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INTRODUCTION

W r i t i n g  a
recommendation letter
can feel like a daunting
responsibility.  Whether
you are a manager, a
p r o f e s s o r ,  o r  a
colleague,  your  words
carry significant weight
in  decis ions  about
admissions,  job  offers,
o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l
opportunit ies.  But
when  you  understand
the  s t ructure  and
purpose  beh ind  a
st rong  le t ter ,  the
process becomes much
more manageable. This

guide on how to write
a  recommendation
letter  will  walk  you
through every  step —
from  gathering  the
right  information  to
polishing  the  final
draft. By the end, you
w i l l  h a v e  a  c l e a r
framework that makes
writing  thoughtful,
effective,  and
p r o f e s s i o n a l
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s
straightforward  and
rewarding.
R e c o m m e n d a t i o n
letters  are  not  just
formalities.  They  are
personal endorsements
t h a t  h i g h l i g h t  a
candidate’s  strengths,
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c h a r a c t e r ,  a n d
potent ia l .  A  we l l -
crafted letter can open
doors.  A  generic  or
poorly written one can
harm  the  candidate's
chances.  That  is  why
master ing  how  to
w r i t e  a
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n
letter  is  a  valuable
skill  for  anyone  in  a
m e n t o r i n g  o r
leadership  position.
This article will provide
practical  advice,  real-
world  examples,  and
proven  strategies  to
help  you  produce  a
letter  that  stands  out
f o r  a l l  t h e  r i g h t
reasons.

UNDERSTANDING
THE PURPOSE OF A
RECOMMENDATION
LETTER

B e f o r e  y o u  s t a r t
writ ing,  it  helps  to
understand  what  the
le t ter  i s  meant  to
a c h i e v e .  A

recommendation letter
serves as a third-party
validation of a person’s
qualifications,  work
ethic, and character. It
i s  n o t  a  s i m p l e
summary of a resume;
it  offers  insight  that
grades, test scores, or
job applications cannot
fu l l y  convey .  The
reader wants to know:
Wou ld  I  want  th i s
person  on  my  team?
Will  they  succeed  in
this  role  or  program?
Your  letter  answers
those  questions  with
specific  evidence  and
genuine  conviction.
There  are  severa l
common  contexts:

Academic
recommendatio
ns for college,
graduate school,
or scholarship
applications.
Employment
recommendatio
ns for job
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applications,
promotions, or
professional
certifications.
Character
references for
rental
applications,
legal matters, or
volunteer
positions.

Each type has slightly
different  expectations,
but the core principles
remain the same. The
b e s t  l e t t e r s  a r e
personal, detailed, and
p o s i t i v e  —  w h i l e
remaining  honest  and
credible. Knowing how
t o  w r i t e  a
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n
letter  wel l  means
tailoring your approach
to  the  specific
opportuni ty  whi le
m a i n t a i n i n g  a
consistent, professional
structure.

KEY COMPONENTS
OF A STRONG
RECOMMENDATION
LETTER

A  p o w e r f u l
recommendation letter
typically includes these
elements:

Your
relationship
with the
candidate –
How you know
them and for
how long.
Specific
examples and
anecdotes –
Concrete
evidence of
skills,
achievements, or
character.
Comparison to
peers – Helping
the reader
understand the
candidate’s
relative standing.
Enthusiasm
and
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endorsement –
A clear
statement of
recommendation
.
Contact
information –
So the reader
can follow up if
needed.

These  components
work together to create
a  narrative  that  feels
both  professional  and
personal .  Without
them,  a  letter  can
s o u n d  h o l l o w  o r
gener ic .  The  most
effective  letters  make
the  reader  fee l  as
though they have met
the  candidate  through
your words.

Why
Specifics

Matter
T o o  m a n y
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n
l e t t e r s  r e l y  o n
a d j e c t i v e s  l i k e
“ h a r d w o r k i n g , ”
“intelligent,”  or  “team
player.”  These  words
a r e  m e a n i n g l e s s
without  evidence.  If
you say a candidate is
a great leader, provide
a  story.  Describe  a
project  they  led,  a
conflict  they  resolved,
o r  a  g o a l  t h e y
exceeded.  Specifics
transform a letter from
a  check l i s t  i n to  a
compelling testimonial.
This is one of the most
important  lessons  in
h o w  t o  w r i t e  a
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n
letter  that truly helps
a candidate.

STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE: HOW TO
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WRITE A
RECOMMENDATION

LETTER

Follow  these  steps  to
produce a letter that is
organized,  persuasive,
and professional.

Step 1:
Ask for
Informati
on
Before  you  wr i te ,
request  details  from
the  candidate.  Ask
them  to  provide  the
d e a d l i n e ,  t h e
recipient’s  name  (if
known), the purpose of
the  letter,  and  any
specific  points  they
wou ld  l i ke  you  to
highlight. Also ask for a
copy  of  their  resume,
personal statement, or
list  of  achievements.

This  helps  you  align
your  letter  with  the
a p p l i c a t i o n  a n d
ensures  you  do  not
m i s s  a n y  c r i t i c a l
requirements.

Step 2:
Decide
Whether
You Can
Write a
Strong
Letter
If you do not know the
candidate well  enough
to  write  a  detailed,
positive  letter,  it  is
be t te r  t o  dec l i ne
politely. A lukewarm or
v a g u e
recommendation  can
do  more  harm  than
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good.  Be  honest  with
y o u r s e l f  a n d  t h e
cand ida te .  I f  you
cannot  enthusiastically
endorse  them,  it  is
ethical to say no. This
is  a  crucial  nuance in
h o w  t o  w r i t e  a
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n
letter  responsibly.

Step 3:
Structure
the Letter
U s e  a  s t a n d a r d
business  letter  format
(or  email  format  i f
requested).  Include
y o u r  c o n t a c t
information,  date,
recipient’s  address  (if
k n o w n ) ,  a n d  a
salutation  like  “Dear
A d m i s s i o n s
Committee”  or  “Dear
[Specific Name].”
The body of the letter
should be organized as

follows:

Introduction:1.
State who you
are, your
position, and
how you know
the candidate.
Mention the
duration and
context of your
relationship. Get
straight to the
point: “I am
pleased to
recommend
[Name] for
[position/progra
m].”
Body2.
paragraph 1 –
Skills and
qualifications:
Describe the
candidate’s key
strengths. Use
examples from
your experience
with them. Focus
on skills most
relevant to the
opportunity.
Body3.
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paragraph 2 –
Character and
personal
qualities:
Discuss traits like
integrity,
resilience,
collaboration, or
initiative. Again,
use a specific
story or
observation.
Body4.
paragraph 3 –
Comparison
and
endorsement:
Compare the
candidate to
others you have
worked with
(e.g., “among the
top 5% of
students I have
taught in 10
years”). End with
a clear,
enthusiastic
statement of
recommendation
.
Closing: Offer to5.

provide further
information.
Include your
phone number
and email. Sign
off respectfully.

Step 4:
Write the
First
Draft
Focus  on content,  not
perfection.  Use  the
structure above and fill
in your details. Do not
wor ry  about  word
count.  Aim  for  a  full
page, usually 300–500
words,  but  follow  the
submission  guidelines.
For  academic  letters,
l o n g e r  m a y  b e
appropriate.  For  job
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s ,
brevity can be effective
if precise.
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Step 5:
Revise
and
Polish
Read your draft aloud.
Check for clarity, tone,
and  flow.  Remove  any
repetitive  language.
Ensure every claim has
support.  Ask  yourself:
Wou ld  th i s  l e t te r
convince  me?  Then
proofread for grammar,
s p e l l i n g ,  a n d
punctuation.  Have  a
colleague  review  it  if
possible.  A  polished
letter  reflects  well  on
b o t h  y o u  a n d  t h e
candidate.

Step 6:

Submit
on Time
Late letters can ruin an
application. Submit the
letter  well  before  the
deadline.  If  submitting
onl ine ,  fo l low  the
instructions  exactly.  If
mailing,  use  official
l e t t e r h e a d  a n d  a
signature. Keep a copy
for your records.

TAILORING THE
LETTER:
DIFFERENT
CONTEXTS

W h i l e  t h e  b a s i c
structure  remains  the
s a m e ,  s m a l l
adjustments can make
your  letter  far  more
effective  for  specific
situations.
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How to
Write a
Recomm
endation
Letter for

a Student
Focus  on  academic
abilities,  intellectual
curiosity,  classroom
part ic ipat ion,  and
growth. Include grades
if they are strong, but
also  mention  projects,
presentat ions ,  or
research. Compare the
student  to  others  in
t h e i r  c o h o r t .  F o r
g raduate  schoo l ,
emphasize  research
p o t e n t i a l  a n d
independent thinking.

How to
Write a
Recomm
endation
Letter for
an
Employee
F o c u s  o n  j o b
per formance,  key
a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s ,
teamwork,  leadership,
and reliability. Quantify
results  when  possible
(e.g.,  “increased  sales
by 20%,” “managed a
team  of  10”) .  Use
examples from projects
they led or challenges
t h e y  o v e r c a m e .
Mention soft skills like
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,
adaptab i l i ty ,  and
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problem-solving.

How to
Write a
Recomm
endation
Letter for
a
Colleague
or Peer
If  the  candidate  is  a
coworker,  emphasize
c o l l a b o r a t i o n ,
professionalism,  and
specific  contributions
to  shared  work.  Be
honest about your level
of  observation.  Avoid
overreaching.  It  is
better  to  be  modestly
d e t a i l e d  t h a n  t o
exaggerate.

How to
Write a
Recomm
endation
Letter for
a
Character
Referenc
e
This  type  focuses  on
personal  integrity,
r e l i a b i l i t y ,  a n d
c o m m u n i t y
involvement.  Provide
a n e c d o t e s  t h a t
demonstrate  honesty,
responsibil ity,  and
good  judgment.  For
rental  applications,
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m e n t i o n  t i m e l y
payments  or  care  of
property. For volunteer
r o l e s ,  h i g h l i g h t
d e d i c a t i o n  a n d
interpersonal skills.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID WHEN
WRITING
RECOMMENDATION
LETTERS

Even  well-intentioned
writers  can  fall  into
t r a p s .  H e r e  a r e
mistakes  to  avoid  as
you  l ea rn  how  to
w r i t e  a
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n
letter  effectively:

Being too
vague: Avoid
generalities like
“she is a good
worker.” Provide
specifics.
Overusing
superlatives: If
you say every
candidate is “the

best ever,” your
endorsements
lose credibility.
Ignoring the
recipient: Tailor
the letter to the
specific program
or job. A one-
size-fits-all letter
feels lazy.
Mentioning
weaknesses
unnecessarily:
Unless the
candidate asks
you to address a
specific
shortcoming and
they provide
context, keep the
focus on
strengths.
Writing too
much or too
little: Follow
guidelines. A
two-page letter
may not be read
fully, but a few
sentences may
seem dismissive.
Forgetting to
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sign or include
contact info:
Ensure the letter
is complete and
verifiable.
Using clichés
or buzzwords:
Phrases like
“team player”
and “go-getter”
have become
meaningless.
Replace them
with concrete
examples.

SAMPLE OUTLINE
FOR A
RECOMMENDATION
LETTER

To  help  you  visualize
the structure, here is a
basic  outline  you  can
adapt:
Opening:
“ I  a m  w r i t i n g  t o
recommend [Candidate
N a m e ]  f o r
[Program/Position].  I
have known [Name] for
[duration] as [role].  In

that time, I have been
consistently  impressed
by [key quality].”
Paragraph 1 (Skills):
Desc r i be  a  ma jo r
p r o j e c t  o r
responsibility. Use data
or  specific  outcomes.
Example:  “During  the
fall  semester,  [Name]
completed  a  research
project  on [topic]  that
required  advanced
analytical  skills.  The
final  paper  was
s e l e c t e d  f o r  t h e
department’s  honors
symposium.”
P a r a g r a p h  2
(Character) :
Share  a  story  about
initiative, collaboration,
or resilience. Example:
“When our team faced
a  t i gh t  dead l i ne ,
[Name] volunteered to
r e o r g a n i z e  t h e
workflow,  which
reduced  turnaround
time by 30% and kept
morale high.”
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P a r a g r a p h  3
( C o m p a r i s o n  &
Endorsement) :
“In  my  [X  years]  of
experience,  [Name]
ranks  among  the  top
[ p e r c e n t a g e ]  o f
[students/employees]  I
have worked with. I am
confident  that  [Name]
w i l l  e x c e l  i n
[program/job] and offer
a  s t r o n g
recommendation.”
Closing:
“Please  feel  free  to
contact  me at  [email]
or [phone] if you need
further  information.  I
w h o l e h e a r t e d l y
recommend [Name] for
this opportunity.”
This outline gives you a
rel iable  template.
Adapt  it  to  your  own
voice  and  the  specific
situation.  Remember,
authenticity  is  your
greatest  asset.

POLISHING YOUR
LETTER:
LANGUAGE AND
TONE

T h e  t o n e  o f  a
recommendation letter
should be professional
yet warm. Avoid overly
emotional  language,
but do not be cold. Use
active voice and strong
verbs. Instead of “was
responsible  for,”  say
“ led ,”  “c reated ,”
“ m a n a g e d , ”
“ improved.”  Keep
sentences  concise  but
varied  in  length.  Use
transitions  to  connect
ideas  smoothly.  For
e x a m p l e :
“ A d d i t i o n a l l y , ”
“Furthermore,”  “More
importantly,”  “For
instance.”
Also, ensure the letter
is positive from start to
finish. Even if you must
mention  a  setback
(e.g.,  a  failed  project
that taught resilience),
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frame it  as a learning
experience. The overall
impression  should  be
one  of  capability  and
promise.
If  you  are  writing  in
English  as  a  second
language ,  do  no t
worry. Focus on clarity.
Short  sentences  and
simple  vocabulary
often produce the most
powerful letters.

ETHICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

As  you  learn  how to
w r i t e  a
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n

letter,  keep ethics  at
the  forefront.  Never
wr i te  a  letter  that
c o n t a i n s  f a l s e
information.  Avoid
exaggerating  beyond
your own experience. If
you  have  a  conflict  of
interest,  disclose  it.
R e s p e c t  t h e
candidate’s  privacy  —
do not share the letter
w i t h o u t  t h e i r
permission.  Also,  be
m i n d f u l  o f
confidentiality:  many
application  systems
r e q u i r e  t h a t  t h e
candidate  waive


