
The Association of American Colleges and Universities says 
that roughly three-quarters of high school graduate believe that
college helps prepare one for the real world. With this in mind, it
is easy to say that more and more high school seniors graduate
each year with the hopes of continuing on to higher education.
Whether it is four-years or two-years, public or private, residential
or commuter, deciding to apply to college can be the most stressful
time during a high school seniors’ career. 

Within the United States, some colleges set a minimum score
for the SATs or the ACTs in the first stage of the acceptance
process. If an applicant achieves the minimum score, his or 
her application is passed on to the next level of admission.
Standardized testing is created to measure the mastery of knowledge
in a specific manner; however, questions of reliability and 
validity have been raised about those tests (Hargadon, 1981).
Many people are led to believe that standardized testing is a good
way to compare one person to another (Pollard, 2002). If this is
true, one very important factor is left out from testing and that 
is the quality of a person’s character. 

In order to get a sense of an applicant’s quality of character, 
letters of recommendation are the easiest way to do that without
face-to-face contact. However, the use of letters of recommendation
in consideration for college admission is an extremely controversial
issue because of its credibility in predicting future performance as
well as its supposed positive-biases toward the applicant. 

However, Johnson et al. (1998) explained that letters of 
recommendation bring an up-close and personal view of the
applicant in the eyes of someone who knows his or her 
qualitative characteristics. These researchers studied the differences
among admissions committees to determine if the committee
members all felt the same way about letters of recommendation.
They found support for their hypothesis where across all schools
within the study, the committee members enjoyed reading about
the applicants’ descriptive and personal information that they
could not find among the statistics in the applications. Therefore,
letters of recommendation can be helpful and are in turn important
to an applicant’s admissions packet. 

The first controversy among letters of recommendation 
includes their credibility in predicting one’s performance.
Aamont, Bryan, and Whitcomb (1993) investigated further into
letters of recommendation in order to determine their helpfulness
in predicting future performance. Earlier studies showed that 
letters of recommendation are poor predictors of an applicant’s
future based on the characteristics of the letter writer and the 
letter reader in how they analyze the content of the letter.
However, what Aamont et al. wanted to conclude was whether the
Peres and Garcia technique to analyzing a recommendation letter
would be valid in predicting future performance. The Peres and
Garcia technique was created for analyzing the content of letters
of recommendation by identifying traits mentioned in each letter
and placing the traits into one of five categories. The five 
categories developed in this technique are mental agility,
vigor, dependability-reliability, urbanity, and cooperation-
consideration. In the study by Aamont et al. the researchers asked
participants to read a letter of recommendation and identify all
the personality traits in the letter by putting them into categories
based on the Peres and Garcia list. The researchers discovered
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Seven male and 13 female participants read a fictitious student’s application to college that contained either a
positive or negative letter of recommendation. They were then asked to make a decision regarding admission
and to provide their confidence in that decision using a six-point Likert scale. It was predicted that participants
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letter of recommendation condition accepted the student to college with the same amount of confidence as did
the participants in the positive letter of recommendation condition. The results are discussed in terms of the
Implicit Personality Theory.
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from their study three things. First, two people writing letters for
the same individual will not say the same things. Second, two
people reading a letter for the same individual will identify the
same number of traits and place them into the five categories 
of Peres and Garcia appropriately. And last, the technique 
developed by Peres and Garcia shows a high level of predictability
among future performance. If members of the college admissions
committee were accurately taught to analyze a letter of 
recommendation with the Peres and Garcia technique, there
would be no issue in the reliability of forecasting future performance
with these letters.

One other issue of credibility is brought up by critics who
believe that all recommendation letters consist of an emphasis on
the positive “abilities and skills” that exist among the applicants.
In fact, not just the critics think this, but students as well believe
that there is no such thing as a bad recommendation. Grote,
Robiner, and Haut (2001) have made observations on letter 
writers’ beliefs about their disclosure of applicants’ negative 
characteristics and how such disclosure is received by the reader.
Subjects were asked in a survey what they would do if a problematic
student approached them for a letter of recommendation. In the
most severe cases such as alcohol and/or drugs, as well as 
unethical behavior, nearly half of the participants claimed that
they would refuse to write the letter. However, among all 
problems of alcohol and/or drugs, interpersonal, anxiety-
depressive, unethical behavior, no responsibility, no motivation,
marginal intelligence, marginal interpretation skills, and 
marginal therapeutic-treatment skills, subjects reported anywhere
from 34% to 55% that they would tell the student of their feelings
and write the letter including the negative information. Therefore,
it is not a fact that all letter writers contain positive characteristics
within their recommendations for a student.

The purpose of this study is to examine the effect of a letter of
recommendation on the admission to or rejection from a college.
The participants, college undergraduates, read one of two letters
of recommendation in which the student was either represented in
a positive or negative manner. The Implicit Personality Theory
(changingminds.org) states that general expectations are built
about a person after knowing something about his or her central
traits; therefore we may assume that quiet people are timid, 
intelligent people are arrogant, and friendly people are not liars
(Anderson, 1995). Based on the Implicit Personality Theory, 
it is predicted that participants reading the letter containing 
negative information will be more likely to reject the student
from college but accept the student with the letter containing 
positive information.

Method
Participants

The sample of seven male and 13 female undergraduate 
students from a public northeastern university was collected via
convenience sampling. Some participants received extra 
academic credit. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 45 with a
mean age of 23.45 years and a standard deviation of 1.39. The
ethnic background of the sample was 80% White, 10% African

American, 5% Hispanic and 5% from other ethnic backgrounds.
Participants were randomly assigned to read about an average
academic student with a positive letter of recommendation 
(n = 10) or an average academic student with a negative letter of
recommendation (n = 10). All participants were treated in accordance
with the ethical guidelines of the American Psychological Association.

Materials

Participants’ read general information about a student,
“Elizabeth Bergman”, based on her average high school transcript
(Appendix A) as well as one of two letters of recommendation.
The first letter of recommendation included positive information
about the student’s personality and extra-curricular activities (See
Appendix B - positive), and also her high sense of self-motivation
and determination for success. The other group of participants
received the second letter of recommendation which included
negative information about the student’s personality and 
extra-curricular activities (See Appendix B - negative), and also
her lack of self-motivation and high priority social life.
Confidence levels regarding the participants’ decision regarding
the student as well as their predictions for her college career were
measured on a 6-point scale from (1) not very confident to (6)
very confident. Higher scores were indicative of a greater belief
in “Elizabeth Bergman’s” success. See Appendix C for the 
questionnaire provided to the participants.

Procedure

All students who came to participate in the study were asked to
read and sign an informed consent to determine their willingness
to continue with the study. When the student agreed, then he or
she was given a short transcript of a student’s academics, a letter
of recommendation from a school counselor, and a questionnaire.
The participant was asked to follow the instructions on the cover
page which indicated that he or she should read the transcript and
letter of recommendation and inform the researcher when he or
she was finished. The participant was then asked to complete the
questionnaire to the best of his or her ability based on the 
reading. Each participant completed the experiment individually,
within a five minute period.

Results 

Decision Regarding Acceptance or Rejection from College

According to the data collected, the type of recommendation by
a counselor given to a college admissions board did not affect
acceptance to college. Students with a negative recommendation
were just as likely to be accepted as students with a positive 
recommendation, X2 (1; N = 20) = 2.22, p > .05. 

Manipulation Check

An independent groups t-test was calculated on the rating of
“Elizabeth Bergman’s” self-motivation level to check on the
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effectiveness of the manipulation. A confidence scale of 1 
(not very confident) to 6 (very confident) was used to measure
interval values among the independent groups t-test analyses.
Participants who read the positive recommendation letter rated
“Elizabeth Bergman” as more self-motivated (M = 4.6, SD = .84)
than participants who read the negative recommendation letter 
(M = 1.8, SD = .92), tind (17.87) = 7.10, p = .01.

Ratings of Acceptance

With respect to the decision regarding college acceptance, an
independent groups t-test shows that participants who accepted
“Elizabeth Bergman” to college did not report more confidence
regarding their decision than those participants who rejected her
from college, tind (18) = 1.52, p > .05.

Ratings of Success

An independent groups t-test shows that participants who read
a positive recommendation letter did not report more confidence
in “Elizabeth Bergman’s” ability to be a successful college 
student than those participants who read a negative recommendation
letter, tind (18) = 2.81, p > .05.

Ratings of Activity

Finally, an independent groups t-test shows that participants 
who read a positive recommendation letter did not report more
confidence regarding the prediction of “Elizabeth Bergman’s” active
participation among college organizations than those participants
who read a negative recommendation letter, tind (18) = .01, p > .05.

Discussion

The results from the present study did not support the 
prediction that participants reading the letter containing negative
information would be more likely to reject the student from 
college but accept the student with the letter containing positive
information. Participants correctly identified the student’s
self-motivation portrayed in the letter of recommendations.
However the differentiation among the letters of recommendation
did not create an impact on the participants’ decision regarding
“Elizabeth Bergman’s” acceptance to or rejection from college.
Past research supports the idea that letters of recommendation can
be good predictors of future performance (Aamodt et al., 1993),
especially if there is a specific standard for evaluating the letters.
Although participants were not given specific characteristics 
to point out using the Peres and Garcia technique, they may 
have used their general knowledge of positive and negative 
characteristics in order to make their decision regarding the 
student, “Elizabeth Bergman”.

It may be common for people to believe that there is no such
thing as a negative letter of recommendation. However Grote et
al. (2001) studied the letter writers’ beliefs about their disclosure
of applicants’ negative characteristics and how it is received by

the reader, and refuted this common belief. The failure of the
present study may have stemmed from the possibility that 
students did not recognize what type of characteristics are 
beneficial and stand out to a college admissions committee. When
applying to college, students ask counselors, teachers, and 
mentors to write letters of recommendation with the unspoken
assumption that they will emphasize all positive characteristics of
the students’ personality. Grote et al. found that this is not always
true and that some letter writers include negative characteristics
with no intentions of telling the student. Letters of recommendation
in consideration for college admission are an extremely 
controversial issue however, those issues should be alleviated
based on evidence provided by Johnson et al. (1998). The
researchers found that college admissions committees look 
forward to reading letters of recommendation because it gives
them a more personal look and aspect to the college applicant.
Therefore letters of recommendation are important and make a
difference in the eyes of the acceptance committee. 

Although participants of the present study did not differ in their
acceptance rates for the positively and negatively described 
students, these findings may not generalize to the population. For
example, the participants were all students at one university in
which the average composite SAT score for incoming freshman is
1488 (out of 2400) which is lower than the national average of
1518 which was used for “Elizabeth Bergman’s” transcript. A
university with a much higher average composite SAT score for
incoming freshman may have significantly different results in this
study because the competitiveness of the application process
would be much higher. This means if a university has this higher
standard for SAT scores, then they will also have a higher standard
for accepting its students. For this reason, interpreting the 
findings of the current study needs to be done cautiously.

Future research may also want to examine a broader and 
larger sample set nation wide or, at a bare minimum, state wide.
These larger samples may create more heterogeneity among the
samples in which different schools can be evaluated and 
compared to one another based on their characteristics, public vs.
private, Ivy League vs. non-Ivy league institutions, etc. In 
addition, further research might examine both student and 
full-time professors within an institution to compare the 
differences between one another as well. For example, a student
might find that a letter of recommendation containing information
about a student’s social standing as its most important factor;
however, a professor at the same college might think otherwise. 

Another aspect of future research may want to see if there is a
difference in the decision regarding acceptance of the student
based on the standing of the letter writer. For example, it may 
be assumed that counselors cannot talk about a student from a
classroom stand point and can only talk about the student’s 
overall efforts and extra-curricular activities, whereas a teacher
may have more credibility when discussing the student’s 
academic efforts. This idea stems from one of the six social 
influence principles of authority developed by Cialdini (2002).
This principle states that people are more likely to follow 
directions or recommendations of someone they view as an
authority. Therefore there may be a clear differentiation in how
certain letter writers are viewed by an admission committee. A
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counselor may be considered as hierarchically lower than a teacher
but higher than a soccer coach or long-time friend (Milgram, 1965).

For the most part, people look to others for approval and social
acceptance. Whether it is waiting for acceptance into college
or applying for a job, everyone is being judged in one way or 
another. With increasing tuition and limited spaces within a 
freshman class, a student’s fate is being determined based on the
only information given to the college admissions committee. This
information includes the basic application information, high
school transcript and standardized testing scores, personal essay,
and letters of recommendation. Despite many factors that may or
may not convince a college admissions committee to accept a 
student to the school, it is important for further research to 
continue in order to reduce the worry that goes into high school
students’ applications. Further research may be difficult to tackle
but it seems to be the best way to determine how beneficial 
letters of recommendation are in any application process. 
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Appendix A

Elizabeth Bergman’s High School Transcript
of Academics

Elizabeth Bergman
19254 West Street

Danbury, CT 06810
(203) 888-9371

Total SAT Score:  1518 Total Composite ACT:  21.1
Reading:     503 Reading:    21.4  
Writing:      497 English:     20.6 
Math:         518 Science:     20.9

Math:       20.8

Condensed High School Transcript (on 4.0 scale):

Language:  2 years – 1.67 (C-)
English:     4 years – 2.67 (B-)
History:     3 years – 2.33 (C+)
Science:     4 years – 2.00 (C)
Band:        4 years – 3.33 (B+)
Math:        4 years – 2.33 (C+)

Overall GPA = 2.38 (C+)

Appendix B

Positive Letter of Recommendation

October 27, 2007

Dear Admissions Committee:

It is my pleasure to recommend Elizabeth Bergman to your 
college program.  I have known Elizabeth for the past four years
as her advisor and counselor.

Elizabeth is a quiet, independent young woman.  She has a very
strong work ethic.  Elizabeth is self motivated and dependable in
all that she does. She has achieved honor roll status during the last
two years of high school, but has not stayed at home just to 
study.  Elizabeth carries many leadership positions including our
school-sponsored leadership training sessions, ambassador for
freshman orientation, open house, and parent conference events.
Elizabeth is beginning her fourth year in the high school marching
and concert bands which takes up the majority of her after-school time. 
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The community is also no stranger to Elizabeth, as she has 
volunteered annually for such causes as the American Cancer
Society and the Special Olympics. She also has held some 
part-time employment during the summer months and 
after-school hours. With all that Elizabeth does, she is not 
looking for accolades or rewards for her efforts, but she has a 
personal pride that pushes her to do her best always. Elizabeth has
the skills to tackle a college curriculum, and the inner strength to
achieve her goals for the future.

Sincerely,
Samantha M. Smith 
Samantha M. Smith,

Head of Counseling

Negative Letter of Recommendation

October 27, 2007

Dear Admissions Committee:

It is my pleasure to recommend Elizabeth Bergman to your 
college program. I have known Elizabeth for the past four years
as her advisor and counselor.

Elizabeth is a quiet, deceiving young woman. She has a strong
work ethic; however Elizabeth is not very self motivated and
depends on the sources surrounding her to help her succeed. She
has achieved honor roll status during the last two years of high
school, but has not stayed at home just to study. Elizabeth carries
many leadership positions including our school-sponsored 
leadership training sessions, ambassador for freshman orientation,
open house, and parent conference events. Elizabeth is beginning
her fourth year in the high school marching and concert bands
which takes up the majority of her after-school time.  

The community is also no stranger to Elizabeth, as she has 
volunteered annually for such causes as the American Cancer
Society and the Special Olympics. She also has held some form
of employment during the summer months and after-school
hours. With all that Elizabeth does, she looks for others to reward
her, and it seems as if she only does well for the approval of 
others. Elizabeth goes out to parties in order to get the attention 
she seeks outside of the school setting. I fear her social life gets
in the way of what is important, her studies. Elizabeth has the
skills to tackle a college curriculum, but her motivational drive
sometimes impairs her ability to succeed.

Sincerely,
Samantha M. Smith  
Samantha M. Smith,

Head of Counseling

Appendix C

Questionnaire:
Please fill out the following questionnaire.

Age: ____________

Sex: Male______    Female______

Cultural Background (please check one):

_______White, non-Hispanic
_______African American
_______Hispanic
_______Other, please list: _______________

Please answer the following questions based on the information
previously provided to you.

1. Should Elizabeth Bergman be:

______ Accepted to college           ______Rejected from college

2. Using the scale below, indicate your confidence in accepting or
rejecting Elizabeth Bergman?

1 2 3 4 5  
Not Confident Very 
Very Confident

Using the same six-point scale please answer questions 3 through 5.

_______3. Elizabeth Bergman will be a successful college 
student with a GPA greater than 2.0.

_______ 4. Elizabeth Bergman is self-motivated.

_______ 5. Elizabeth Bergman will be active among student 
organizations in college.


