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Stay professional 
Comments for women are 7X more likely to 
mention personal life – things irrelevant to the 
application. 

Stay professional by only referencing 
relevant information. Be sure to use formal 
titles and surnames for both men and women.  

Don’t raise doubt 
Comments like ‘I am confident she will become 
better than average’ are twice as common for 
women applicants. Writers often shortchange 
women by saying things like ‘she has the 
potential to be good’ whereas they say, ‘he is 
good’ for men applicants. For applicants of color, 
comments like ‘he will be a competent resident,’ 
also raise doubt.  

Do not diminish women or applicant of 
color’s qualities with comments that could be 
perceived as negative.  

Avoid Stereotypes 
The words “competent” and “articulate” are 
descriptors used more frequently for Black 
applicants and are less likely to be perceived 
with a positive connotation. The following terms 
can evoke racial and gender stereotypes that 
hurt women and applicants of color: 

Caring 
Compassionate 

Organized 
Hardworking 

Conscientious 
Dependable 

Diligent 
Dedicated 

Tactful 
Interpersonal 

Warm 
Helpful 

Highlight accomplishments & 
mention research 

Comments for men are 4X more likely to highlight 
accomplishments like research, publications, or 
skills, while comments for women and applicants 
of color are 50% more likely to discuss 
‘grindstone’ attributes like ‘hardworking’ or 
‘organized.’  

When applicable, be sure to discuss 
accomplishments, not effort, in every letter or 
MSPE comment.  

Consider length 
The average letter for men is 16% longer than 
letters for women, and letters for women often 
make minimal assurances (she is the best for the 
job) rather than making endorsements.  

Take the time to consider the length and 
make sure you are endorsing women just as 
much as you endorse men.  

Words to use 
Exceptional 

Superb 
Stellar 

Successful 
Accomplished 
Outstanding 

Skilled 
Knowledgeable 

Insightful 
Resourceful 
Confident 
Ambitious 
Intellectual 

Phenomenal 
Talented 
Brilliant 
Smart 
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