A Brief Introduction to Writing Business School Recommendations

First of all, thank you so much for taking this on.  I know this represents a time commitment for you (and one with firm deadlines!) and I can’t say how much it means to me that you’ve agreed to take this on.  I’ve summarized a chapter that I read on recommendations to help you get started with your letter.

The recommendation is an important part of the application.  The school will use your recommendation to see if you confirm my own claims, to understand my character, and to find out how I do in the work world.  Your view of my managerial potential will also get special attention.  It’s important to note that business school recommendations are very different from recommendations for employment.  Basically, thousands of candidates are applying for a few hundred places in the next incoming class, with a very limited number of staff to manage the process.  Few applicants are granted an interview, which usually lasts only 30 minutes.  It’s also very rare that the admissions committee calls a recommender.  Therefore, a well-written, well-organized recommendation, usually about 2 pages long, is a necessary component of a strong application package.  

Generally, there are 3 key areas for you to discuss: business skill, brains, and character.  Below, I’ve listed some aspects of each area.  I probably don’t show all these traits, and you may not have experience with all of them.  But, if possible, I would like you to discuss components from at least 2 of the areas.  

	Business Skill

· Maturity 

· Thoughtful decisions

· Self-control in stressful situations

· Work habits

· Self-confidence and poise

· Creativity

· Thoughtfulness

· Ability to listen

· Ability to work well with others

· Ability to motivate others

· Organizational and planning skills

· Judgment

· Leadership qualities

· Problem-solving & analysis

· Overall managerial potential
	Brains

· Analytical ability

· Quantitative skills

· Mental agility

· Healthy skepticism

· Imagination and creativity

· Communication skills (written and oral)
· Mastery of other languages

· Thoroughness

· Research methods

· Breadth of scholarly interests




	Character
	

	· Ethics

· Integrity

· Dependability

· Motivation

· Initiative
	· Sense of humor

· Personal relationships

· Civic responsibility

· Dealings with “subordinates” 

· Social skills


I am building an application package that will not only show that I can handle the workload of an MBA program, but also that I stand out from the usual candidates.  Your recommendation will be particularly credible and powerful if you can use specific anecdotes to illustrate your points.  Your stories will make me real and memorable for the admissions committee.  It’s also helpful if your letter focuses on skills that are valuable in a business context.  Of course, you will also want to address any areas for growth – hopefully with a positive spin!  Generally, I hope you and I will agree on my strengths and skills and that your letter will support my positioning (see positioning paper).

I am applying to 4-6 schools, and each school will have slightly different criteria for your recommendation.  I suggest writing a general letter and then making any slight adjustments as necessary for each school.  For example, Harvard’s emphasis on the case method might lead you to emphasize my ability to grasp real world situations and keep up with and contribute to fast-moving discussions.  Cornell’s small class size might prompt you to discuss how much I enjoy working in small groups in a cooperative atmosphere.  Of course, I will give you a short list of any relevant school-specific variables.  

Some other tips:

· Feel free to use headings to organize your letter and make it easy to read

· Weaknesses: coming from a nonprofit background and a not-particularly-famous school, they’re going to doubt my smarts and my quant skills.  If you feel so inclined, please wax poetic on my brains and facility with numbers.

· Stay focused on the positives

· A well-written letter – grammatically correct and organized – is very important

· They like it if you can show my growth and development over time

· Similarly, a drive to improve myself is well appreciated

· Quantify your claims (top 3 or 50% improvement or whatever)

· Discuss your view of how I meet the requirements of a top manager or leader

· Make sure you have the right school name on each letter (I hear this is a common mistake)

· Explain why you make a good recommender (especially for Bill – they don’t like when CEOs recommend)

· Don’t brag too much about the company; it’s all about me!  (
Questions to consider:

· How do I add value to Alternatives?

· How would I fit into the b-school environment?

· How do I fit into multicultural and international environments?

� Adapted from Richard Montauk’s How to Get Into the Best MBA Programs, 2005 Edition.








