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Letters of recommendation are “high stakes” and are
important to candidates (letter-seekers), recommenders

(letter-writers), and evaluators (letter-readers). For the can-
didate, a well-crafted, vibrant letter offering positive insight
into his or her academic capabilities could be the factor that
allows an extraordinary professional opportunity to become
possible. On the other hand, a letter of scant praise, even
when not intended to in
“paints a portrait” of the applicant, and the comments of
referees are often weighed as heavily as grades or other
evidence of academic merit (1). For these reasons, “getting
it right” matters. The emphasis on a truthful assessment of
the personal qualities of a candidate, not readily conveyed
in quantitative scores or usual measures of academic per-
formance, is particularly important in psychiatry, where
our individual humanity and personal nature help to shape
our work—these qualities are often as important as our
intellectual strengths with respect to our ability to serve
in our field. In seeking a formal recommendation, the ap-
plicant is asking for a candid evaluation of his or her work,
ability, and suitability for the position that is being sought.
The candidate hopes that the referee’s comments will be

positive and will help advance his or her career, but the
realistic candidate should also know that a sound letter is
not an expression of enthusiasm, but, rather, an honest ap-
praisal. In this process, the applicant trusts that the letter-
writer and letter-reader will act with integrity and honesty
and will not allow factors such as conflicts of interest to
come into play. The integrity of the recommender is thus
expressed in the thoughtfulness, rigor, and accuracy of the
letter. The evaluator similarly carries professional respon-
sibility for seeking to understand the candidate, the role,
and the “goodness of fit” between the two in a fair and un-
prejudiced manner (see Table 1).

Thus, each of the three participants—seeker, writer, and
reader—should approach the letter of recommendation with
care and with the other members of the professional triangle
in mind. This column is intended to lay out basic sugges-
tions, or “tips,” for best practices for the three stakeholders
involved in letters of recommendation.

The Candidate

Under many circumstances, it is the applicant’s re-



else. An applicant who receives several polite refusals
should try to understand the pattern and speak with a trusted
mentor about the issues that may be relevant.
When a letter-writer has been identified, the appli-

cant should provide relevant information to assist the
recommender—an up-to-date curriculum vitae, recent pub-



according to the criteria for the position sought, as understood
by the writer. Descriptive statements as well as quantified
data, such as where the applicant stands among his or her
peers in relation to these criteria, will further strengthen the
letter in the eyes of the reader (3). To the extent possible, the
writer should offer a prediction, on the basis of the candi-
date



suggest that the evaluator contact the letter-writer for more
detail. The writer may indicate areas where he or she is
unable to judge the candidate’s strengths or performance.
These steps, although subtle, send a distinct signal to the
reader that the applicant may have a shortcoming that is
difficult to document in the letter.
Another challenge is finding the right balance in praising

a candidate. Too little praise may signify a weak candidate,
and it may also imply insufficient knowledge of the candi-
date. On the other hand, “dressing up” a letter with exag-
gerated laudatory comments will be obvious to an astute
reader and damage the credibility of the document as an ele-
ment of the application (4). Similarly, thesaurus-enhanced
letters filled with overly ambitious word choice and florid
prose may bury relevant information about the applicant
(and raise questions about the writer!). A precise and clear
writing style is best (2). Finally, although it is perhaps
obvious, letters should not contain irrelevant or untrue in-
formation. Extraneous or unverified information may ad-
versely affect the candidate, even though this was not the
letter-writer’s intention.

The Evaluator

Evaluators, or letter-readers, must think about the “fit”
between the candidate and the role for which he or she
is applying. The qualifications for successful candidates
should be explicit and tied directly to the aims of the role.
The expectations for knowledge and achievement will differ



understanding a candidate’s professional path, what a letter
does not saymay be just as important as what it does address
(2). If the referee invites the reader to get in touch, partic-
ularly if there are negative comments or obvious omissions
in the letter’s content, calling the referee may be a wise step.
Contacting a reference is, under many circumstances, per-
missible. (If the reader is new to this role, he or she may wish
to seek advice from someone knowledgeable before making
personal contact with a reference.) A direct conversation with
a reference may provide reassuring “good news” or lead to
a discussion of issues that were too awkward to include in
a formal letter of recommendation but are relevant to the se-
lection decision (2). It is important that unsubstantiated
impressions or gossip communicated in these conversations
should be taken with some skepticism, however. This is the
difference between professionalism and prejudice. The eval-
uator should inform the recommender that the conversation
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