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Turn Employee
Referrals into Your
Best Hiring Source

Thanks to AI, it’s never been easier for candidates to apply for jobs—and recruiters are feeling it.
Application volume is up, with 66% of teams reporting more applicants than last year. But more
doesn’t always mean better. Nearly half of recruiters say their biggest challenge is still finding
qualified candidates.

So, the question becomes: how do you attract better talent without sorting through hundreds 
of applications?

One of the most effective answers is already on your team. Your employees know what it takes to
succeed at your company—and who they’d want to work alongside. Yet referrals remain surprisingly
underused. According to Employ’s latest Hiring Benchmarks data, just 7.5% of hires came from
employee referrals in 2025.

When done right, employee referrals can help teams reach higher-quality candidates faster, while
cutting down time spent on spam or fraudulent applications that often come with high-volume
hiring. But they’re not without tradeoffs. Referral programs can also reinforce bias by favoring
candidates with similar backgrounds, experiences, or networks, making intentional design essential. 

If you want employees to participate in your

referral program, the incentives have to matter

to them. Start by finding out what motivates

your team—cash bonuses, recognition, growth

opportunities, or something else entirely. A quick

company-wide survey can help you gauge

interest and shape incentives employees will

actually care about.

To drive long-term impact, design your referral

program with retention in mind. Layer in

milestone-based rewards—like bonuses when a

referral stays six months, a year, or longer—to

reinforce long-term fit and ensure you’re not just

hiring faster, but better.

Build a Competitive Incentive Program

https://www.employinc.com/employ-2025-recruiter-nation-report/
https://www.employinc.com/employ-benchmarks-report/
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Goal Action Incentive/Reward Compound Over Time Who Benefits

Ex: Employee network
referral for open positions

Employees get entered
into monthly prize
drawing for every referral
application.
Employees get $100 for
successful referral hire
made

Employee gets $500 for
referral hire successfully
completing 6 months of
employment

Employees
Hiring managers
Stakeholders

Leverage this chart to brainstorm incentive ideas for a referral program. 

Once you’ve defined your incentives, map out what the program will cost and what success looks

like. Outline expected spend, referral targets, and the outcomes you want to drive—like faster hires,

better quality candidates, or improved retention.

Partner with managers to help promote the program and drive early adoption. Launching with a

limited-time or first-referral incentive can spark interest, build awareness, and get employees

participating right away.

Leverage this chart to align your referral program spend with expected return. 

Chart Costs and Set Clear Goals

Incentive Estimated Cost(s) Hiring Goal(s)

Ex: Employee network referral for
open position

Monthly: $
Annual: $

Hire at least 3 referrals during the year
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Enable your team with a streamlined portal

1. Implement a user-friendly ATS that can

monitor referral sources.

2. Integrate the referral program with existing

HR and payroll platforms for seamless reward

distribution.

3. Create simple, mobile-friendly submission

processes that take less than five minutes to

complete.

4. Set up automated notifications to keep

employees updated on their referral’s status.

5. Use dashboards and reporting to monitor

participation, performance, and ROI.

6. Establish secure documentation systems for

referral records and reward distribution.

Deploy Your Tech Stack

Set the stage for early adoption

1. Conduct engaging company-wide training

sessions that clearly outline program benefits.

2. Create compelling promotional materials that

highlight success stories and reward potential.

3. Establish regular communication channels to

maintain program visibility.

4. Monitor early adoption rates and gather

feedback for quick adjustments.

5. Host kick-off events to generate excitement

and answer questions.

6. Implement a recognition system to celebrate

successful referrals.

7. Create a dedicated support channel for the

program.

Launch For Success

Leverage multiple channels to maximize program visibility and participation

Distribution Channel Checklist

Remember: The strongest referral programs align with your company culture and use modern tools

to make participation easy and inclusive. Regular check-ins and small optimizations help keep the

program effective as hiring needs and market conditions change.

Digital Platforms: 

Company intranet

Employee communication apps

Social or advocacy platforms

Internal newsletters

Personal Engagement 

Team meetings

Department updates

One-on-one discussions

Success story sharing


