Unlocking Growth: How SME law firms can thrive through referrals

Referrals remain one of the most powerful - yet underused - growth strategies for SME law firms. In episode 22 of Osprey Approach’s podcast series, Empowering Law Firm Leaders, Robert Flint, practising corporate lawyer and CEO of Adviserly, joined Amy Bruce, marketing director at Osprey Approach, to discuss how law firms can grow their business this way. Robert shares insights on building effective referral networks, qualifying opportunities, and managing complex referrals to deliver excellent client service.

This conversation covers: - 
· Lessons learned through collaboration in the modern world
· Qualifying referrals using the BTOP method: Budget, Team, Other Parties, and Planning
· Managing complex referrals
· Avoiding bad habits
· Understanding personality types
· The role of generosity
· Leveraging technology to scale referral strategies


Robert’s key lessons for building referral-driven growth

Drawing on his experience of supporting SME law firms, Robert shares practical ways to make referrals work effectively.

1. Treat collaboration as a skill
Collaboration is essential for successful referrals, but it can be challenging. Robert cites a healthcare example where poor communication led to a near-tragic outcome, emphasising the need to challenge assumptions. “Trust but verify,” he advises, highlighting that humility and a willingness to learn are critical. Approaching referrals as a skill to be developed allows firms to build stronger, more reliable networks.
2. Qualify referrals using the BTOP method
Robert’s BTOP framework helps determine which referrals are worth pursuing. By understanding a client’s budget and team upfront, law firms can avoid mismatched expectations and ensure referrals are relevant and actionable. “You don’t want to refer clients to your network if they’re difficult to work with,” he notes, stressing the importance of thoughtful qualification.

3. Manage complex referrals effectively
Some referrals involve multiple experts, making project management and communication vital. Robert recommends appointing a dedicated project manager to coordinate timelines, fees, and deliverables. Clear, confident communication is essential, particularly when navigating different personalities and organisational cultures. By fostering this approach, law firms can prevent errors and ensure client satisfaction.

Three simple ways to avoid bad habits in referrals
Robert identifies common pitfalls that can undermine referral success - and how to fix them:

1. Failing to express gratitude: A simple thank-you note or acknowledgment can strengthen referral relationships and encourage repeat business.
2. Poor online presence: A professional website and LinkedIn profile, complete with an up-to-date photo, can make a lasting impression on referral partners.
3. Lack of follow-up: Most firms lose referral opportunities simply because they fail to follow up. Using CRM systems and automated reminders - like those used by modern case management platforms - ensures connections are nurtured consistently.

Robert highlights the value of a network of like-minded firms. “An external outbound referral network was the priority,” he explains. Such a network not only supports business growth but provides a community that understands the challenges of running a small firm - an approach that inspired the creation of Adviserly.


The role of generosity in referrals
Generosity is central to referral success. “Generosity is good in its own right,” Robert asserts. Giving referrals freely fosters trust and sets a positive tone for collaboration.

A case study from Creative Heist illustrates this approach. Fred Cox, from the firm, builds strong referral relationships by taking clients and potential clients out for informal dinners. “If you have a client you really like, take them out and invite potential clients,” he explains. Such gestures strengthen relationships and encourage a culture of reciprocity.

A case study from Creative Heist highlights the value of informal relationship-building. Fred Cox strengthens referral networks by bringing clients and prospective clients together in relaxed settings, such as dinners. This approach builds trust and creates natural opportunities for introductions, making referrals feel more organic rather than transactional.

Beyond social events, generosity includes acknowledging referrals, sending thank-you notes, and supporting referral partners. These simple actions create a positive feedback loop that encourages ongoing collaboration.

Experimentation builds effective referral strategies
Robert stresses the importance of experimentation. Not every meeting or referral will yield immediate results, but each interaction provides valuable data. “Failure isn’t a setback, it’s information,” he notes. Law firms should analyse referral outcomes, identifying what works and refining their approach accordingly. This continuous improvement allows firms to focus on the most productive events and relationships.

Leverage technology to scale referrals
Technology can simplify referral management and strengthen networks. Robert recommends CRM systems to automate follow-ups, track interactions, and maintain consistent communication. Integrating LinkedIn with a CRM can reduce administrative burdens, allowing lawyers to focus on relationship building.

Robert also highlights the value of data analysis. Tracking referral outcomes and patterns helps firms identify trends, measure effectiveness, and make informed decisions. By embedding technology into referral processes, law firms can scale their strategies without losing the personal touch.

Building a sustainable referral network for growth
Successful referral strategies combine qualified referrals, effective project management, gratitude, generosity, and technology. By adopting these principles, law firms can create robust networks that drive sustainable growth.

Robert’s insights provide practical guidance for SME law firms looking to thrive in today’s competitive legal landscape. His approach shows that referrals are not just about gaining clients - they are about building lasting relationships, fostering collaboration, and embedding generosity into the firm’s culture.

Watch the full interview with Robert Flint now to discover more advice and guidance on building an effective referral strategy. You’ll also hear Robert’s exclusive advice understanding referral personality types.
