
When to Refer  
CHEAT SHEET 

When you’re in a caring profession, it can be easy to feel overwhelmed 

and alone. That's why I want to give you a cheat sheet on when to refer 

out. “Referring out” is when you hand a person in your care to another 

professional. If we do that well, we allow ourselves to focus our energy 

on the things that matter. 

BUT FIRST, WHY REFER? 
Referring out dodges a bullet for both people involved. First, referring out keeps a person safe 

by giving them the treatment they need. Second, knowing when to refer out can keep you 

from burning out or harming relationships.  

But here’s the thing: our failure to refer out has to do with something much more emotional. It 

often comes from our tendency, in crisis, to feel we are the only people who can help. We say 

to ourselves, “I’m the only one in a position to help”, or “they won’t go to see anyone else”. If 

we’re honest, we have a need to be helpful. 

The problem is, failing to refer out puts us in hot water. We create a dangerous situation and 

risk causing more pain.  

HERE’S HOW TO USE THE CHEAT SHEET. 

1. Reflect on your week and follow the instructions for the “Sweet Spot”, “Overload”, 

and “Red Flags” areas. By the end you’ll have broken down your week into the 
blue, gray, or red sections of the chart. 

2. Identify 3 people who you feel comfortable referring to or consulting with. 

3. If you can’t identify 3 people you can trust, make a point to research therapists in 
your area who treat the kinds of people you serve, and take them out to coffee. 

4. Display the Referral Cheat Sheet so you can reference it when you’re overwhelmed. 



SWEET SPOT 
  

THREATENED 
DIVORCE 

Divorce or similar 
legal issues are 

present

ABUSE 
Punitive emotional 

or physical harm 
present

REFERRAL CHEAT SHEET

SWEET SPOT 
WITHIN MY ROLE 

Situations that make me feel 
empowered, purposeful, and 
satisfied at the end of the 
day. I wish I could do more of 
these things! 

1. In the blue box, write down 
2-3 things you do every 
week in your job that give 
you life. These should align 
with where you find 
meaning and purpose.

OVERLOAD 
SHOULD REFER 

Times I gave care or counsel 
a n d t h e n l eft f e e l i n g 
overwhelmed, depressed, 
irritated, or purposeless. I feel 
drained at the end of the day. 

2. In the gray area, write every 
meeting this week where 
you gave care or counsel and 
came away feeling drained. 
Refer these situations out to 
increase your sweet spot.

RED FLAGS 
ALWAYS REFER 

Situations that could result in 
harm, including divorce, 
suic ide, abuse, or dual 
relationships. Refer out as 
soon as possible. 

3. Assess if any situation this 
week is a “Red Flag”. Refer 
out situation immediately to 
avoid harm. 

SUICIDAL 
IDEATION 

Thoughts of 
suicide are present

DUAL 
RELATIONSHIP 
You know the 

family personally
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