IDEA WATCH THE FLEXIBILITY GAP

Workplace
The Flexibility Gap
Employers know that employees want flexibility, and many companies say they offer it.
But lots of people who need flexibility don’t have access to it. To better understand the
problem, researchers at Werk, a start-up using technology to create flexible workplaces,
surveyed 1,583 white-collar professionals representative of the U.S. workforce. The graph
below shows the gap between the flexibility workers need and what employers allow. ■
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Marketing
The Upside to
Gaining Customers
Via Referral
Companies enjoy getting new customers
through referrals by existing ones for
obvious reasons: Among other things, it
reduces marketing costs. And previous
research has shown that customers
acquired in this way deliver higher margins
and retention rates than others, yielding as
much as a 25% boost in lifetime customer
value. Marketers have theorized that
referred customers are better customers for
two reasons: They’re a better match for the
brand’s products or services (because the
person making the referral knows both the
company and the referee), and one friend
can help the other understand or use the
products or services. But until now no one
has tested those hunches.
A recent study examined 1,800 new
customers of a German bank and the
existing customers who referred them,
along with 3,663 people who became
bank customers through other means.
The researchers found similarities in
profitability between referrers and
referees, suggesting that the former
believed that the people they were sending
to the bank would be a good match for
its services. (They also found that people
referred by older, nondivorced, longtime,
and highly profitable customers became
more profitable new customers than
other referrals did.) Referred customers
were 40% more likely to leave the bank
after the person referring them left,
suggesting that social ties play a role in
retention. The study sheds new light on
the benefits of customer referrals—and
may be particularly useful for firms
with a limited ability to profile potential
customers or with complex products for
which it may be hard to identify the best
potential consumers. And it suggests that
companies could gain more-profitable new
customers by encouraging their highestprofit existing customers to send others
their way. ■
ABOUT THE RESEARCH “How Customer
Referral Programs Turn Social Capital into
Economic Capital,” by Christophe Van den Bulte
et al. (Journal of Marketing Research, 2018)
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