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Introduction

You have probably run a Facebook ad at some point. Maybe you boosted a post during
enrollment season. You paid for the clicks, got a few inquiries, and converted some of

them. Fine.

But you have also had families enroll who came through a parent referral. And if you are
honest about the difference, you already know: those families were easier to close, they

asked fewer skeptical questions, and they tended to stay longer.
That is not an accident. It is the mechanics of trust.

A family who hears about your program from another parent they trust does not arrive
the same way a cold lead does. They arrive pre-sold. They have already heard why your
center is worth driving past the one closer to their house. The only question left is

logistics.

This playbook is about building a system around that. Not waiting for referrals to

happen by chance, but making them a predictable, trackable enrollment channel.

The mMaTH that makes this worth your time

$300-$500 18

Average paid ad cost per acquisition Warm leads from 30% of 60 enrolled
families per year

40% $1,400

Referral conversion rate vs. 20-30% for cold Total cost for 7 referral families vs. $2,100+
leads in ads
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Why Referrals Convert DirFeRrenTLY

Referrals convert at 2-3x the rate of other lead sources. Before you can build a system around

them, it helps to understand exactly why.

The trust transfer

When a parent recommends your center, they lend your program credibility. They have
already answered any skepticism: Is it really worth it? Will my kid adjust? Is the director
responsive when something goes wrong? By the time that friend walks through your door,
their biggest concerns have already been handled - by someone they trusts far more than they

trusts you. No amount of ad copy replicates that.

Pre-qualified from the first conversation

Referred families already know your tuition range. They know your location, your schedule,
your philosophy - at least in broad terms. The referring parent told them. What used to take a
45-minute tour to establish arrives pre-loaded. This is why tour-to-enrollment conversion for

referred families typically runs 50% or higher, while cold leads average 20-30%.

The retention difference

Referred families feel connected before they enroll. They know another family at the program.
They arrived with community context, not as strangers. That sense of belonging reduces the
quiet anxiety that causes families to leave at the end of the first year just to try somewhere

else.

NUMBERS WORTH KNOWING

2-3X 60% 2-3

Higher conversion vs. cold Lower cost to acquire Avg. enrollments

leads generated per active
referrer
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Choosing Your InNCenTiVE MODEL

The right incentive does two things: it motivates the behavior, and it doesn't create admin
headaches you won't sustain. Here are the six models worth knowing.

| MODEL WHATIT IS BEST FOR WATCH OUT FOR

Tuition Credit $100-$300 off referring family's Most programs - simple, Only works for enrolled families
next bill immediate

Cash Bonus $100-$250 direct payment Community referrers, alumni Requires 1099 for payments

families over $600/year

Free Week One full week of care, no Premium programs with high Harder to schedule; less
charge daily rates flexible

Tiered Rewards % 1st referral: $100 / 2nd: $150 / Growth-focused programs, Requires tracking per family
3rd+: $200 ambassador programs

Two-Sided Referrer gets $150, new family Competitive markets, price- Higher total cost per
gets $100 off first month sensitive families enrollment

Non-Monetary Priority re-enrollment, branded Programs with strong Less motivating as a standalone
gear, exclusive events community identity incentive

% Most effective for most programs: tuition credits and tiered rewards. They feel generous, they're easy to
apply, and families see the value immediately.

Calculating whether it pencils out

A family paying $1,500/month who stays for 3 years represents $54,000 in revenue. A $200
referral credit to acquire them is 0.37% of that lifetime value. Compare that to $300-$500 for a
paid ad lead who may churn after 12 months. The question is not whether you can afford to

incentivize referrals. The question is whether you can afford not to.

If you're on Playground, you can track referral sources in enrollment records and set up automated
reminders to apply incentives at billing. No spreadsheet required - the credit goes directly to the family's
account.
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How and When to Ask

The single biggest reason referral programs underperform: nobody actually asks. Directors set up
the program, put it in a welcome packet, and wait. Asking for referrals is a skill. It is not awkward
when it is done well. The difference is timing.

Ask at emotional peaks, not at random

Parents are most likely to refer when they are feeling good about your program. The best times to ask:

MOMENT WHAT TO SAY

End of a child's first week We're so glad [name] is here. If you know anyone else looking for
care, we'd love the chance to meet them.

After a parent compliments the program That means a lot - do you have any friends looking for childcare?
We'd love a referral.

After a positive conference We love having [child] here. If any other families you know are
looking, please send them our way.

Enrollment anniversary It's been a year - we're so grateful for your family. Anyone in your
network we should meet?

After a positive event or photo share That photo is going to melt hearts. If any friends ask about your
childcare, tell them about us.

What not to do

e Do not ask during or right after a complaint. Even if it was resolved well.
e Do not ask more than once every 6 weeks. Frequency kills goodwill.

e Do not make it feel transactional. 'Send someone and you get $200' is less effective than 'We'd love to meet families like
yours.'

e Do notignore parents who do not refer. The ask is about opportunity, not obligation.

Train your staff, not just yourself

You cannot be the only one asking. Your lead teachers spend more time with parents at drop-off and pickup than you do. Train
them on two things: how to recognize the moment, and what to say. A simple script works: If you know a family looking for care,

let [director name] know - we have a referral program. Staff repeat what gets recognized.
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The Parent Ambassador £rosceam

A general referral program captures the parents who were already going to refer. An ambassador
program creates advocates who actively promote your center - because they are proud to be

associated with it. Structure is the key.

Who to recruit

You are looking for 5-10 families with three things: genuine enthusiasm for your program, networks of other parents (not
just grandparents), and comfort talking to people they don't know well. Prioritize parents who are active in your

center's community, not just happy with it.

What ambassadors do

Share center content on social media at least twice
a month

Attend one quarterly ambassador gathering

Talk with prospective families at tours or open
houses

Give you direct feedback on family sentiment

Make 3-5 referrals per year

What ambassadors get

* 10% ongoing tuition discount (most powerful perk)
* Priority re-enrollment every year
* First access to new programs or options
A named role in your community - ambassador
Tiered referral bonuses beyond standard program

Direct access to you for concerns
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How to launch it

Identify your 5-10 candidates. Write their names down.

Call or pull each one aside at pickup. Tell them why you chose them specifically.

Schedule a 20-minute kickoff conversation to walk through expectations and perks.

Send a written summary of the program with their name on it.

Announce ambassadors in your newsletter and on your social channels - with
permission.

Hold a small kickoff gathering (pizza at the center works) so ambassadors meet each
other.

The ongoing overhead is small - a monthly check-in call, a piece of content to share, and a thank-you note
when they send a referral. In Playground, you can tag ambassador families to track their referrals and
incentives in one place.

WHAT TO EXPECT

8 3-5

ambassador families referrals per ambassador/yr

10-16

warm leads annually new enrollments (40% conv.)
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SECTION 4

Bring-a-Friend Programs and
Trial EXPERIENCES

Not every family will refer someone based on a conversation.
Some need a lower-friction option - a way to introduce their
friends to your program without fully vouching for it in

advance.

Free trial day

Offer one completely free
day of care to any family
referred by a current parent
with 6+ months of
enrollment. Include all
activities and meals. Follow
up within 48 hours with a
call from you personally.

Buddy week

A 5-day trial at 50% off,
paired with the enrolled
child's classmate as a
buddy. Best timed around
summer or September
transition. Families who visit
for a week convert at a
dramatically higher rate than
families who just toured.

The follow-up sequence that converts trial attendees

Host one low-key social
event per quarter:
playground party, an ice
cream afternoon, a holiday
open house. Current
families bring friends. Your
teachers are there and
available. Include a QR code
that links directly to your
tour booking page.

Day 1 Personal call from the director within 48 hours of the trial day.

Day 3 Email recap with photos from the visit and a link to enroll.

Day 7 One final follow-up - ask directly if they have any questions before deciding.
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SECTION 6

Tracking, Systems, and Makine IT RUN

Most referral programs fail for the same reason: no system. A parent refers someone, nobody tracks it, the

incentive never gets applied, and the referring family feels like it fell into a black hole. They don't refer again.

What you need to track

Who made the referral

e Who was referred, and when they were contacted

Whether they toured and when

Whether they enrolled

Whether the incentive was applied, and when

If you are on Playground, referral sources are tracked at enrollment and you can pull a report at the

end of any month to see which families referred, who enrolled, and what credits are owed.

Unique referral links Automated reminders

Give each ambassador a unique referral link Remind enrolled families the program exists
- or at minimum, a simple form that asks at: one month in, six months in, one year in,
How did you hear about us? If someone and after a positive event or photo. A
referred you, who? Even that basic data, personal note from you - not a newsletter -
collected consistently, changes your ability is enough. No more than once every six

to measure the program. weeks.

In Playground, you can set up enrollment source tracking, tag ambassador families, and log referral credits

directly against a family's billing account.
9
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Measuring Whether It's Working

Measure these four numbers, once a month.

METRIC WHAT IT TELLS YOU BENCHMARK

Referral rate % of enrolled families who referred at least one family this month 20-30%
Referral conversion rate % of referred leads who enrolled 30-50%
Cost per referral enrollment Total incentives paid + referral enrollments $100-$300
Ambassador referrals per year Average referrals per ambassador 5-8 annually

If your referral conversion rate is below 30%, the problem is almost always follow-up speed. If your referral rate is

below 20%, the problem is asking.

A realistic ROI calculation

60 15 6 $270

new enrollments (40% revenue per $1in
conv.) incentives

enrolled families referred leads/yr (25%)

6 enrollments x $200 credit = $1,200 in incentives.
6 enrollments x $1,500/month x 36 months average tenure = $324,000 in lifetime value.

Every $1spent on incentives returns roughly $270 in revenue.

10
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Getting Started: Four Weeks to a Rvwwine
PROGRAM

Decisions + infrastructure

Pick your incentive model. Set up tracking in your software or a spreadsheet. Draft
the referral form.

Launch to families

Send a personal email announcing the program. Add it to your enrollment packet.
Brief your staff on the ask.

Ambassador kickoff

|ldentify and personally invite 5-10 ambassadors. Hold a kickoff gathering. Give them
their first piece of content to share.

Optimize and measure

Pull your first numbers. What's your referral rate? Are referred leads being followed
up within 48 hours? Adjust from there.

Start with whatever you can actually sustain. A $150 tuition credit, a thank-you call, and a

reminder email at the 6-month mark is a program. It will generate referrals. Build from there.

1



Want to see how Playground

helps you track referrals and
manage enrollment?

Most directors who run referral programs on Playground get their tracking set up in
the first week of onboarding. Referral sources are logged at enroliment, ambassador

tags let you segment your family list, and credits apply directly to billing accounts.

If you want to see what that looks like for your program specifically, book a free demo.

We'll show you the referral tracking setup and whether it would work for your program.

See what Playground looks like for your program

tryplayground.com/demo

tryplayground.com 12



