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“You are totally awesome!! You have to be the best astrologer in this city. Everything you said was so on target, I couldn’t believe it! It felt like you’d been reading my journals for the past ten years. I’m telling all my friends to come and see you!!”   Patsy from Peoria

“Our Tarot reading gave me such relief from my worries. I have so much to live for now that you’ve reassured me I’ll get a great job by the end of the year and will meet my soul mate in two years. I’ve decided to quit worrying about my debts and to charge a great new wardrobe and makeover on my credit cards so that when Right Job Inc. and Mr. Right come along, I’ll bowl them over.”        Samantha from Savanna

I made Patsy and Samantha up, of course. Still, their raves sound about as authentic as the ones on too many New Age websites—gushing reviews that leave you to suspect that everything else on the site is made up, too. Web users typically have mixed reactions to testimonials on websites, especially when the site promotes a helping profession or spiritual service. Many are full of such elaborate praise about the person’s services that they come off as hype.  
Hype on a professional services website is obnoxious and suspect. For all the reader knows, the person’s mother or significant other could have written it, and in the deceitful world that is the World Wide Web, that probably happens more often than we’d care to imagine. Since we’re all invisible on the net, anyone can claim anything they like. Praise without substance convinces no one. Quotes from people you’ve helped can add a great deal to your marketing efforts, but they need to show credibility, integrity—and class. 

The Perfect Blend—Descriptions of your Method

Plus Quotes from Clients who’ve Experienced it

What would a good testimonial include? Rather than raving about how awesome you are, it mentions specific ways that the work you did together addressed the client’s needs. Quotes that convince website visitors of your worth are ones that demonstrate your gifts by providing details.
 A rule that students in most writing courses hear is, “Show, don’t tell.” Let that time-tested rule guide you in creating web pages that showcase your work by providing a convincing picture of you in action. Choose client stories that let the visitor see what you do in a typical session and what it’s like to work with you. Contrast the quotes you read earlier with those below by students from one of my recent courses. 
       “Donna Cunningham's Online Writing Seminar definitely exceeded my expectations.  She is an accomplished writer/editor and it shows in every aspect of her class. She is a skilled teacher, enthusiastic, sensitive to the needs of the student, and readily available for questions. She provided numerous resources on writing, editing and publishing as well articles geared to my specific writing topics. I have already recommended her class to friends and will continue to do so in the future.” AP

       “When it comes to a passion for writing and teaching, Donna is the most inspiring teacher I have ever worked with. It has been amazing how much we covered in those six weeks. The classes were well organized, stimulating and productive. My wonderful classmates added to the pleasure when we were discussing our work, while Donna kept us on track. Not only did we write, research, revise, clarify, and comment on each other's work, we gained so much confidence in the process. A precious experience. I hope there will be follow up classes.”  YD

    Is there any question in your mind that these are actual seminar students?  You can tell that they were there, that they worked through the assignments, and that they were well-pleased with what they gained from the experience. Unlike the made-up blurbs at the beginning of the article, the ones above have a ring of authenticity, and that’s what you’d aim for in the tributes you use. 
To give another example, for several years, I was a web designer specializing in astrologers, healers, and artists. The quotes on the testimonial page for my design site not only provided details on how the process worked, they demonstrated the final result through a link to clients’ websites. Below are some of their observations about the experience of working on a site.  
"I want to thank my web designer, Donna Cunningham so much, not only for the wonderful finished product, but also for the enjoyable process to get there! Now I have a model for any future professional collaborations. It was a good blend of communication, intuition, flow, aesthetics, reliability, and high standards."      Dianne Seaman 
“Donna, I am so pleased with what you've done. I consider you a gift and a blessing in my life. Through your various insightful questions, you really "forced" me to think out the structure and substance of the pages, and the website is definitely the better for it. I'm excited and proud of it."                       Duane Henkle 
In her web page announcement to her email list, Kriss Shellman wrote: “It is with much excitement and love that I announce the launch of my website. Creating this website has been a very positive and healing experience for me, and I want to give very special thanks to web designer extraordinaire, Donna Cunningham. She has gone the extra mile many times in this process. This website has far exceeded what I'd ever hoped for, thanks in large part to Donna's vast experience and vision.”        
How to Use these Principles on your Page

How would you apply these principles to a website for your own practice?  All the illustrations that follow are made-up ones, but in explaining your services, your description might contain similar quotes. Suppose you’re a psychologically-oriented astrologer/healer who’s gifted at helping women sort out issues from a toxic relationship with their mothers. Your services page explains: 
“I start with comparisons between the woman’s chart and her mother’s, and of course I also look at the woman’s Moon. Drawing on the deep insights these astrological factors provide, the client and I begin a series of sessions working with flower essences, guided imagery, and other healing tools to speed the release of old wounds and behavior patterns that relate to that early and crucial relationship.”   
Naturally, you’d provide educational material elsewhere on the site about the healing methods you use, but since the tools you’re using aren’t exactly mainstream, this would be a good place to insert a testimonial or two:  

“I wanted to say how much our sessions together have helped me. The chart comparison gave me so much insight into my mother as a person and why she is so critical. It’s enabled me to be more detached about the things she does, but what helps even more are the guided meditations we put on tape. Now when my mother comes at me with her mean-spirited comments, I put up my bubble of light, and it deflects them.”
Or, suppose that your astrology website contains an article about transits and how they work with the natal chart to clarify current conditions and life challenges and to serve as a catalyst for change. Add quotes like this one to give the potential client a picture of what it’s like to have a session with you: 
“When we used my chart to understand the trouble I’m having with my boss, it was a major breakthrough. You showed me how I was reliving my relationship with my father and viewing everything my boss did in the light of that history. I see now that the pattern of placating people in authority is a big reason why I‘ve wound up being taken advantage in every job I’ve had. What you said about how to use the current transits to my chart to change that pattern has given me the guidance I needed. I’m so glad I came to you!
A blurb from a former skeptic that you’ve made a believer wouldn’t hurt:

“I thought you were out in LaLa land when you told me I’d be landing a better job and moving across the country, because I loved my job and couldn’t be happier with this community. Well, I’m up to my ears in packing cartons as we speak because I got a great job offer 3000 miles away that I couldn’t refuse—right when you said I would.” 
A Triple-Whammy Marketing System

 An especially powerful piece of marketing would be one that provides the potential client with three important elements:

A clear and understandable explanation of your services or products
A promotional item related to their need like a downloadable free ebooklet 
Quality testimonials where clients show what the process was like. 
Let’s suppose that you’re a life coach who specializes in helping people make a transition from a line of work that’s just a job into a rewarding new career. In the initial evaluation, the two of you explore the possibilities, complete a career map that you’ve developed, and set a series of manageable steps toward that goal. In the series of coaching sessions that follow, you work together to achieve those goals. At the end of the series, you and the client evaluate how well the goals were met and where to go from there—perhaps into a second set of sessions to take the career transition to the next level. 
For your website, that evaluation can be the source of testimonials that portray the coaching process vividly. Your copyrighted career mapping booklet can be a great promotional item, because when they sit down to try it out, at some level, they’re already committed to changing their lives. And, conveniently, you’re there to show them how.  
“How Do I get Quotes for my Page?”

You’d collect testimonials the same way you’d collect $12-a-pound morel mushrooms on a stroll through the timber or that single, priceless Spode teacup among a stack of chipped Starbucks mugs on a card table at a garage sale. They’re already there, and in order to spot them, you just have to starting thinking Spode or Morel. One Spode teacup doesn’t make a collection nor does a single Morel make a memorable entrée, but when you’ve found enough of them, you’ve got something worthwhile. Likewise, if you’re good at what you do, you’re already getting glowing reviews from those you serve. All you have to do is collect a bunch of them and polish them up for your page. 
Some of the feedback from my web design clients came in the form of thank you notes that arrived along with their checks. When I asked, the clients were only too happy for me to use their words in promoting my services. Likewise, in the follow-up session a month after a writing seminar ended, my students were so excited about what they’d learned in six weeks that I asked if they’d send me a short note about it. I often get emails from people who’ve made a breakthrough during a telephone phone consultation or readers who’ve gained insights from an article I’ve written. 
     Satisfied clients who come back for a series of healing sessions or several yearly chart updates provide an especially good view of your track record, as their presence among the examples show that your methods work. They also demonstrate your ability to form a relationship with your clients and to answer their needs, since they thought enough of you enough to come back.


 Here are some other possible sources. When clients rave, especially in writing, ask if you can quote them. Make it easy for them by sending back the part you want to use. You might ask them to add something they found especially helpful and memorable about the work you did together. If you teach a class or seminar, create a questionnaire for students to complete at the end, then look for quotes that give details. This serves a dual purpose, in that they can also tell you what’s needed to improve the course material. If the journal for your organization or the local press printed a good writeup about you, get permission to reprint it. 

 
Always ask for written permission before using any tribute—an email would suffice—and be sure to thank the people who wrote them. Show them a link to the page where you quote them and ask if they’re comfortable with what it says. Save the quotes in a folder, along with contact information and permissions, and eventually you’ll collect enough examples for a powerful and appealing showcase of the work you do.
As with any good design project, aim for quality not quantity.  Weave a few pithy, pertinent paeans of praise into descriptions of your services. That’s far more impressive—and more credible—than a separate page of blowsy, bloated, blurry blurbs with no context or details to back up the claims. A good testimonial placed next to a description of the methods you use is also educational for website visitors. It helps them understand the growth process that a user of your kind of service typically experiences. 

What Not to Air

Have you ever read testimonials on a New Age website that made you cringe?  They make you feel bad for the practitioner and for the hapless client as well.  It’s like tossing a chipped and tasteless souvenir mug into that Spode collection. Don’t do it—sharpen your eye, visualize quality quotes coming in, and bide your time.  Here are some types of tributes to leave out.
Don’t put Patsy on your page: Remember those over the top raves by Patsy from Peoria and Samantha from Savannah at the beginning of this article?  Read them again for a model of what not to include. Praise that gushing makes Patsy sound too gullible and naïve to convince the discerning web visitor that you’re legitimate.
Don’t ask for tributes from deeply traumatized clients: Be sensitive about who you ask for testimonials and how. Clients who’ve been abused or who’ve struggled to heal a very private wound are not the right people to ask, for they typically feel a great deal of shame about their history. Those who are vulnerable, emotionally raw, and embarrassed at having to ask for help at all shouldn’t be asked for to bare their souls on your web page.  Likewise, a people pleaser may say yes and write a glowing account of your work together in order to win your approval, only to regret it when they actually read it online. 

Always put yourself in the client’s shoes before you ask. Imagine that you’ve been in a therapy group for battered wives for a while, and the leader wants you to write a thank you note to put up on her website.  Wouldn’t you feel exploited and betrayed by being seen as a marketing tool? You’ll read more concerns about case histories and client confidentiality in a later article, but use even more discretion and empathy in posting client information on a website that any internet user in the world could read. 
Don’t claim miracle cures for your services or products: Maybe you’ve had them—maybe your combination of body work methods and supplements has brought about a remarkable healing in someone a cancer specialist gave up on.  And maybe your grateful patient is only too happy to write a detailed report about the benefits of that treatment. Be very careful! Don’t put it on your website.  
This excerpt from articles in Vibration Magazine, the educational journal on flower essences I co-edit with Dr. Deborah Bier, explains why it’s a bad idea, not only for flower essence practitioners but other types of healers as well: 
 “There are several reasons for this caution, but the primary one is spelled F-D-A. Because so few research studies have been done that prove the effectiveness of flower remedies, the United States Food and Drug Administration has been known to inspect the major remedy companies and scrutinize their literature for claims that their products heal physical or psychiatric diagnoses. After a few instances of having to reprint labels and expensive catalogues and brochures, the major flower essence companies are now self-policing on this issue and lean over backwards not to trespass into the area of claiming physical healing.
       “They tell us that there are employees of that particular government bureau whose sole job it is to troll the internet for sites making such claims. If one of these trolls found you, it'd cost you. You'd have to hire an extremely expensive law firm that specializes in advising and defending those who have been cited. Next, you'd have to fund research to prove or disprove your claim. And if your claim didn't hold up, you'd be required to reprint all literature and product labels and redo your website. Costly and upsetting. 
       “We’d recommend a similar level of cautiousness for New Age practitioners in discussing any physical or psychiatric benefits for the remedies and treatments they suggest to clients. For one thing, doing so can lay one open to a charge of practicing medicine without a license! Almost anyone who has been working with flower essences and other alternative treatments for any length of time has seen some amazing improvement of physical ailments as the user's underlying emotional difficulties are cleared away. Since Mind, Body, and Spirit are one, alternative treatments do often make a major difference in clearing out an illness. If you talk informally with essence practitioners, you hear some amazing stories. You could probably cite them yourself. But for our own sakes and for the protection of our authors, we don’t publish them here.” (Visit Vibration at http://www.floweressencemagazine.com .)

The legal climate surrounding alternative treatments these days is such that you’d be wise to extend this caution to any educational articles you create for your own site as well. If you’re not convinced of the possible consequences, read the legal injunction placed against one aromatherapy company for false advertising at this link:

http://www.quackwatch.org/04ConsumerEducation/News/mehrbansettlement.html.

Include a disclaimer:  On any page where your services or products are described, a disclaimer along the lines of these generic examples is prudent: 
“The articles, cases and other content posted on this website are intended solely for general information, discussion and education. The contents should not be regarded as medical, legal or financial advice. For advice on specific medical, legal or financial matters, always be sure to contact competent medical, legal or financial professionals.”
“The content of this course is not meant to be taken as personal advice, and is not intended to replace appropriate medical or psychological treatment. The instructor is unable to address students' personal individual health complaints, nor make personal recommendations for treatment or management of any particular illness or disease.”

Most such warnings are legalistic and leaden in tone, but I couldn’t resist having a bit of fun with the disclaimer for this course: 

DISCLAIMER: Unlike the hucksters trapped in your spam filter, Donna does not claim your site will bring in thousands of visitors a day if you sign on. She won't teach you how to make $1000 an hour on Google. You won't live forever, nor will any of your organs grow by a single millimeter. What you're sure to gain from this seminar is a new level of comfort and facility in internet marketing and the start of a far better website than you'd have without it. You'll have all the tools to create a website that attracts traffic and enables you to build an audience and a frequently visited website with a little time and TLC.
We’ve explored the question of including tributes on a site in considerable depth, and you can see it’s a delicate question. Quotes CAN be helpful and convincing if they give the web visitor a real experience of who you are and how you work.  New Age practitioners need to walk a very fine line in all self-promotion, but particularly in a testimonial page, as hype mixed in with spirituality is obnoxious and creates distrust. Be certain that what you include brings hope, not hype to your visitor. 
