 
you absolutely need to be able to 
deliver. These are relationship-
based at their core. If your team 
drops the ball on a referral, it isn’t 
just the client that’s lost; often, it’s 
the referrer as well.

PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.
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18 PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Since there’s a sizable amount of confusion on this topic, it’s critical to define the revgen functions in 
an agency before we dive into the role each plays in referral generation.

There are four main functional areas that generate revenue for companies: business development, 
marketing, sales, and account management. What follows are descriptions of each and a brief 
discussion of how they interact with one another.

Business Development

Business development is the practice of building strategic partnerships that create new 
opportunities for your firm. These partnerships might fill service gaps (like white labeling), expand 
your audience, or shift your market positioning through joint ventures.

Unlike Sales, business development isn’t focused on closing leads.

For digital agencies, it’s often the most fragile revgen function because partnerships can take a long 
time to develop and are notoriously difficult to convert into consistent growth. When they are done 
well, bizdev partnerships can work wonders for an agency.

Marketing

Marketing is communication. Your marketing department’s role is to communicate the value your 
firm delivers. Marketing communicates with everyone: clients, prospects, leads, internal teams, target 
markets, prospective employees, and potential partners. Their core function is to attract prospects, 
warm up leads, and make it easier for sales to close the right accounts. Their secondary functions 
entail facilitating effective communication with potential hires, employees, partners, and vendors, 
depending on the agency’s specific strategy.

To do this effectively, marketing is tasked with understanding your customers’ and competitors’ 
goals, challenges, and industry trends. They then distill these findings into positioning, go-to-market, 
competitive analysis, and other components of a marketing strategy. Finally, the operational side of 
marketing implements that strategy and course corrects as needed.

Marketing generates revenue more directly than business development but less so than sales or 
account management. Effective marketing teams will work together with the other revgen functions 
to act as a force multiplier for them. Strong marketing teams understand that every single touch 
point a person engages with for a brand is marketing. Customer service, product onboarding, partner 
engagement, etc., all are marketing.

Sales

The most basic job of your sales department is to convert leads to clients. While marketing is 
typically tasked with the top of the marketing funnel, sales is responsible for the bottom of the 
marketing funnel. In addition to that, sales is also responsible for another funnel: the sales funnel. At 
successful shops, sales is responsible for sourcing and driving their own leads in addition to the ones 
marketing brings in.

Sales is directly responsible for generating revenue at digital shops.

The sales role at many digital agencies is often handled by someone with a “Business Development” 
title. “Business development” is often used interchangeably with “sales” but this is incredibly limiting 
to what business development can accomplish. Through speaking with hundreds of digital shops, we 
believe this is a result of a serious fear of the word “sales.” Among owners, “sales” seems to conjure 
up a picture of a used car salesman or a call center full of direct dialers spamming everyone in the 
phone book. This causes many owners to want to implement “business development” programs 
where they build real relationships, where they do good work at fair prices, and where they have 
their client’s best interests at heart. The thing is, that’s exactly what a properly-run sales function 
does. 

Account Management

An account manager at a digital agency serves as a critical liaison between clients and the agency's 
internal teams, ensuring seamless communication and effective project execution. They are 
responsible for understanding client needs, translating them into creative briefs, and collaborating 
with project managers to deliver successful campaigns. Additionally, account managers proactively 
identify opportunities for growth and foster long-term relationships by providing exceptional service, 
expert guidance, and strategic insights tailored to each client's unique business objectives. Their 
ultimate goals are to drive client satisfaction, nurture trust, and achieve measurable results that align 
with client expectations, thus contributing to the agency's overall success. They typically live under 
the sales function at most digital agencies. Note that they differ from project managers mainly in 
their focus on managing the client relationship vs. the specific value delivery process.

Like sales, account management is directly responsible for generating revenue, but unlike sales, it’s 
only a portion of their focus.

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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20 PrometheanResearch.com
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For referrals to work, there must be clear ownership across 
several roles, but success or failure lies almost entirely in the 
Account Management division. 

There are some shifts to who does the initial referral request 
based on who you’re asking:

When asking current or past clients, AM will handle this.

When asking business partners or other agencies, Bizdev will 
lead.

Personal connections are initially handled by whoever has the 
connection.

AM Sales Marketing Bizdev

Identify who to ask

Identifying when to ask

Initiating referral relationships

Relationship building

Track referral requests

Enablement material creation

Referral campaigns

Lead qualification

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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21 PrometheanResearch.com
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The people responsible for these roles changes as agencies grow.

When they’re smaller, a partner will be responsible for just about everything in the referral process. This is one of the major reasons why 
smaller shops tend to be less intentional about generating referrals. They let them come in organically because it takes a moderate amount of 
resources to properly steer them.

As agencies get larger, they’ll bring on dedicated talent in their revgen functions. The first AMs come in at the Small stage, but it’s common 
for them to also handle Project Manager duties as well. By the time an agency grows to Medium, the AMs and PMs will split into dedicated 
roles. Salespeople tend to show up at the Small size as well, and it’s common for Medium and larger shops to have dedicated salespeople. 
Marketing professionals can also appear at Small shops, but like sales, they’re more common at Medium agencies. Finally, Bizdev is typically 
the last one to get a dedicated employee with most not appearing until the upper end of Medium or the lower end of Large.

Done by an owner/partner Done by an employee Outsourced

Account Management
Sales

Marketing
Business Development

Studio

(0-9 FTE)

Small

(10-24 FTE)

Medium

(25-49 FTE)

Large

(50-249 FTE)

Enterprise

(250+ FTE)

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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The vast majority of revgen teams at digital agencies are compensated 
on a pure-salary model. Even salespeople. In fact, on our last salary 
survey, only 7% of the total compensation for salespeople was 
variable. 93% was fixed. This 93:7 base:variable split stands in stark 
contrast to other industries where a 60:40 split is more common.

This causes some serious issues: Improperly aligned compensation 
plans make it harder to attract and retain sales talent, they don’t 
incentivize the right actions, and they don’t appropriately share upside 
benefits or downside risk.

This extends to account managers as well. Bonuses only comprised 
3% of the average account manager's total compensation in our 2024 
Salary Survey.

When we think about how to incentivize performance for revgen 
teams, it’s important to understand that agencies compete for talent 
beyond other agencies. The salesperson who’s considering an 
agency’s offer may also be considering an offer from a SaaS firm or a 
consultancy.

In order to be competitive in this space, we like to see agencies shift 
toward more variable compensation for their sales and account 
management teams. A 60:40 base:variable split is an acceptable target 
to most sales and account management employees. 

Don’t cap commission.

93

60

7

40

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Actual Structure

Ideal Structure

Fixed Compensation Variable Compensation

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Here we have the average total compensation for select revgen 
team member roles. To adjust these to fit a revised 60:40 
base:variable split, keep the same total compensation (salary + 
non-salary comp.), set the base salary to 60% of it, and structure 
the remaining 40% to be achieved when they hit their on-target-
earnings. Again, don’t cap commission. Then layer benefits on 
top of this.

Revgen Team Compensation from Digital Services Salary Guide: 2024

Job Title Low Average Salary High Average Non-
salary Comp.

Average 
Benefits

Account Manager $54,103 $72,551 $90,999 $1,856 $4,737
Account Director $76,503 $105,714 $134,926 $3,678 $2,530
Business Development Representative $50,678 $56,938 $63,197 $1,249 $9,237
Director of Business Development $92,357 $115,297 $138,237 $26,145 $13,934
Marketing Coordinator $47,559 $67,179 $86,800 $1,263 $12,215
Director of Marketing $89,398 $117,904 $146,409 $1,317 $16,266

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
https://research.prometheanresearch.com/products/digital-services-salary-guide-2024
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Get more agency research.
Make data-backed decisions.
Build a better agency.
New research, deep-dive analysis, and the latest thinking on running a 
successful digital agency, in your inbox every two weeks.

Subscribe to the PR Newsletter

https://prometheanresearch.ck.page/
https://prometheanresearch.ck.page/
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Health
Like anything, to run a successful referral strategy, it’s important to track some key metrics. These will let you measure the health 
of your referral engine and understand where adjustments are necessary.

The first area is in pipeline health. The goal here is to make sure that there’s enough quality activity in the pipeline to meet growth 
goals. 
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• Number of referral asks made.
• The percentage of clients who have been 

asked for a referral.
• Number of referrals generated.
• Number of sales-qualified leads 

generated from referrals.

Key metrics to track here are:
• Intro received
• Prequalify
• Discovery
• Qualified
• Proposal
• Closed (won/lost)

Sample referral pipeline:

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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The next area is conversion performance. Tracking these lets 
agency teams understand where to focus their energy on 
improvements.
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• Referral asks to introduction rate.
• Days-to-close.
• Close rate.
• Average deal size.

Key metrics to track here are:

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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It’s also important to incorporate client satisfaction and advocacy 
signals into your monitoring. These help agency leaders improve 
the effectiveness of account teams and production/delivery 
teams. 

28 PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

• Number of clients who have referred 
someone.

• Percent of clients (by type) who have 
referred someone.

• Number of referrals per client.
• Days since last referral ask.

Key metrics to track here are:

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Finally, tracking the health of the overall referral system itself is 
important as it allows the agency to understand where to focus 
its efforts.
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• Number of referral sources
• Percent of revenue from referral (and 

sub-source)
• Time-to-first-touch
• Intro to meeting conversion rates
• Referral client acquisition cost

Key metrics to track here are:

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Here’s a quick way to model the potential impact of a newly implemented referral system: Asks/month × Ask→Intro × Intro→Meeting × 
Meeting→Qualified × Win rate × Avg. deal size = New monthly $

This illustrates why a referral engine punches above its weight: even modest gains in ask frequency or win rate compound quickly. The ask 
frequency is also able to grow with the agency as they acquire more happy clients.
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• Asks per month: total referral asks made 
across your team.

• Ask → Intro: share of asks that become 
warm introductions.

• Intro → Meeting: introductions that 
convert to scheduled meetings.

• Meeting → Qualified:meetings that 
become qualified opportunities.

• Win rate: qualified opportunities that 
close (closed-won).

• Average deal size: average contract value 
for referred deals.

Inputs:
• Asks/month: 20
• Ask → Intro: 30%
• Intro → Meeting: 70%
• Meeting → Qualified: 70%
• Win rate: 35%
• Avg. deal size: $75,000

Sample inputs:
Asks −10% 

(0.9×)
Asks Base 

(1.0×)
Asks +10% 

(1.1×)

Win rate 
−10% (0.9×) $62,511 $69,457 $76,403

Win rate 
Base (1.0×) $69,457 $77,175 $84,892

Win rate 
+10% (1.1×) $76,403 $84,892 $93,381

Sensitivity analysis:

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Clients
Current clients are often the most valuable referral source for 
digital agencies. They carry the highest trust and credibility with 
prospects, and when referrals happen, they tend to be highly 
qualified and closely aligned with your positioning. Because 
agency teams have the deepest insights into current client 
situations, they can time the referral ask to follow major wins or 
visible outcomes. These referrals typically move through the 
pipeline faster than other leads, making them both efficient and 
effective.

However, timing is critical. Asking for a referral too early in the 
relationship or during a tense delivery period can come off as 
tone-deaf or opportunistic. Even when timed well, the number of 
referrals from active clients is naturally limited unless those 
relationships are actively cultivated and maintained with care.
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Partners
(e.g., SaaS companies, tech firms, consultants, professional 
services, and hosting providers)

Business partners offer significant potential as a scalable and 
repeatable referral source. When there's a strategic fit and 
mutual trust, these partners can refer multiple clients over time. 
The trust they’ve earned with their own clients transfers easily. 
These relationships are also easier to formalize through co-
marketing agreements, structured referrals, or incentive 
programs.

That said, partner-driven referrals can take longer to ramp up. It 
takes time to build reciprocity and alignment, and without tight 
ICP overlap, the quality of referrals can vary widely. There are 
often other agencies competing for the same referral source. 
Agency teams need to invest in education, assets, and regular 
check-ins to keep the relationship productive. Brand alignment 
matters too, since your reputation can be influenced by the 
quality of the referring partner. 
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SaaS

Consultants

Hosting
Providers

Professional
Services

Tech
Firms

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Your Clients. 
Your Expertise. 
Our Platform. 

GoDaddy makes it easy for agencies to turn client projects into 
opportunities for recurring revenue. From premium hosting to agency-
friendly tools, our platform helps you deliver more value, earn 
commissions through our referral program, and attract new client 
opportunities – all backed by GoDaddy’s scale and support.  

Join the GoDaddy Agency Program and get the tools, support, and 
leads to help your agency grow. 

Explore the GoDaddy Agency Program

https://www.godaddy.com/pro/agency-partners
https://www.godaddy.com/pro/agency-partners
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(especially those with adjacent or non-competing capabilities)

Other agencies often make excellent referral sources because 
they understand the nature of the work. They’re particularly 
helpful when a project is outside their scope or when they’re at 
capacity. In the best cases, these relationships evolve into long-
term referral loops or even strategic alliances. Occasionally, they 
can lay the groundwork for deeper integration or acquisition 
conversations down the line.

Still, agency-to-agency referrals aren’t frictionless. If services 
change and overlap or capabilities blur, firms may hesitate to 
offer referrals. These relationships require clarity around swim 
lanes and sustained trust. It takes consistent effort to stay 
aligned and confident in each other’s delivery quality, especially 
as teams evolve.

35 PrometheanResearch.com
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Popular Agency Networks

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
https://digitalagencynetwork.com/
https://www.sodaspeaks.com/
https://bureauofdigital.com/
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Clients
Past clients already understand the agency’s capabilities and 
processes. Without the pressure of active projects, they may 
even have more mental bandwidth to reflect on the value 
delivered. In many cases, these former clients are now in new 
roles or companies where the agency’s services could be 
relevant again. Since people tend to associate with peers similar 
to themselves, they’re often connected to others who more 
closely match the agency’s ideal client profile.

The downside is that without structured follow-up, it’s difficult to 
stay top of mind. If the relationship ended awkwardly or cooled 
off naturally, they aren’t going to want to make a referral 
anyway. Teams will often need a reason to re-engage them. A 
friendly check-in sharing an industry study/trend/impact, or 
asking them to weigh in on a piece of thought leadership, can 
work well.
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Connections
(friends, family, acquaintances, and extended professional 
network)

Personal connections are the lowest-barrier referral source. 
They’re easy to engage, can be surprisingly effective early on, 
and are often willing to help. Personal networks can provide 
useful traction and feedback for newer firms or when entering a 
new vertical. 

Unfortunately, personal referrals come with a number of risks 
and tradeoffs. They’re usually inconsistent and low volume, and 
because these contacts don’t have deep exposure to the 
agency’s work, they may not articulate the value correctly. 
There’s also a much higher risk of personal connections referring 
poor-fit clients, either those outside the agency’s ICP or for 
services the agency doesn’t provide. Finally, if the referrals are 
mishandled, a poor referral experience could strain the personal 
relationship.

Because this segment weighs more heavily towards cons than 
pros, it’s often our lowest priority referral group. 
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Current Clients
The moment of peak happiness: This is your best opportunity. Ask for 
referrals right after delivering a major win, when the client is excited 
and appreciative. These are the emotional high points after things like 
completing a major milestone, a project launch, or when they send a 
“this is amazing” email.

You can have your AM or PM flag these naturally, or use a survey if 
that’s more your style. NPS surveys can also work well here.

Don’t wait too long, though, since perceived value can fade over time. 
Be sure to ask when excitement is fresh and outcomes are top of mind.

Industry impacts: This is where being an industry specialist really helps. 
When industry shifts happen, it’s a natural time to reach out to current 
clients and do a check-in. When there are significant industry shifts, the 
kind that get talked about at industry events and in publications, this is a 
fantastic time to add in a referral request.

Any time your client’s landscape shifts is a natural time to check in, 
deliver value, and ask if others are feeling the same pressures.

Tech changes: Similar to industry impacts, tech changes can be another 
great time to reach out. Many agencies already do this as a thought 
leadership strategy, so adding a direct referral ask here can act as both a 
referral request and as a flag that the agency has open capacity. These 
can often turn into call requests for services related to the tech change 
from the referrer themselves.

39 PrometheanResearch.com
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Partners & Agencies
Other businesses that serve the same ICP but in other non-competing 
roles can be fantastic sources of new referrals. As with any of these, it 
works better when you nurture the relationship before asking rather 
than simply going in cold.

Each of these relationships will be different, so it’s impossible to 
recommend a blanket cadence, but most relationships can be built with 
a quarterly outreach pace. 

Beyond referrals, these calls are fantastic sources for collaborative 
projects. Doing these deepens your relationship with the business 
partner or other agency and can move you up the referral ranks in 
what’s typically a competitive space.

Finally, if they’re a larger, more established SaaS or PaaS firm, and they 
have a partner program, get involved in it. These are typically some of 
the most consistent sources of new leads for growing agencies, and 
many don’t require significant investments from the agency side to 
participate.
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K When to Ask: Past 
Clients
When reengaging past clients, your first move should be to reestablish 
relevance. A great way to do that is to share a timely insight, trend, or 
case study that aligns with what you know about their business. From 
there, you can naturally explore whether their priorities have shifted 
and if there’s a new project fit.

If there isn’t, that conversation naturally creates a strong moment to 
transition into a referral ask. Because relevance and trust have already 
been reestablished, it makes it easier for them to be interested in 
referring the agency.

Timing-wise, 6–9 months after project close is often a good window to 
target. It’s long enough for them to gain perspective on the outcomes, 
but still recent enough that the relationship isn’t cold.

41 PrometheanResearch.com
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K When to Ask: 
Personal Contacts
It’s important to distinguish between personal contacts, like friends or 
acquaintances, and professional contacts. 

Personal referrals can occasionally produce results, but they’re rarely 
strategic. Most people in personal networks don’t fully understand what 
agencies do, who the ICPs are that agencies help, or how to introduce 
the team in a way that leads to real opportunities. Referrals from this 
group tend to be vague and misaligned unless a significant amount of 
work has been done to educate them. That’s why they shouldn’t be 
treated as a dependable channel.

Professional connections, however, are a different story. Some 
individuals are natural connectors who take pride in making high-value 
introductions. Identifying those people and equipping them with a clear 
“who, what, and why” can turn them into a valuable source of referrals. 
With that said, even this group requires nurturing and quality 
enablement materials to do well.

Timing on both tends to be opportunistic at best.
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Great to see you! 
Sell my service to 

your neighbor.

Ew.

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Minimal Resources (<10 FTEs)

In founder-led agencies, the responsibility for asking for referrals sits squarely with 
the founder. At this stage, the founder usually owns the client relationship from 
start to finish, making them the most credible and trusted person to deliver the 
ask. 

Referral requests should be built into the project closeout process to be consistent 
but not overly burdensome on an already stretched founder. That said, even in a 
small team, other delivery-facing team members (like a project manager or lead 
designer) are often closer to the day-to-day client experience. These team 
members shouldn’t be responsible for making the ask, but they should be trained 
to spot referral opportunities and flag them to the founder in real time. Typically, 
one ask per client per project is sufficient.

Moderate Resources (10–25 FTEs)

As the agency grows, responsibility for referral generation should begin to be 
distributed based on relationship ownership. 

Account managers should take full responsibility for asking active clients for 
referrals, especially when they are the primary point of contact. 

Project leads and delivery team members should continue to play a supporting role 
by identifying high-satisfaction moments, but the actual ask should come from the 
person with the most authority and trust in the relationship. 

Meanwhile, outreach to past clients and business partners should still fall to 
partners or directors with the seniority and context to re-engage those 
relationships credibly. This structure ensures that the right people are making the 
ask, while still involving the broader team in recognizing when to initiate it. It 
reduces the load on founders, but they’re still involved.

Adequate Resources (>25 FTEs)

When an agency has enough resources to fully delegate responsibility, referrals 
should align directly with relationship ownership. Anyone in the organization who 
owns a client, partner, or stakeholder relationship needs to be trained, empowered, 
and incentivized to ask for referrals directly. 

Account managers should still handle all active-client referral conversations as part 
of their regular account rhythm. 

At larger firms (50+ FTEs), business development professionals should manage 
referrals from business partners, inbound advocates, or community contacts. Sales 
and marketing teams will handle this at 25-50 FTE agencies.

Leadership should focus their efforts on high-value past clients, strategic partners, 
and executive-level reengagements. The ask should not be escalated or handed off 
unless there’s a compelling reason. Unnecessary deferrals slow things down and 
reduce effectiveness. At this size, referrals should be part of how the entire team 
contributes to revenue, not just a leadership task.

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Agencies often use a variety of incentives to encourage client referrals. 
Similar to pricing models, it’s common for agencies to mix multiple 
incentives to reward referrers. Below, we examine each incentive type with 
its advantages, drawbacks, and effectiveness.

Cash Referral Bonuses

Cash paid to referrers is a straightforward approach. 

Advantages: Direct financial gain is easy to understand and highly 
motivating. Cash incentives are simple to implement and measure and often 
yield substantial ROIs.

Drawbacks: Purely monetary schemes risk attracting low-quality leads from 
people chasing rewards rather than clients. If not well-calibrated, they can 
erode margins or lead to gaming. They also require clear rules (e.g. one 
bonus per new client) to avoid abuse.

Effectiveness: Cash incentives usually produce a strong short-term spike in 
referrals. In practice, agencies often see higher referral volume when 
bonuses are offered. However, they must balance the bonus size: too small 
and referrers aren’t motivated, too large and profit suffers. Generally, 
studies indicate monetary rewards drive more referrals than non-cash 
options, though referral quality must be monitored.

Discounts on Future Services

Offering a discount or service credit on future purchases aligns the reward 
with continued business. This essentially upsells the referrer while also 
thanking them.

Advantages: Discounts encourage repeat engagement from the referrer 
purchasing additional agency services. It costs the agency less cash and can 
improve client retention. Referrers can receive value proportional to future 
spend, which can be compelling if they intend to buy more services.

Drawbacks: It’s a much less compelling offer than straight cash, and it’s 
significantly less appealing to clients that have no near-term needs. It also 
delays gratification versus instant cash. Similar to cash referral bonuses, 
discounting can strain margins if it’s not closely managed.

Effectiveness: Generally moderate-to-low impact. This incentive is more 
subtle: it tends to generate a steady flow of referrals without the same 
initial burst as cash. Tiered discounts (e.g. 10% off next project) are 
sometimes used, but there is little published data on the exact lift they 
provide. Discounts work best with ongoing client relationships. They reward 
loyalty but typically yield fewer referrals than direct cash bonuses.

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Public Recognition (Shoutouts, Case Studies)

Non-monetary recognition treats the referrer as a valued ambassador. This 
can include public thank-yous, featuring their logo or testimonial in case 
studies, or highlighting them in marketing materials.

Advantages: Low direct cost but high relational value. Public praise and 
visibility can be very meaningful to clients (building their personal or 
corporate brand). It fosters goodwill and social proof, and the recognition 
showcases the referrer’s success story and implicitly endorses both 
companies.

Drawbacks: Not all clients care about public praise, which may not motivate 
those who prefer tangible rewards. It’s harder to quantify and scale than 
cash. Shoutouts also require genuine alignment since empty praise can feel 
insincere and actually damage the relationship. 

Effectiveness: Variable, usually modest in the short term. Recognition 
incentives strengthen relationships and can lead to higher-quality referrals 
over time, but they rarely match the immediate spike of cash rewards. 
Agencies report that shoutouts and “hall of fame” features tend to deepen 
loyalty among top clients, which may indirectly increase referrals. Using this 
strategically alongside cash referral bonsues can be especially powerful. 
Overall, agencies can expect steady but gradual benefits, particularly with 
clients who value prestige and community endorsement.

Charitable Donations in the Referrer’s Name

In this model, the agency makes a donation to a charity chosen by (or in 
honor of) the referrer when a referral converts. It leverages the referrer’s 
desire to do good.

Advantages: Donations appeal to clients’ altruism and social values. It 
enhances brand image and PR, and it differentiates the program from 
standard cash rewards. Our research into referral incentives shows that 
prosocial rewards (benefiting others) can be highly motivating: in 
experimental studies, programs that offered recipient-benefiting incentives 
often outperformed purely financial incentives.

Drawbacks: The link to business success is indirect since clients don’t 
receive personal or professional gain besides goodwill. Some referrers may 
not care unless they strongly identify with the charity or if they can select 
their own, and it adds administrative overhead (tracking donations, picking 
charities). 

Effectiveness: Generally niche/moderate. Charitable referral programs tend 
to generate decent PR rather than a flood of new leads. It’s most effective 
when used with socially responsible clients. Framing an incentive as 
benefiting others can boost engagement, and agencies could leverage this 
by emphasizing impact rather than cash. In practice, agencies report that 
charitable donations reward client relationships and visibility, but they 
should view it as a long-term goodwill builder rather than a volume driver.

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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K Incentivizing 
Referrals

46 PrometheanResearch.com
© 2025 Promethean Research LLC and/or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Gifts (Packages, Thank-You Items)

Sending physical gifts or packages (wine, books, branded swag, etc.) is a 
common way to thank referrers. These can be one-time or tiered (better 
gifts for more referrals).

Advantages: Tangible tokens of appreciation make a personal impression. 
They reinforce the human relationship, and when the gifts are tailored to 
the client’s interests, they can massively strengthen rapport.

Drawbacks: Not everyone values the same items, so the actual impact can 
be somewhat hit or miss unless it’s highly customized to the referrer. That 
customization can require significant overhead to pull off well. There’s also 
a fine line between a thoughtful gift and an expensive bribe and some 
industries even have legal or ethical limits on gift value.

Effectiveness: Gifts typically do not generate large spikes in referral 
volume; they are more about retention, gratitude, and driving long-term 
relationship building. They should be seen as loyalty reinforcers. For 
instance, a custom thank-you package may keep a satisfied client engaged, 
but without additional outreach, it rarely translates into new business by 
itself. Still, as part of a broader referral plan, thoughtful gifts can 
complement other incentives by reminding referrers of the agency’s 
appreciation.

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Sales
Sales obviously plays a key role in a successful referral engine. 
Guiding the referred client across the finish line and handing 
them off to account management has a major impact on the 
client experience. When done well, it helps create additional 
advocates for the agency. When done poorly, it not only kills the 
deal, but it can damage or end the relationship with the referrer 
as well.

As referrals typically close faster than standard accounts, it’s 
important to prioritize them in the sales process. This begins with 
lead qualification, which should happen as soon as possible. The 
faster the agency responds to the referral, the more the referrer 
and prospect feel positively about the experience. Sometimes, 
referrals aren’t a good fit. This is a point where the agency can 
cement itself as a valued resource to the referrer. By referring on 
other resources (agencies, consultants, etc.), the agency is still 
providing value, and it’s more likely that the referrer will continue 
to work with the agency.

Once a referral is qualified, it should pass through the agency’s 
sales process just like any other account, but with more priority. 
The close rates on these are typically higher, so moving them up 
the queue makes sense. 

47 PrometheanResearch.com
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CloseNegotiationProposalSolution 
Crafting
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Let’s Grow Together
Agencies like yours power the digital economy, and GoDaddy is here to 
support your growth behind the scenes.  

Join the GoDaddy Agency Program to access potential  client leads, boost 
project earnings, and get dedicated support designed for agencies.  

Discover how we’re helping agencies scale, earn, and grow. 

Join the GoDaddy Agency Program for Free 

https://www.godaddy.com/pro/agency-partners
https://www.godaddy.com/pro/agency-partners
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Statement
A core referral statement is a short, repeatable sentence that 
clearly explains: 

Who you help, what problem you solve, and what kind of client 
you're looking to be introduced to.

It’s designed to make it easy for others to refer you confidently 
and accurately, even if they’re not deeply familiar with your 
work.

Use your core referral statement everywhere a referral might 
happen. Drop it into wrap-up calls, follow-up emails, or check-ins 
after a win. Add it to referral guides and partner one-pagers. 
Teach your team to say it the same way every time. The goal is 
consistency. When people outside the agency can repeat it 
without thinking, referrals get easier.

50 PrometheanResearch.com
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“We help B2B SaaS companies improve product and 
website experiences that aren’t converting. If you know a 
founder or head of product who’s frustrated by unclear 
UX or drop-off in key flows, we’d love an introduction.”

“We help mid-sized insurance brokers fix slow or 
inconsistent follow-up in their lead funnels. If you know a 
marketing or sales leader who’s buried in workflows that 
aren’t driving revenue, we’d be a good fit to talk to.”

“We help growing manufacturers replace manual work 
and disconnected systems with custom software. If you 
hear someone say their tools don’t talk to each other, or 
that they’ve hit the limits of off-the-shelf platforms, we’d 
love to be introduced.”

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Profile (IRP)
An Ideal Referrer Profile (IRP) is the referral-side counterpart to 
your Ideal Client Profile (ICP). While an ICP focuses on who you 
want to sell to, the IRP focuses on who can reliably introduce 
you to those buyers. While the volume of outreach is typically 
drastically lower for referrers than it is for prospects, having a 
clear target for outreach, messaging, and enablement makes it 
significantly easier agency teams to be effective.

The core of a solid IRP will include:

• A role/persona description.

• A measure of how close they are to the ICP. (Do they see 
needs before an agency is typically engaged?)

• Trust and influence levels.

• Referral motivations.

• Enablement potential. (Can they explain what you do? Do 
they have the access and bandwidth to refer? Are their 
referral motivations powerful or more of a “nice to have?”)

51 PrometheanResearch.com
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Persona Description
• Demographics
• Firmographics
• Role
• Etc.

Closeness to ICP
How early in the solution-seeking process are they able to 
refer you?

Trust Lvl

4/5

Key Referral Motivations
• Improving their client relationships by adding value.
•  Reciprocity/relationship equity for mutual referrals.
• Shared success from client being more successful.

Enablement Potential 3/5

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Current Clients
Lead with appreciation, be specific about your ICP, and time the 
outreach to follow shortly after a visible win.

“I’m really glad the [project/outcome] turned out well. These are the 
kinds of moments when we love to meet others facing similar 
challenges. If someone in your network is in a similar spot, would you 
be willing to do an introduction?”

This ties the referral ask directly to client momentum and 
reinforces the agency’s value while the outcome is top of mind.
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Business Partners & Agencies
SaaS, tech vendors, consultants, hosting firms, etc.

These require a relationship-first approach. Use this after you've 
had a few interactions and there’s mutual respect.

“We typically work with [ICP] who are facing [specific challenge], and 
if that ever comes up with your clients, we’d love to be part of the 
solution. Likewise, if there’s any way we can point opportunities your 
way, just let us know.”

If the relationship is warmer and more collaborative, add:

“If it ever makes sense to co-create something, like a short insight 
piece or webinar, let’s loop our marketing folks in.”

53 PrometheanResearch.com
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Other Agencies

These relationships work best when built on mutual respect, 
clear swim lanes, and an understanding of each other’s 
positioning. Keep in mind that this is a way to improve client 
outcomes and building long-term relationships. 

Template (for warm partners):

“We’re always looking to partner with firms that do great work but 
focus on a different slice of the stack. We’re especially strong in [your 
strength area], and we often run into clients who need [their area]. If 
it’s useful, I’d love to compare notes and see if we can send work 
each other’s way.”

Template (for newer relationships):

“We specialize in [your strength area], and we’re looking to build 
referral relationships with a few firms that complement us well. If 
there’s ever a project that’s not quite your fit, I’d love to know we’re 
on each other’s radar.”

This approach frames the relationship as strategic and reciprocal. 
It also leaves room for longer-term collaboration or deeper 
partnership without jumping into it prematurely.

https://prometheanresearch.com/?utm_source=Report&utm_medium=DARP25
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Past Clients
Use this after re-engagement, ideally via a check-in, case study, 
or trend piece and after you’ve confirmed there’s no new work 
opportunity.

“It’s been a while since [project], and I hope everything’s still going 
well on your end. We’re starting to work with more [ICP] on 
[problem/outcome], and I thought of you. If anyone in your network 
is facing something similar, would you be open to introducing us?”

This leverages familiarity and reinforces outcomes after trust has 
been re-established.
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Personal & Professional Contacts
Focus on education: 

“I help [ICP] with [problem]. If you know anyone who fits that 
description, I’d always appreciate a warm introduction.”

This is obviously after you’ve had a whole conversation about 
work, what you do, etc., and then you can send this via email or 
text later to follow up.

There'll typically be a lot more inertia and friction along the way 
with these, so be prepared to reiterate who you serve and what 
value you deliver.
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Following Up
Successfully converting a referral, and more broadly, building a 
successful referral engine, lies in the follow-up.

Starting with the referred lead. Respond the same day. Ideally, 
within an hour or two. Keep it short. Acknowledge the referrer, 
share a line about what the agency typically helps with, and 
make it easy to book a call. 

Then, close the loop with the referrer. Let them know the intro 
was received and appreciated. Confirm that the agency followed 
up and that things are moving. No hard updates. Clarity and 
gratitude are often enough to build trust.

After the first meeting, check in with the referrer again. It can be 
a one-liner: 

“Had a great chat with [lead], thanks again for connecting us.” 
Referrers need to know the agency handled the referral well.

Finally, once there’s an outcome, won, lost, or no fit, send a final 
note to the referrer. A closed-won is a chance to thank them 
again and reinforce that it was a good match. A no-fit is just as 
important since it shows the agency doesn’t ghost when things 
don’t convert.
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One-pager
A referral one-pager is a shareable version of the Core Referral 
Statement. It gives potential referrers exactly what they need to 
understand who the agency helps, when to refer, and how to do it. It 
also keeps the positioning consistent. When clients, partners, and peers 
all use the same language to describe what you do, referrals become 
more aligned with the clients and work the agency actually wants.

It makes good referrals more likely and bad ones less frequent.

The core components are similar to the IRP:

• Who the agency helps: Very brief ICP descriptions.

• What the agency does: If the positioning prerequisite is dialed-in, this 
should be short and sweet.

• When to refer: Specific triggers that signal a good time to make a 
referral.

• What to say: A simple 1-2 sentence script they can use in an intro 
email.

• How to refer: An email address and name for a contact at the agency.

• Optional: Logos with linked case studies and a very brief (less than a 
sentence) description of the work in case they want to dive deeper.

57 PrometheanResearch.com
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Prerequisites
The prerequisites exist because without them, it’s nearly 
impossible to sustain a successful referral growth strategy. 

Without good work and happy clients, new referrals won’t have 
a good enough experience to become advocates for the agency. 
So while a sub-standard agency could generate some 
intermittent referrals, it won’t be something they can rely on.

Weak positioning makes it difficult for a referrer to understand 
who to refer and what they’re actually referring them for. Strong 
positioning is a cornerstone of agency growth anyway (as seen in 
our State of Digital Services research year after year), so it’s 
important to get this dialed in even if the goal isn’t a sustainable 
referral strategy. 

Missing ICPs or buyer personas goes hand-in-hand with 
positioning. If a referrer doesn’t know who the agency serves or 
the problem that the agency is solving, then it’s nearly impossible 
for them to successfully refer good-fit prospects.

Finally, since referrals are such a relationship game, having 
capacity available to serve the referred clients in a timely manner 
is paramount. Nothing kills a relationship faster than referring 
someone only to have the agency drop the ball. Fair or not, it 
reflects poorly on the referrer.
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Outreach
Relationships require consistent effort to maintain. Referral 
relationships are no different. Unlike paid channels or outbound 
sales, referrals compound over time. They require significant 
trust and, like any other channel, top-of-mind awareness. If an 
agency only reaches out when they’re slow, they’re asking for 
value from relationships that they haven’t invested in. People 
notice that. 

Consistent effort, like checking in on progress and sharing 
actually applicable insights, keeps agencies visible without being 
annoying. It builds familiarity and makes it easier for referrers to 
spot opportunities as they arise. 
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Follow-up
We touched on this in Integrating With Sales, but a lack of 
prompt follow-up is a sure way to kill not only the referred deal 
but also damage the relationship with the referrer. Referrers 
extend their credibility when they make an introduction. If the 
agency delays or appears disorganized in its response, it reflects 
poorly on the person who made the referral. That hesitation can 
cause long-term damage to the relationship and often results in 
fewer, if any, future referrals.

It also harms the referred lead’s experience. Referred leads 
typically arrive with built-in trust and higher intent. If they’re 
treated like cold inbound prospects, that advantage is lost. At 
minimum, referred leads should receive a prompt response, a 
clear next step, and a level of attention that reflects the trust 
that brought them in.
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Experiences
Referrals depend on positive experiences that demonstrate a 
high level of expertise and care for the client. Strangely enough, 
this isn’t as correlated to quality work as many would expect. In 
our work with agencies, many times the work has been good 
enough, but the interpersonal experience has been sub-par, and 
that was more than enough to harm the relationship. This is why 
we place such emphasis on the account management position. 
Referral success lives or dies there. 

In practice, agencies that communicate clearly (and often), 
celebrate wins and momentum, check in during quiet periods, 
share relevant insights, and take responsibility for the full client 
experience tend to earn more introductions. Strong relationships 
lower the perceived risk of making a referral. 
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Anxiety
Anxiety around asking for referrals is incredibly common. When 
team members are anxious, it's usually about uncertainty. 
Uncertainty about timing, about what to say, whether the 
relationship is strong enough to handle it, if the agency’s work is 
good enough, or even if the value delivered is appropriate for the 
price charged.

The solution is coaching, structure, and practice. When leaders 
address the work quality (and fix it if it’s really an issue), 
communicate about pricing, and team members know exactly 
when to ask, and what to say, anxiety drops. 

It also helps to reframe the ask: it’s not a favor, it’s an invitation 
to help someone else. If the agency did great work, asking for a 
referral shifts from awkward to logical. 
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K Overcomplicating 
Incentives
Overcomplicating referral initiatives is a common failure point 
that usually kills momentum before results even show up.

Some teams try to build overly formal programs with multi-step 
forms, complex tracking, or elaborate partner tiers before they’ve 
validated that referrals are flowing. The result is friction for the 
referrer, internal confusion, and a system that no one 
consistently uses.

Referral programs work best when they’re dead simple. A short 
core statement. A clean one-pager. A clear ask at the right 
moment. Everything else can be layered in later if the 
fundamentals are working.

If the referral system feels heavy to run or hard to explain, it’s 
already too complicated.
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About 
This Playbook
This was published in August 2025. The content was 
created by Promethean Research and based on the 
thousands of interviews, surveys, and strategy 
engagements they’ve done since 2015. 

Photos by:

Ivana Cajina
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K Survey
Respondents
This playbook is based on a compilation of responses from digital 
agency owners and managers, primarily from North America. 
Multiple online surveys of digital service company owners were 
conducted from 2015-2025 to collect insights across key 
performance indicators. Interviews with owners, managers, and 
employees, plus specific company analysis, and public data, were 
also used to supplement the survey data. 

The pie chart to the right shows the distribution of the 1,062 
agency sizes that were used in the majority of this research. 
Some sections used broader observational sets that contained 
50,302 agencies across the United States and Canada. Note that 
our sample size skews toward larger agencies than the market as 
a whole. 

67

30%

37%

21%

11%

Freelancer

Studio (<10 employees)

Small (10-24 employees)

Medium (25-49 employees)

Large (>=50 employees)
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For more information, including 
research and resources for 

digital shops, visit Promethean 
Research.
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https://www.godaddy.com/pro/agency-partners

	From Random �to Repeatable
	Contents
	Executive Summary
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Introduction
	Who This �Playbook Is For
	About �The Author
	Stay Informed
	Brought to you by GoDaddy 
	Disclaimer
	Foundations of Agency Growth
	What the �Research Says
	Personal Versus Transactional
	Referral Prerequisites
	Core Revgen Functions
	Team Design �& Compensation
	Roles & Responsibilities
	Team Structure �by Agency Size
	Compensation Structures
	Average Compensation by Role
	Get more agency research.�Make data-backed decisions.�Build a better agency.
	Defining�Success
	Pipeline �Health
	Conversion Performance
	Client �Satisfaction
	Referral System Health
	Modeling�Success
	Referral�Sources
	Current �Clients
	Business �Partners
	Slide Number 34
	Other �Agencies
	Past �Clients
	Personal Connections
	Systematizing Referral Generation
	When to Ask: Current Clients
	When to Ask: Business Partners & Agencies
	When to Ask: Past Clients
	When to Ask: Personal Contacts
	Who Should Ask & How Frequently
	Incentivizing Referrals
	Incentivizing Referrals
	Incentivizing Referrals
	Integrating With Sales
	Let’s Grow Together
	Reducing �Friction
	The Core Referral Statement
	Ideal Referrer Profile (IRP)
	Outreach Templates:�Current Clients
	Outreach Templates:�Business Partners & Agencies
	Outreach Templates:�Past Clients
	Outreach Templates:�Personal & Professional Contacts
	What to Say: Following Up
	Referrer �One-pager
	Common�Pitfalls
	Missing Prerequisites
	Inconsistent Outreach
	Lack of Prompt�Follow-up
	Inconsistent Client Experiences
	Ask �Anxiety
	Overcomplicating Incentives
	Methodology & Demographics
	About �This Playbook
	Survey�Respondents
	For more information, including research and resources for digital shops, visit Promethean Research.

