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BUSINESS & MANAGEMENT MARKETING

Pounding the pavement
I think the most off-putting characteristic 

of  building an effective referral 
campaign is the fact that it involves 
a lot of  ‘cold calling’ and speaking 

to people that don’t know you. 
Fear of  rejection is a powerful force 

and it can be hard to walk into a practice 
where they don’t know you and ask to speak to 
the clinician. However, if  you and your team 
are not willing to cold call practices in person 
or on the telephone, it is worth re-considering.

To start with, you will need to do the 
following:
• Draw up a list of  target practices within 

your designated area
• Set aside the time for you, as the clinician 

who wants referrals, to spend visiting 
these practices 

• Put yourself  in their shoes – what would 
you want to know if  you were considering 
referring? It is likely that you will want to 
see examples of  the kind of  work that you 
can do and the experience you have

• Are you a specialist or a general practice? 
If  the latter, you will have to reassure the 
referring dentist that their patients will 
remains theirs at the end of  treatment

• Put together a pack that you can leave 
with them that includes your biography, 
cases studies and referral forms – it 
should be visually stunning and make 
them sit up and take notice 

• Do your research. For example, if  you are 
offering to carry out dental implants, but 
they already offer dental implants, why 
will they want to refer to you? If  you are a 
specialist then that could work, but if  you 
simply have a special interest, ask yourself: 

Chris Baker looks at how to build a thriving referral base

Marketing masterclass: 
gaining referrals 

Dentists always want 
the best for their 
patients, so sometimes it 
is necessary to refer. 

If  you are a dentist who wants referrals, 
this requires you to build relationships – and 
a steady stream of  referrals is good for 
business. 

To gain one patient direct may require a 
large amount of  marketing, and it is still 
uncertain whether or not they will stay with 
your practice even after a course of  
treatment. A referring dentist is likely to refer 
multiple patients, and if  you look after them, 
keep doing so. 

Building a thriving referral practice can 
be straightforward. But when told to do it, 
many practices look at the time, effort and 
work involved and decide there must be a 
quicker way – and often try to take 
shortcuts. 

But there isn’t. And the shortcuts don’t 
work. 

So, how can we do it? 

is it likely? 
• Allocate a few hours each week to make 

initial contact with these practices and 
then again with a follow-up some weeks 
later. Around lunchtime is often best – 
they are more likely to be free

• It is unlikely that the practices you visit 
will fall at your feet. However, you are 
opening up lines of  communication and 
started a relationship. Ensure that you 
leave your portfolio/pack with them and 
gain a business card and an email address. 

Communication
After you have pounded the pavements for 
some time, you should have now built a 
database of  named individuals who are 
happy to hear from you. 

To some extent, all marketing is data 
collection. Building a referral practice is no 
different. We now need to:
• Send a newsletter or email to these 

dentists around once a quarter. Using 
software such as Mailchimp will enable 
you to send recent case studies, advice 
and tips that will interest and engage 
them. Encourage them to get in touch with 
you for a no-obligation chat

• Consider sending a hard copy newsletter 
around twice a year. These should, 

NO PAIN, NO GAIN 

• Be prepared to get out onto the streets 
• Allocate time for you and the team to make contact 

with these practices and to follow up
• Create a stunning referral pack 
• Keep communicating – email, hard copy and even 

phone 
• Look after your referrers.

Chris Baker
Chris runs Corona Design & 
Communication, a specialist dental 
marketing company. For more 
information, visit  

www.coronadental.ie.
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• If  you can, choose a well-known, 
impressive conference venue/hotel away 
from the practice. A comfortable chair in 
relaxing surroundings can sway the 
ditherers. Always offer a hot buffet and 
refreshments – if  people are giving up 
their free time they expect to be fed and 
watered. (A hot rather than cold buffet 
always seems to suggest that you have 
cared a little more about your audience)

• If  you are at a practice where there is 
more than one specialism or special 
interest, it can be a good idea to double 
up. If  you are offering dental implants and 
your colleague is offering periodontics, for 
instance, you will have a broader range of  
appeal if  you feature presentations on 
both areas rather than just the one. This 
gives you a greater chance of  getting 
someone on board.

wherever possible, be delivered by hand by 
one of  the team, and used as an 
opportunity to start a conversation again

• If  you haven’t already, ensure that practices 
can refer to you through your website 

• If  you haven’t already, you may consider 
setting up a Facebook business page where 
you can post cases and answer queries.
All of  this activity is about presenting you 

as the person who can help other dentists with 
any issues that they may have. You want to 
become known as the ‘go-to-helpful-dentist’ for 
dental implants, endodontics, orthodontics etc. 

Events
A dentist is more likely to begin referring to 
you once they have met you. Even if  you 
introduced yourself  at their practice, there is 
no substitute for having the chance to see 
you present, ascertain your knowledge and 
perhaps put you on the spot! 

An educational event is often a good way 
to wow referring dentists. If  you consider 
putting one on, keep the following in mind: 
• An evening is generally best; no more than 

three hours long, from start to finish. 
Mid-week tends to work best but always 
check there are no other major events 
occurring when you choose the date

Look after referrers 
It is common sense to look after your 
referrers like gold dust. Some ways to do 
that include: 
• Think how you can involve them in the 

process as a business and not just a 
clinician. If  you can improve their business 
as well, they are much more likely to refer. 
For instance, you could place the implant 
and they could restore it

• Take the time to reply promptly to their 
emails and communications personally 
– referral relationships really are about the 
personal touch

• Keep communicating. Once they become 
a referrer they should still receive the 
emails and newsletters, and the occasional 
phone call won’t hurt

• Consider an event where you can invite 
referrers to say thank you – like summer 
or Christmas party.
Building relationships is never say, but a 

bit of  focus and work will enable you to 
reap considerable benefits of  a successful 
referral relationship. 

A DENTIST IS MORE 
LIKELY TO BEGIN 

REFERRING TO YOU 
ONCE THEY HAVE MET 

YOU
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