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The ethical conundrum of writing a
recommendation letter for
someone you would not
recommend
Dear Dr Dermatoethicist: I am an
attending at an academic institution. I was
recently asked to write a letter of recom-
mendation for a medical student applying to
dermatology residencies. I have worked
with this individual on several occasions
and do not feel that they would be well-
suited for dermatology residency. In good
faith, I cannot write a positive letter of
recommendation for them. What should I
do?
e Conflicted Writer

Dear Conflicted Writer: To write a letter of
recommendation for someone you do not feel is
qualified for a position is problematic and involves
the ethical principles of nonmaleficence, justice, and
truthfulness.

Nonmaleficence, avoiding intentional harm, is at
play because a poor letter will hurt the candidate but
a good letter might hurt the institution, future
patients, and other applicants. As a letter writer,
you have conflicting responsibilities to the trainee
and the institution receiving your recommendation.
The trainee, whose future position somewhat de-
pends on your letter, likely anticipates, by your
agreement to write this letter, a positive recommen-
dation from you. A negative, or even lukewarm,
letter may significantly hurt their career prospects.1

Likewise, the institution receiving the letter expects
an honest evaluation of the candidate. An unwar-
ranted positive letter may lead the institution to
accept someone unqualified for the position,1-3

hurting the department, future patients, and other
applicants who were more deserving of the resi-
dency position. Justice for all applicants and resi-
dency programs suggests that the best applicants
should obtain residency positions.

Writing a letter that does not reflect the trainee’s
abilities may damage your reputation as a truthful
ethical reference. In addition to hurting your repu-
tation for integrity, the institution may give less
regard to your future recommendations, thereby
hurting other trainees who are more qualified, again
impacting justice for all applicants.

In this scenario, beneficence to this student,
truthfulness, and justice for residency programs
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and other applicants suggest that you let the
trainee know that he or she would likely receive
a stronger letter from other referees. For
applicants who understand this and want you to
write a letter regardless, it is appropriate to write
a letter that accurately reflects the applicant’s
skills and attributes. For applicants who are
severely underqualified and may put patients at
risk, we recommend refusing to write a letter
altogether. Although a difficult conversation, it is
better than writing a poor letter that may hurt the
trainee’s career prospects or an unwarranted
positive letter that may harm the institution
considering the trainee and more qualified
applicants.

This situation may be complicated when the
application process requires a specific attending to
write a recommendation for a trainee applying for
residency. For example, a medical student
applying for residency may need a letter of
recommendation from their program director or
department chair, regardless of that person’s
feelings about the student. In this scenario,
obtaining more information about the individual
from other attendings and being honest and
objective, while remaining impartial, is the best
course of action. This may mitigate issues arising
from personality mismatches between a trainee
and an attending.3

e Dr Dermatoethicist
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