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STOP REFERENCE RESISTANCE  
Identify and overcome your blocks to asking for references  

 

Are you asking for customer references? If not, why not?   

Many people feel uncomfortable asking for references. Yet asking for references - having social 
proof, real-world examples of how you work, and the results you and your team deliver - actively 
demonstrates your confidence in your expertise. It can also help ideal prospects to make the decision 
to work with you.  

There’s also a cost associated with not asking for references which includes damaging your sales, 
your business success, and limiting your own reach. Asking for references reinforces the position of 
strength and expertise you come from - and helps sales. It is a great way to reconnect, gather 
feedback and to feel inspired and re-energized by your contacts.  

This worksheet is to help you identify ‘blocks’ around asking for references and to help you take 

action and to overcome any resistance, so you can collect and share references that support your 

business and drive sales.    

Block #1 – Personal resistance or discomfort  

When we speak to clients and entrepreneurs that are resistant to asking for references, we ask them 
to think – and to be honest with themselves about where their resistance is coming from. Here are 
some of the types of ‘reference resistance’ we frequently hear around asking for references:  

 Negative self-thinking (that you aren’t good enough) 
 Feeling it’s selfish (or may be taken as an attempt for flattery)  
 Worry that the person we ask may refuse and damage an existing sales relationship  
 Don’t want to ‘bother’ people or ‘perter’ your customers 
 Not knowing what to say 

Be honest with yourself and among your team, if you have a personal resistance or a team attitude 

that is stopping you from asking for references, what is it?  List things that worry you (and your team), 

whether you recognize any of the examples above or any that aren’t listed.   

We don’t collect references because:  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Block #2 – You don’t have any customers you can approach  

If you have a new or early-stage business, you may think that you can’t ask for references because 

you don’t have any customers to ask. But there is nothing stopping you from asking people who have 

worked with you or your team members, to speak with previous employers, ex-colleagues – think of 

people that know you and trust you.  

Whether you have an established or new business, list seven contacts that you can approach now for 

references. Consider ex-customers, previous colleagues, existing or past business partners, 

professional contacts that haven’t worked with you but are aware of how you work, or friends that 

know you and your work-related characteristics  

1. ________________________________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________________________________ 

3. ________________________________________________________________ 

4. ________________________________________________________________ 

5. ________________________________________________________________ 

6. ________________________________________________________________ 

7. ________________________________________________________________ 

Note: Think you don’t know anyone?  A 2013 study by Columbia University found that the average 

American knows 600 people! 

 

Block #3 - You aren’t in contact with your customers or contacts  

Problems frequently disguise opportunity. If you haven’t been in contact with your customers, then 

this is a good time to change that. Because while you can ask for references out of the blue, it’s even 

better to regularly check in with customers, and to see this as a great chance to see how they are. 

Schedule some time when you or one of your team can focus on contacting potential references. 

Assign at last an hour – with no distractions. Switch off email, instant messaging and focus entirely on 

contacting potential references. 

o Schedule time to ask for references ______________________ 

 

Note: Think about how you could schedule this as a repeatable activity.  
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Block #4 - You don’t know how to ask for references  

There’s no massive secret here. You have to ask people to get references.  

Depending on the relationship, timing, nature of your business and how frequently you communicate 

with the contacts or customers you want to ask, you do need to think about which channel you use to 

ask them. Choices are:  

- In person 

- By phone  

- Via email  

- With an online survey  

- Social media 

- Using a third party platform  

- Outsourcing to advocacy specialists (we would reserve this for very specific occasions) 

 

We wouldn’t recommend outsourcing it at this stage, or using a third party platform or advocacy 

software.  Start with the human approach and owning your references. 

If you haven’t been in contact with someone – whether it’s a customer or another type of contact – we 

prefer not to ask out of the blue and to at least have a more gentle way of asking than ‘will you give 

me a reference?’ Although it’s important to remember that at the heart of asking, is the ability to ask.  

Not sure what to say, whether by email or phone? Then here are some lines and statements that may 

help inspire you.  

Note: You should always ask permission before you use any reference – don’t share comments that 

may have been shared with you privately, or name customers or clients without their explicit approval.  

Note: Before you ask, get specific and think about what you want the reference to say – a 

specific project, skills, expertise, results, service, skills or expertise you would like highlighted in the 

reference.  Then mention that in your request – otherwise you may get a reference that says “Joe did 

a great job” but you won’t get one that says “Joe worked with us on our sales strategy, worked with 

our sales team to create new processes and increased our sales by 25 percent within a quarter.” 

Let them know how appreciative you are of:  

- The opportunity to have worked with them. This is best when it’s not in a vacuum. For 

example, if you haven’t spoken or been in contact with a customer for several months, even 

years, and then ask them out of the blue to recommend you, it may not be the best timing. 

- Their opinion and experience in their market. 

- The credibility that they have within the industry.  

- The potential reference itself. Let them know that. 

What to say:  

“I wanted to see how things were, and if there was anything we could help you with and to ask you for 

your assistance with a reference project I’m working on. It should only take five or ten minutes– [ask 
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questions about their business, family, any industry issues or developments – based on what you 

already know about them]. 

I’m [updating my references / launching a new product / we are growing into new markets] and I really 

enjoyed working with you / know we got to produce some brilliant results working with you.  We are 

really [proud / excited] of what we achieved and your [opinion / feedback / endorsement] would be [a 

great boost / really relevant to our market / immensely appreciated]. 

I’d really appreciate your support and this chance to reconnect – and to gather feedback on [my 

services / how we work / what we do in our market].  If it helps I can send over [an example / an 

outline / some wording / suggest some areas we would appreciate your comments on]. 

Make notes of any achievements, compliments, feedback or notes from working together that you can 

share. Are you looking for quantitative or qualitative feedback? Or both? Be specific and see what 

they are most comfortable with. 

It also really helps to share an example, some ideas or a previous recommendation  

Draft an outline of what you could say to a potential reference:  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Block #5 - You don’t know when to ask them  

Identify the moments in your customer lifecycle or in relationships with contacts that would be best to 

approach them for references. For example: when you’ve exceeded their expectations in any way, 

when they compliment you on a job well done, when you have just finished a project or stage in a 

project. 

Consider how you can create a reference/feedback process as part of the project or service and the 

timing that would work best. For example; asking customers for references at the end of a project, 

after they have received a product, when they have benefited from a service or are compiling 

reports/ROI. 

Write down some moments that it would be suitable and well-timed for you to ask customers for 

references 

 

o When can you factor in a time that is suitable to ask customers for references?  

 

Stages of our customer relationships that we could ask for references:   

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________
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Note: Be a reference yourself. 

Give some references. No, not in the ‘if-I-reference-you-will-you-reference-me’ way. This is an 

exercise to give useful and helpful feedback to suppliers, ex-colleagues or business partners that you 

genuinely appreciate and have a proven track record – and that you would hand-on-heart 

recommend.  

How many times have you been a reference for others?   

How could you be a reference for others?  Think of individuals, services, companies and contacts that 

you trust. It is so encouraging to receive an unsolicited recommendation – so show your appreciation 

and pay it forward!  

Note: When thinking about who you would feel comfortable being a reference for, don’t think about it 

from a personal level – i.e. if you really liked the individual involved but they didn’t really produce the 

results you wanted - don’t’ imply they did so in a reference. It’s important to remember that a 

reference also reflects on you – so come from a place of integrity and only offer references for 

services, projects and individuals that you truly valued and you stand by how good their work was. 

Because you want your customers and contacts to do the same for you. 

 

Got any questions? Please contact us at hello@prompt-inc.com 
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