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Transforming Your Recommenders Into Brand Champions

by Chioma Isiadinso, author of The Best Business Schools’ Admission Secrets (June 2008)

Part One: Choosing the Right Recommender
I have read numerous recommendations in the ten years I have been in the admissions business. The one fundamental difference between excellent recommendations and mediocre ones is that the former are written by individuals who are champions of the candidates have worked closely with them, and have a clear understanding of the unique value they offer personally and professionally. Building a powerful brand in the marketplace, whether at work or in your personal life, requires that you have brand champions who are invested in you. These brand champions are committed to helping you refine your brand and are phenomenal marketing agents of your brand.

So who are brand champions? They are individuals who are interested in your professional and personal success. They understand what you stand for, your passion and values, and your skills, accomplishments, and goals for your future. Most important, these individuals are committed to seeing you succeed, are willing to speak up on your behalf to promote your career, and are quick to bring you on board projects with high visibility and importance. 
Not all recommenders are brand champions. In other words, just because someone writes a recommendation letter on your behalf does not mean that they understand who you are, what matters most to you, and how you envision the MBA to help you achieve your life goals. I have read many recommendations that have had damning consequences on a candidate’s admission outcome. Choose wisely and make sure whoever you select is truly an avid supporter. 

Questions to Ask before Selecting Recommenders 

1. Do they understand your brand, and are they avid fans?

2. Do they have an MBA? If not, do they understand the value of an MBA?

3. Have they written recommendation letters before? Are they good writers? Have the people they recommended gained admission to top business schools?

4. Are they open to your providing them with information about your brand, accomplishments, and rationale for an MBA?

5. Do they have time to write an excellent recommendation letter?

6. Are they supportive of your school choice? 

7. Do they have enough in-depth interaction with you to provide evidence of your leadership?

8. Are they senior enough in title to have a broad perspective of what your role is and how it fits into the company?

9. Are they optimists? You don’t want anyone approaching your recommendation from a “half empty” perspective.

10. Are they punctual? Avoid procrastinators who have a reputation of not delivering quality work at deadlines.

If you answer no to any one of these questions, you should think long and hard about whether the recommender is right for you. 

Part Two: Tackling the Recommendation Questions

It goes without saying, but recommenders should make sure they answer every question that is asked in the recommendation form. There is no room for cutting corners by writing one letter of recommendation and using it for different schools. Because each school words their questions differently and the specific information being asked varies, it is important to make sure your recommender fully answers each question while citing vivid examples to illustrate the point. Quantifying the impact the applicant had is more important than using superlative descriptors that come off as trite. Make sure you refresh your recommender’s memory by providing him with concrete examples of your leadership and impact at your firm.

Be mindful of the recommender’s time. It is unrealistic to ask recommenders to write more than five recommendation letters. Think of the law of diminishing returns. If you overburden your recommenders, they are more inclined to write generic letters that they tailor to the different schools instead of spending a significant amount of time on each recommendation. To be safe, if you must apply to more than five schools, you may want to target a couple of additional individuals to write recommendations for you. This would allow you to focus your star recommenders on the MBA programs that you care the most about.

Recommendation forms typically have a set of questions that ask recommenders to rate the candidate. This grid is an important part of the recommendation and recommenders should give it adequate consideration when completing it. Your recommenders should give a realistic evaluation of you. But it should also be tempered with sound judgment. A balanced rating is essential. What do I mean by that? Certainly highlighting a candidate’s excellent qualities is important. However, recommenders should be able to also identify areas where the candidate can improve. 

The reverse can also be a problem. In the course of my time in the admissions business I have seen too many recommenders hurt a candidate’s chance of admission by going to the other extreme and “underselling” the candidate. Recommenders should not view recommendations as performance reviews. Unlike performance reviews that tend to be more critical and have more of an improvement focus, recommenders should not lose sight that the recommendation should be a tool to “sell” a candidate not hurt him in the application process. 
I’m often asked by applicants how the grid is interpreted by the Admissions Board. The MBA Board is likely to be skeptical if the candidate is ranked in the highest category across every single characteristic. The view is “if the candidate is truly that exceptional, does she need an MBA?” On the other hand, rankings that are below average can raise red flags. Therefore, the right approach when filling out the grid is to take a measured stance. If the candidate is truly exceptional, the recommender should rate the applicant in the very top of the grid for characteristics where he or she shines and lower in areas that need improvement. Some international recommendations can be conservative when ranking a candidate. The same goes for some industries. The good news is that the Admissions Board recognizes these types of differences.

Part Three: Common Recommendation Mistakes to Avoid
1. Show Don’t Tell
Often recommendations are too general and full of fluff. They tell you that the candidate is brilliant and use a lot of adjectives but have very little substance to back up the assertions. 

2. Beware the Contradiction Factor
The recommendation is an authentic yardstick by which an applicant’s story is measured. So consider what happens in the mind of the MBA Board when an applicant positions herself as someone who will start and run a business and the recommender states that the applicant is comfortable only in established organizations. Take the time to make sure your recommenders understand your goals and are supportive of them.

3. Recommendation Bias
Recommendations vary from region and industry. For example, recommenders from certain countries tend to be by-the-book, blunt, and straight to the point. Their evaluation may be more focused on the areas of improvement and therefore may sometimes miss an opportunity to highlight the positives that the candidate brings. Sitting down with your recommender prior to his writing a recommendation for you and discussing any concerns you have as well as what you believe sets you apart will help ensure that your recommendation is balanced.  

4. Beware the Bland Recommendation
Bland recommendations lack spontaneity and seem too molded and coached. A quick way for recommenders to check if the recommendation is bland is to ask themselves if they remove the candidate’s name from the recommendation, could this recommendation apply to any other person? If so, your recommendation could very well lack distinction and will do little to endear you to the MBA Board. 

5. Recommendation Ownership
Don’t fall into the trap of writing your own recommendation. I know this is a common request from recommenders who either are too busy or are uncomfortable writing a recommendation. It is unethical to write your own recommendation, and the Admissions Board can tell that you did so because it will be similar to your essays. If your recommender asks you to write the recommendation and they will sign it, as tempting as that may sound, I strongly suggest you decline tactfully. Point out to them that you will make the process as easy and streamlined as possible by providing content to remind them of the detailed projects and impact you had. You can even sit down with them to flesh out your story and the positioning of your recommendations. 

6. Negative Recommendations 
There are many ways a recommendation can have a negative effect on the candidate. The most popular is the recommendation that is too short, lacks examples, and is poorly written. For whatever reason (be it a lack of writing ability or lackluster commitment to the candidate), these recommendations call the candidate’s judgment into account. 

Rushed recommendations also have detrimental consequences because they tend to have spelling and grammatical errors, and in some instances, the wrong school name. And then there is the recommendation that offers back-handed compliments. These also have a negative impact on the admission outcome. Examples such as, “Wesley is very driven and likes to get things done effectively, but this means that he may sometimes step on the toes of individuals who operate at a slower pace” will absolutely mark him as a selfish and impatient person. 

Finally, there is the recommendation that intentionally sabotages the candidate’s admission chances. “Jaime is extremely intelligent but has difficulty expressing his thoughts in an articulate and clear manner making it difficult for those who work with him to benefit from his intellect. I have given him feedback to take communication classes and expect he will improve after he does so.” Why is this a huge no-no? For starters, business school in general and leadership in particular demand that individuals communicate in a reasonable way in order to lead or manage a project or people. Saying upfront that the candidate is a lousy communicator raises an alarm in the minds of the Board Member evaluating the application. At the end of the day, MBA programs want to admit individuals who can engage in meaningful discussions with their classmates.

