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Transcript:  Jama St John and Martha Carnahan 

Jama:  Hello, and welcome to your Strategic Business Building call.  I’m your host 

Jama St John of Strategic Virtual Solutions.  I started my business in 1996 and have 

grown it to a successful, multi-virtual assistant and Infusionsoft consulting and 

training business.  I know the challenges that online business owners face on a 

daily basis and started Strategic Business Building so you can get quick strategies 

from experts who have been there. 

The goal of these calls is to help you get strategies and tips that work.  We’re 

talking about a plan of attack that you can take action on immediately.  

Today we have Martha Carnahan with us.  Martha founded Brilliant Visions in 2002 

to help business owners build a thriving business without squeezing the life out of 

their lives.  As a professionally certified life coach and experienced marketer, 

Martha brings her business owner clients a unique blend of life and business 

mastery.  When you work with Martha, you will be enriching the life of your business 

and the business of your life.  Martha has gathered hundreds of testimonials for a 

variety of organizations and found a highly successful process which she is glad to 

share with you.  You can connect with Martha at www.brilliantvisions.net.  Thank 

you for being with us today! 

Martha:  I’m really glad to be here and I know that this is a plan of attack that 

people will be able to take action on immediately.  

Jama:  That’s awesome and I am really excited about what we are going to talk 

about.  We are going to talk about how to get great testimonials the easy and fun 

way.  And I know some of our listeners have probably asked for a testimonial from 

somebody and then they get it and they are like “Ewww”.   

Martha:  Exactly!    

Jama:  And I know sometimes people will ask me for testimonials and I am like, 

“Ewww!”  I don’t want to write a testimonial!  So today you are going to review your 

tried and true process for gathering awesome testimonials from your clients.  You 

are also going to make this vital marketing activity powerful and painless and even 

enjoyable.  You are going to talk about the obvious and not so obvious benefits of 

http://www.brilliantvisions.net/


 

 
 
 

 
Copyright 2014 Strategic Virtual Solutions   All Rights Reserved 

 
 

using testimonials in marketing; the magic words that will entice our clients to give 

us a great testimonial; and how getting a testimonial actually benefit clients too; and 

also the don’t that will keep us out of hot water.  I can’t wait to hear the don’ts 

because I did not realize there were any don’ts.   

Martha:   That’s funny, that’s funny! 

Jama:  So, let’s get started.  First tell us about the process you’ve developed for 

gathering testimonials.   

Martha:   Yeah, well my background includes quite a lot of years going back to the 

mid-80s of marketing communications and mostly working in the professional 

services arena.  I am talking about accountants, engineers, attorneys, coaches, and 

all kinds of consultants.  So, basically selling people versus selling products and 

one of the most important aspects of marketing is figuring out how to make your 

particular message resonate with your ideal clients, right?  So, I found that 

companies I am working with would literally sit around a conference room table and 

brainstorm about what they think would be a great thing to say to their target 

audience and they would image what the benefits were; they would imagine how the 

people were using their services; and I, as the marketer, would be in the meeting 

and I would say, “Well, what did they have to say?” And it was almost like shocking 

sometimes for some of my clients, like “What? You actually want to talk to our real 

clients?”  I was like, “Yes!” I got to be known as a good copywriter for marketing and 

one of my secret ingredients – I’ll give away the secret right now – the secret 

copywriting ingredient is always for me – the client interview and so it kind of 

morphed into gathering testimonials because I would interview the client to kind of 

get a feel for what was important to them, what their hotspots were, things like that.  

But then I would gather a testimonial about their work with this company I was 

working with and it just kind of all morphed into this whole process.  It is funny, I got 

on the circuit so to speak and various accounting firms would tell other accounting 

firms about what I was doing and they would call me and say “Oh, we need 

testimonials.  Will you call our clients?”  So, I had a lot of people kind of beating 

down my door about gathering testimonials and then I was asked to do a webinar to 

network an association of marketing professionals in accounting and I thought, “My 

goodness, I thought this was something everyone knew how to do.  Like, what is so 

hard about this?”  And, of course, like many things, what comes naturally to us is 
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sometimes mysterious to another person, right?  So, I realized that and I wrote 

down my process to get it more clear so I could teach it.  I can tell you that I get a 

lot of good feedback that the process does work. 

Jama:  Awesome!  Like I said at the intro, when somebody asks me to write them a 

testimonial I am one of those that is like the hardest thing for me to do is to write a 

testimonial.   

Martha:  Yeah.  

Jama:  Because I want it to be great.  I don’t want it to just say, “Oh, this person is 

awesome”.   

Martha:  I know.  And the way…kind of part of the process includes not only making 

it a really great testimonial, but also something the person who provides it is proud 

of and feels like “Hey, you know, I wrote that!  That’s my words on the brochure and 

on this website”.  There’s a sense of pride about it.  So, I can tell you a little bit 

about why it is important to have testimonials. 

Jama:  That’s just what I was getting ready to ask.  Why is it important for us to 

have as business owner’s great testimonials?  

Martha:   Well, it might seem obvious yet there is more to it which includes things 

like credibility.  It is human nature that we believe another person touting a business 

more than anything the business might say on its own behalf.  So, you can write in 

your marketing copy that you are a fantastic and terrific expert, but the testimonials 

provide an external evidence of your expertise which is more believable.  So, 

testimonials demonstrate to your prospective customers that you are trustworthy 

with other similar types of clients who are willing to publically brag about you and 

this is especially true if your testimonials are benefits oriented versus, “Hey, they’re 

awesome”.  You know, something very specific like, “They helped me save $10,000 

on my new product” or something very specific that has a benefit attached to it.  And 

then…also, I want to say right here that if I push for whoever  is giving the 

testimonial, I try to use their full name, title, company and everything.  Now, in some 

sensitive cases, you might not be able to name your client specifically and you 

might have to kind of use the initial or something like that.  But the more you can 

make the person real, the more the trust factor is going to increase.  So, it’s not the 
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generic testimonial that someone can read and go, “Yeah, Yeah, I’m sure they 

made that up.”   

Jama:  Right. 

Martha:  Another thing testimonials help you do is…it’s a sense of community that 

we see something successful we naturally want to be part of it so testimonials show 

your prospects that they would be joining this happy group of other customers.  

Even if they never meet any of your other clients, there’s this feeling like, “Hey, I 

can be part of this crowd of people who are really happy.”  Everyone talks about 

stories and marketing these days.  It’s kind of a hot topic, and really a testimonial is 

really nothing but a story that sells.  It’s a great sales aid and it’s like a mini story 

versus the bullet lists of facts that people put on their website.  Here are all of the 

features of my product.  Some of us find those boring, cheesy, cliché, or whatever 

you want to say, but the testimonials can add a human element.  Here’s kind of a 

fun thing.  It’s sort of in the category of how it helps your clients.  Well, this is a 

great way that helps them be reminded why they like your service and it kind of gets 

them in a public eye a little more so that it…you know, if someone is giving you a 

testimonial, what they are saying out loud they are articulating what they love about 

you and it reinforces in their own mind “Oh yeah, that’s what I love with working with 

Jama.”  They kind of know it, but then they say it out loud.  It’s kind of a public 

display of affection.  It’s like this old married couple renewing their vows in a public 

ceremony.  It’s like saying it out loud and it solidifies the relationship even more and 

I have found with my clients who give me testimonials, they remember that.  They 

remember what they say and they keep coming back.  In fact, I had someone 

recently say, “Hey, I was on your website and I noticed my testimonial is kind of old 

and I’ve changed jobs…let me write…let me give you a new one.  I’m like, “Sure!” 

Now, I don’t have to track her down! 

Jama:  That’s awesome! 

Martha:  That is awesome, it is.  Its like, “Thank you!”  So, I’ve noticed that many 

business owners shy away from this little activity and you have already mentioned 

some of the reasons that if you ask your client to write a testimonial, it’s a huge risk 

because if it’s horrible then you have this awkward situation like, “Mmm, I have to 

ask you to edit this,” or, “Can we rewrite?”  That’s icky!  Or, you don’t say anything 

at all and you sort of tuck it into a drawer and pretend it never happened.  For a lot 
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of people, it is just embarrassing to ask someone to say nice things about you. Hi, 

will you say that you love me.  It's a little weird.  So, I actually have some ways that 

you can use, if your someone who has a personal assistant or someone else that 

they can get to help with the process, I have a whole template structure that you 

can use a third party to help you do this, but I also try to help you do it directly on 

your own.  Then the other part is if you ask your client for a testimonial and just 

leave it open ended, you are sort of at their mercy.  They may take forever or never 

to get around to it and then you have to become a nag or you have this weird 

unfinished business between the two of you.  It’s just the way I have it structured is 

very proactive where you are really taking charge and the client has very little to do 

other than get on the phone and talk for a few minutes and “Boom, they’re done.  

Their hard work is over.”    

Jama:  I know, I’ve got some clients out there that I’ve ask for testimonials and they 

are like “Sure, sure, sure.  I’ll do it.” And, I’m still waiting.  So, what are the elements 

of a great testimony? 

Martha:   Oh, yeah.  Well, I kind of have a definition that I’ve created.  I don’t know 

if it’s in the dictionary this way, but here is what I say – A testimonial is an authentic 

public statement of results from someone who has experienced your company’s 

services.  So the elements, right from the definition includes authentic.  So, you’ve 

seen those testimonials that just don’t feel real.  You know some marketing person 

was sitting in a cubical somewhere and said “Oh, this sounds good.  I w ill stick this 

on the…”  You know, on the website.  But what we want to go for is authentic so it 

feels real and true.  No faking.  This is all genuine.  And then the public part is that 

it’s said out loud.  It’s not just a nice note that you tuck in a file.  It’s public.  Results 

are a really important feature or element because a strong testimonial is going to 

include some positive result that the person received from your services.  So, when 

you say that company did a great job is nice but there’s no mea t to it.  So, better 

would be “the company saved my firm $10,000 in the first month.  We’re raving 

fans.”  Make it more specific to what actually happened.  And then you also…in the 

category of faking it, you want to make sure the client has experienced your 

services that you are asking them to give you a testimony about.  I am almost 

shocked at how frequently I am asked to give a testimonial and I’ve never used that 

particular service.  Someone might say “Hey Martha, will you give me a testimonial 

for my business?” and I’ll say, “Well, I’m your friend and I love you, but I’ve never 
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used your business, so no, I won’t be doing that.”  It’s funny how people ask and I’m 

assuming that some people will out of the kindness out of their heart want to give 

some kind of a testimonial even though they haven’t used that specific service.  I’m 

all about truth and no faking because it really shows through in the end.   

Jama:  Is there a length that a testimonial should be? 

Martha:  A length…that’s a really good question.  I really don’t believe you have to 

cap it.  It depends on where you are using it.  If you have a bit of space…I like when 

testimonials are spread across let’s say a website or a brochure or something like 

that.  You say, “Gosh, we can’t have three paragraphs because we just don’t have 

space,” so you might just use a sentence or two.  In other cases, three paragraphs 

might be fantastic - it kind of turns more into a case study at that point.  You are 

telling a longer story of before, after, and the results. It really depends on where you 

are using it.  I will give you one little tip for people who write proposals, I love using 

testimonials in proposals.  People like to make proposals very formal and some kind 

of business school activity, but a proposal is a marketing piece and it should be light 

and friendly, clear, and clean.  You can stick testimonials down the margins, it’s 

perfectly fine.  It doesn’t have to be very rigid and formal.  It’s kind of a way of 

saying, “I’ve got references.  Look right here.” 

Jama:  Okay, so you’ve got the step by step process for making it painless.  Tell us 

about that. 

Martha:  Right.  You know it’s funny.  I can’t give the whole 10 step process justice, 

but I will very quickly cover the highlights and just let your listeners know that 

everything I’m saying on this call is very specifically detailed in an eBook I wrote 

called, The Brilliant Testimonials Toolkit which is something I am giving to all of your 

listeners as a free gift so it’s got the whole 10 step process detailed out plus 

templates that you can use, steal right from the template, in terms of communicating 

with clients and whatnot.  Some business owners use the toolkit for gathering 

testimonials themselves and others hand it off to an assistant who follows the 

process, but the toolkit provides templates for both scenarios.  And we’ll give you 

the link to that page during this call, but just know that everything I’m talking about 

is in that book and you’re going to want to grab it. 

Jama:  Thank you for giving that to our listeners and me!   
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Martha:  The kind of abbreviated version has to deal with whom to interview.  You 

have to figure out the best people to interview and start with your most raving fans, 

the happiest of your happy clients.  We all have these clients who are a little chattier 

than others; they are forthcoming with praise, that sort of thing.  You can put those 

in the first pier to work with because it’s going to be easier to get a good interview 

out of them.  We also have those clients who love us and are loyal but they don’t 

say much.  They are not very affectionate, shall we say.  They don’t say a whole lot 

and then later you are shocked to find out “Oh, they do love me!”  Sometimes they 

are the tougher interviews.  They can be great to interview, but I would have them a 

little bit later in the process.  You also want to make sure you’re picking people, if 

you can, who have strong influence.  It could be because of whom they are – name 

recognition – think celebrity endorsement type thing – whatever clout they have in 

the industry or they are well connected.  If you can call some of those types of 

people, that’s great too.  The painless part is all about making it easier for your 

client and making it enjoyable.  Everyone’s busy and if you try to call somebody and 

say “Hey, can I interview you for a testimonial?” they may or may not be ready to do 

it right here on the spot so you want to do what I call Greasing the Skid.  Give them 

a chance, tell them it’s coming and say, “Hey, let’s set up an appointment in a week 

from now and I’m going to ask you questions kind of like this,” and you kind of give 

them an example of a few of your questions.  This gives them a chance to prepare.  

You want them to feel positive about it and when you catch people off guard, that’s 

when they say stuff and hang up and go, “Oh! I really meant to say this!”  You want 

them to win.  That is the bottom line.  You go through the whole process thinking I 

want to make my client win in this process.  The magic words for me, and I know 

this sound crazy but I’ve tested it and it’s crazy, but if you say, “The interview will 

last 9 minutes,” people are like, “Great! Let’s do it.”  If you say it will be 10 minutes 

or 5 minutes, they don’t believe you.  They think 10 minutes really means an hour; 5 

minutes really means half.  So, when you say 5 or 10 minutes, they say, “I don’t 

have time, can’t do it.  Let’s put this off until next month.”  When you say 9 minutes , 

it sound like you really mean it.    

Jama:  9 is the magic number! 

Martha:   I know.  One of my clients she thought that was really hilarious, but you 

know what, I really am busy but I can do 9 minutes.  She still teases me to this day 

about it.  I promise, it works!  So you let them know that and then you stick to it.  At 
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the 9 minute mark, you say, “Nine minutes are up and we are done.”  If they are 

enjoying it and are having a great time and want to carry on, that’s their choice, but 

you are not forcing them into this 25, 30 minute phone call they don’t feel they have 

time for.  That’s my little tip.  The other thing I want to say is, it’s important to be 

conversational and not be like, “Okay, I have my 12 questions and I’m going to rattle 

them off.”  Well, first of all you can’t do 12 questions in 9 minutes anyway, but you 

want it to be conversational and really listen and maybe because I’m a coach I 

really bring this whole listening piece to it.  I want to hear the nuances and when the 

person I’m interviewing laughs or doesn’t laugh or they sound excited about 

something, it is like, “Oh, they are excited about something.  Let’s go in direction.”  

Whatever they are excited about they are going to give you a really great juicy 

comment and if you just stick with the script you might miss that.  So, I talk a lot 

about listening in the toolkit to emphasize the importance of that.  Then, another 

part of it is that you are writing the testimonial.  They are not doing it, nobody else is 

doing it.  You’re doing it.  That is the key to whole thing.  Because , like we said 

before, if your client writes it they may or may not be good at that and it gives them 

another to do that they are not going to do.  You’re basically listening to their words 

and I’m literally writing.  When I’m interviewing someone, I’m actually on my 

keyboard and I’m typing everything they say even if they say things incorrectly.  

Incorrect grammar or weird colloquialism.  I save them all.  I write them in my notes.  

And then I can pick from their actual words and put a testimonial down – 2 or 3 

sentences – that sound just like what they would say and I try to use their words as 

much as possible.  I want them to look good and sound good so I do fix their 

grammar and use a little poetic license to get the spirit of what they are saying, but I  

want it to sound like them.  So, there is a little bit of a trick, of a balance to that.  

Lastly, you want to get permission always.  I always get it in writing.  I send the 

testimonial and ask, “Is this okay to use in our marketing?” and they say yes or no.  

Sometimes they want to edit and I let them.  They are completely in control because 

no one wants to see their name misquoted somewhere.  This is not an activity like 

newspaper reporting where some reporter sticks the microphone in your face and 

interviews you and then you see it in paper and then you are like, “I didn’t really say 

that, or I didn’t mean to say that.”  I’ve been misquoted in newspapers and it feels 

terrible.  “That’s not what I was trying to say!”  No, you want the person to see i t and 

go “Oh my gosh, that’s awesome!  That’s me.  I said that.”  I actually have a client 

where we used their testimonials on their tradeshow booth. They put a couple of 
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testimonials up there and one of them is in a biggest part of their booth and it is in 

giant letters and the guy who said it comes to their event and he will bring his 

friends and other colleagues and say, “Look!”  I know it sound dorky and their 

colleagues will go, “Oh, cool!”  They will then have a conversation with my client and 

say “Hey, this testimonial is really bringing people in.”   

Jama:  Oh, your name in lights! 

Martha:  So people think if it looks good, it sounds good, and it makes them look 

smart, everyone loves to have that.  

Jama:  Yeah.  Martha we’ve got like 30 second left. 

Martha:  30 seconds!  

Jama:  Yeah, we kind of went over and so we’ve got 30 seconds and we are going 

to wrap up.  What would be one thing that you want our listeners to take away from 

this call? 

Martha:  I would say the main thing is, take charge of the process yourself so that 

you can control the timing of everything.  You can make it happen in 24 hours.  You 

can start this right now and be done by tomorrow.  Whereas, if you let your client be 

in control of the process, it could take months.  

Jama:  And that is an excellent tip.  For those people that are in my to do list that I 

am waiting for testimonials, I am going to download this check list and the kit and 

I’m going to follow it and get their testimonial!   

Martha:   We didn’t have time to get to the don’ts, but they are there on page 10. 

Jama:  Yeah, we didn’t have time to get to the don’ts, but it is in the kit.  So, the 

listeners can get the link to the toolkit and also a transcription of our call today at 

www.strategicbusinessbuilding.com/marthacarnahan.  And Martha, thank you so 

much for being on our call today and sharing the great tips on getting awesome 

testimonials. 

Martha:  It’s been fun.  It’s been a pleasure! 
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Contact Us: 

 

Strategic Business Building Website: 
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Strategic Virtual Solutions Website: 
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Phone: 

404-477-4267 

Email: 
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