In Reference To References

Part 3:  Writing An Effective Reference

By Barb Katz
Nothing can toss a wrench into a budding career more quickly than a lousy reference.  And it’s not just negative information in a reference that can do the job.  A badly written reference or one providing skimpy, non-specific information can be just as damaging. 

I talked to some ED hiring authorities about what they want to see in a reference letter and most weren’t thrilled with the references they have been seeing lately.  The director of a large, metropolitan ED (who preferred to remain anonymous) told me “Sometimes I wonder if the references I get are a snow job . . . kind of a Rodney Dangerfield ‘take my wife, please!’ effort to dump their less talented physicians on someone else.  I get letters that have about enough real content to fill a thimble.  Then when I try to follow up on the phone they either duck my calls or give me a quick ‘yeah, he’s real good’ and hurry to hang-up.  How can they justify that?  We are talking about saving lives here – the physicians we hire in our ED have people’s lives in their hands.  If you are in an administrative position, providing accurate and detailed references is part of the job, not something you blow-off.”

My questions led me to wonder if a lot of these cookie-cutter/inadequate reference problems might stem from the fact that the authors just really don’t know how to write a reference.  So, I asked a few very smart people who are in hiring positions what they want to see in a reference letter.  To begin with, my team wanted to make sure the reference they received came from someone qualified to provide it.  If you are approached by a colleague or a graduating resident and asked to provide a reference, you should ask yourself the following questions before agreeing to do so:

· Have I known the person long enough to provide a reference based on a reasonable length of relationship?

· Have I worked closely enough with this person to provide a reference based on a solid knowledge of the person’s skills in a variety of areas?

· Do I think highly enough of this person to provide an enthusiastic reference that will be an asset in their job search?

If the answer to any of these questions is no, you should probably politely decline.  Obviously, if you are a residency program director or chairperson, or the supervisor of a departing physician, you are essentially obligated to provide a reference.  But even if you are providing a reference out of obligation, there is a right way and wrong way to do it.   It is very important that the reference include specifics about the relationship between writer and subject, specifics about what the information they are providing is based on, and for what period of time.

Mark Alderdice, MD, a Regional Director and partner with CEP America had this to say about the source of a reference.  “Reference letters, by their very nature, carry less weight the more impersonal or anonymous they are; a good reference letter establishes a relationship between the writer and the evaluator.  It is best if the writer is known to the reader.  Choice of references is critical in this area.”

Chris Michos, MD, Chairman of Emergency Medicine at Waterbury Hospital in Connecticut could probably teach a course in reference writing.  What he looks for first is a serious level of interest on behalf of the writer, a well constructed evaluation and a letter that demonstrates effort, thought, time and honest assessment.  In terms of content, the areas he wants to see covered are Clinical Skills, Procedural Skills, a bit about the current position or program (volume, acuity and something that shows parity to the position the physician is applying for) interpersonal skills with patients, nursing, colleagues and consults.  If there were early issues that needed to be addressed, Chris wants to know about them and how progress was made addressing those issues.  In fact, when he was starting out in the business world his mentor taught him a valuable lesson about writing a reference that he follows to this day, “If asked to provide a reference, I am going to say nine good things about the person and mention one area that needed improvement.  If it’s all good, the reference appears unbelievable.  But when you mention an area where improvement was needed and gained, it shows the person has the ability to listen and accept criticism and the good sense to act on it.” 

Dr. Alderdice gave me his requirements for a memorable reference letter.  “I look for categorical statements such as ‘one of the 5 best residents ever in this program,’ or ‘have worked with John for 14 years and consider him to embody the very best attributes of a physician.’  Statements that are unequivocal and place the candidate clearly in the top echelon” are the ones that catch his interest.  

In support of my opening statements, Dr. Alderdice had this to say about the potential backlash of a “cookie-cutter” reference:  “Conversely, letters that lack any categorical statements sound like they were done by rote and are, to many readers, a red flag.”    He went on to say how he reacts to this kind of reference and I think his words are quite important for all to consider.  “I only make follow-up calls if the reference is ambiguous or seems half-hearted.  I am more likely to call someone the applicant didn’t list if I get the feeling the writer is unenthusiastic.  A nurse manager may be more candid than a medical director who is trying to ease a poor performer out of his department.”

As you can see from these quotes, there appears to be a real consensus of opinion among the top hiring authorities in the emergency medicine arena.  They are in synch regarding the value of a strong reference, and on what specifically makes a reference memorable and effective.  These hiring authorities also agree upon the damage that can result from a boiler-plate type of reference letter.  

To recap what constitutes a strong, effective reference letter, it is one that:

· Establishes a long-term, close relationship between the candidate physician and the reference writer with details of the working relationship and the period of time it lasted

· Establishes the current work environment of the candidate

· Provides “categorical statements” and specific details about the candidate’s performance in key areas of importance including:


clinical knowledge and skills 


communication and documentation skills 


interpersonal skills with colleagues, superiors, nursing and support staff


interpersonal skills with patients and their families 


working relationships with outside department consults


other outstanding abilities 

· One area that needed improvement and details of how that improvement was achieved 

· Enthusiasm, Enthusiasm, Enthusiasm! 

If you are asked to provide a reference, or required to do so, and you want to provide a reference letter that benefits the physician in question, rather than one that could impede his or her job search, please take the time and make the effort to do it right.  A reference is a serious tool for a job seeker and can’t be treated lightly.  The reference you provide can make the difference between your physician candidate getting a job or getting passed over.
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