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For advisory practices serious about organic growth P STRATEGY

The Referral
Engine

A contrarian playbook for building a referral-
driven advisory practice.

THE THESIS

Referrals arethe most important growth
channel in advisory — and the most

mismanaged.

Most practices treat them as accidental. Top practices engineer them as a system.

01. Why this matters — and what the research shows
02. Five mythsthat kill referral growth

03. The six-layer referral engine

04. Thelanguage: what to say in the moment

05. The 72-hour window: the follow-up email

06. The bridge & the COI variant

07. What to measure
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01 - Why this matters ‘

The gap between what advisors
believe and what's actually happening.

3-5%

of clients produce a

54.2% 13%

of new clients come of $5M+ clients are

met referral — despite
25-35% giving one.

from referrals — the introduced through
#1 source. personal referral.

Cerulli, 2025 Cerulli, 2025 Littlechild research

The perception gap isthereal story.

Across multiple longitudinal studies, the same pattern shows up: advisors radically overestimate
how many referrals they're actually getting. In eMoney's collaborative planning research,

93% of advisors said they receive referrals — while only 60% of clients said they've given one.
Julie Littlechild's work tells the operational half of the story: 25-35% of advisory clients have
given areferral at some point, but only 3-5% of client books ever produce a met introduction.

Tranglation: most clients are willing to refer. Most advisors don't have a system that converts
willingnessinto areal conversation. That's not a relationship problem. It's an operations problem.

If you're growing through referrals but don't have a system for them,
you're not growing because of skill. You're growing despite the lack of one.

Capital Group found only 43% of even the fastest-growing advisory firms describe themselves as
adept at prospecting and referral generation. The other 57% are leaving systematic growth on the
table. In amarket where organic growth is the hardest it has been in a decade, that gap is no
longer a stylistic preference. It's a competitive disadvantage.
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02 - Five myths that kill referral growth

What most advisors believe — and
what the evidence actually shows.

MYTH
Great service generates referrals automatically.

REALITY

False. 93% of advisorsthink they're getting referrals; only 60% of clients say they've given one.

Service satisfaction is necessary, not sufficient. Without the structured ask,
referral activity diesin the gap. The data is unambiguous.

MY TH
Asking feels pushy.

REALITY

Backwards. Not asking iswhat's pushy.

Never naming the client you serve forces every existing client to guess.
Specifying who's agood fit isa gift — it lowers their cognitive load.

MYTH

Wait for the perfect moment.

REALITY

There'sno perfect moment. There are engineer ed moments.

Renewals, planning milestones, and market wins are the highest-yield asking
windows. Build the cadence around the calendar, not around the mood.

MYTH
Get the warm introduction.

REALITY

Get the name. The introduction is optional.

Requiring clients to make introductions is why 25-35% give referrals but only
3-5% convert. A name and email closes the operational gap.

MY TH
Ask broadly — 'anyone you know.'
REALITY

Pre-qualify the ask itself.

V ague asks produce vague names. Asking for two to three people who fit a
specific profile produces fewer but vastly better introductions.
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Six layersthat turn referral hopes
INnto a system.

Each layer compounds the next. A weak layer below collapses the layers above it.

01

IDENTITY
Who you serve = who they refer.

If you can't articulate the client you serve best in one sentence, your clients can't either.

CADENCE
Anchored to events, not whim.

Renewals, planning milestones, market wins. Calendar the ask the same way you calendar the meeting.

LANGUAGE
Specific, value-framed, low effort.

"Two or three people who could benefit" beats "anyone who comes to mind* — every time.

WINDOW
The 72-hour follow-up.
Most referrals die in the gap between the in-meeting ask and the follow-up. Close the gap.

BRIDGE
Outreach to thereferral.

A name and email is enough. Y ou — not your client — are responsible for making the introduction happen.

MEASUREMENT
Track or it disappears.

Asks made. Names captured. Meetings booked. Clients won. Compounded over ayear, thisis the practice.
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04 - The language: what to say in the moment

Thein-meeting ask.

Anchor to value delivered. Specify the fit. Cap the number. Lower the bar.

"[Client first name], before we wrap, | want to mention something.

We've really valued working with you, and the work we've done together is
exactly the kind of relationship we want more of. We're at a point in the
practice where we're being intentional about who we add.

The clients we serve best tend to share afew things — they're approaching or
in retirement, they have meaningful assets they want to steward thoughtfully,
and they value working with a planner who takes a comprehensive view.

Is there one or two peoplein your circle who fit that picture? | don't need an
introduction or a phone call from you — just a name and an email. I'll reach
out personally and mention you. The rest is up to them."

* Anchor to value delivered.
The ask comes immediately after the work — when gratitude is highest.

o Specify thefit.
Naming who you serve does the pre-qualification for the client.

e Cap at two or three.
Lower number = more thought per name. 'Anyone you know' produces noise.

» Decouple from introduction.
Removing the friction of the intro is what raises response rates.
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05 - The 72-hour window

The 72-hour follow-up.

Timing isn't a courtesy. It's the entire mechanism. Past 72 hours, names go quiet.

Subject:  [First name], following up from our conversation
[First name],

Thank you again for the time. | appreciate the trust you continue to placein us—
it's the highest compliment our practice receives.

| want to circle back on referrals. We're intentional about who we serve, and the right

next client almost always comes from someone like you. The people who have benefited
most from working with us tend to share three things: they're approaching or in retirement,
they have meaningful assets they want to steward wisely, and they value a planner who
treats them as a partner.

Is there one or two people in your circle who fit that picture? | don't need an introduction
or aphone call from you — aname and an email is enough. I'll reach out personaly,
mention you by name, and the rest is up to them.

I'll plan to follow up by phone Friday if | haven't heard back. No pressure either way.

THE KEYSTONE PRINCIPLE

"You don't need the introduction. You just need the name."

Lowering the bar for your client iswhat raises the response rate.
It closes the 7-to-10x gap between intent and met conver sations.
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Reachingthereferral. And the
channel most advisor s under use.

Subject:  Introduction from [Client name]
[First name],

[Client first name] mentioned you to me this week and suggested we should connect. | work
with afocused group of clientsin [city] — primarily individuals and families approaching or
in retirement who want a planner who takes a comprehensive view of their financial life:
investments, taxes, estate, the whole picture.

Based on what [Client first name] shared, there's a chance a conversation could be worth
having. I'm not assuming anything about your current situation — just opening the door.

If you'd like to learn more, 1'd welcome a 20-minute call. Reply with atime, or use the
link below. Either way — warm regards, and thank you.

Why centers of influence outperform client referrals at scale.

COls— CPAs, attorneys, estate planners — now account for 13.9% of new advisory clients (up from
12.4% over four years, per Cerulli 2025). 63% of practice-management professionals call COI
alliances among the most effective marketing strategies. A CPA referring a client has already
pre-qualified them better than the client could themselves: they know the income, the assets, and

the unmet planning needs. One CPA relationship can outproduce a hundred client asks.

[First name],
I'm afinancial advisor in [city]. We almost certainly do work with shared clients and

networks. 1'd value 20 minutes to brainstorm how we can support each other in the
growth of our practices. Reply with atime that works, or use the link below.
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07 - What to measure

Track or It disappears.

Five numbers. Tracked monthly. Reviewed quarterly. Thisisthe entire system on a page.

ASKS MADE
Every renewal, milestone, or A-client review where a structured ask occurred.

NAMES CAPTURED
Names and emails received — the leading indicator. If this drops, growth follows.

BRIDGE OUTREACHES SENT
Did we actually reach out within 7 days? Names captured but not contacted are vanity.

MEETINGS BOOKED
Conversations held with the referral. The first real signal that the engine works.

CLIENTS WON
Households added through the channel. Track AUM and revenue tied to each referrer.

Operating principlesfor the engine

» Calendar the follow-up before you leave the meeting. The 72-hour window is the system.
* The bar isaname and email. Never require the client to make the introduction.

» Pre-qualify the ask. Specifying who you serve does the work for them.

 Build one CPA relationship per quarter. Compounded, thisisthe practicein 5 years.

» Track every ask and every namein CRM. What gets measured grows.

BUILD YOURS WITH US

Teleios Strategy

Strategic clarity, growth systems, and execution discipline for advisory practices.

drew@teleiostrategy.com - teleiostrategy.com
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