
harvard business school recommendation
questions
harvard business school recommendation questions are a critical component of a successful
application, demanding careful consideration from both applicants and their recommenders.
Understanding these questions is the first step toward securing compelling letters that truly
showcase your potential for leadership and academic excellence at HBS. This comprehensive guide
delves into the nuances of HBS recommendation prompts, providing insights into what the
admissions committee is seeking and how to guide your recommenders effectively. We will explore
the core objectives behind these specific inquiries, dissect common themes, and offer strategies for
selecting the right recommenders and preparing them to address these pivotal questions with
impact.

Table of Contents
Understanding the Purpose of HBS Recommendation Questions
Key Themes in Harvard Business School Recommendation Questions
Selecting the Right Recommenders for HBS
Guiding Your Recommenders: Best Practices
Common Pitfalls to Avoid in HBS Recommendations
The Impact of Strong HBS Recommendation Questions on Your Application

Understanding the Purpose of HBS Recommendation
Questions

Harvard Business School places immense value on the insights provided by recommenders. The
specific nature of their recommendation questions is designed to elicit detailed, behavioral examples
that paint a vivid picture of an applicant's capabilities, character, and potential. Unlike generic
recommendation requests, HBS seeks to understand not just what you've achieved, but how you
achieved it, and what that says about your future contributions. They are looking for evidence of
leadership potential, intellectual curiosity, analytical prowess, and the ability to collaborate
effectively within a diverse community.

The HBS admissions committee uses these questions as a crucial tool to validate information
provided elsewhere in the application. They are seeking third-party endorsements that corroborate
your self-assessment and highlight your strengths from an external perspective. This is particularly
important in distinguishing truly exceptional candidates from those with merely strong résumés. The
depth and specificity of the answers are paramount, moving beyond platitudes to concrete examples
that HBS can use to assess your fit with their rigorous academic environment and their mission of
developing leaders who make a difference.

The Role of Behavioral Examples

At the heart of the HBS recommendation lies the demand for concrete, behavioral examples. The



admissions committee wants to see how you have demonstrated specific qualities in real-world
situations. This means your recommenders should not simply state that you are a strong leader, but
rather describe a specific instance where you demonstrated leadership, detailing the situation, your
actions, and the resulting outcomes. This approach provides tangible evidence of your skills and
character, making the recommendation far more persuasive.

Assessing Leadership Potential

One of the primary objectives of the HBS recommendation questions is to assess your leadership
potential. HBS is not just looking for past leadership roles, but for the inherent qualities that suggest
future leadership success. This includes your ability to inspire others, make difficult decisions, take
initiative, and drive positive change. Recommenders are asked to comment on your capacity to lead
teams, influence stakeholders, and navigate complex challenges. The quality of these insights
directly impacts how HBS perceives your potential to thrive in their program and beyond.

Evaluating Intellectual and Analytical Abilities

Beyond leadership, HBS is keenly interested in your intellectual horsepower and analytical
capabilities. Recommendation questions often probe your ability to tackle complex problems, your
critical thinking skills, and your capacity for insightful analysis. Recommenders who have witnessed
you engage with challenging projects, contribute to strategic discussions, or solve intricate issues
are well-positioned to address these aspects. Strong recommendations will provide examples of how
you process information, form conclusions, and articulate your reasoning.

Key Themes in Harvard Business School
Recommendation Questions

While the exact wording of HBS recommendation questions can evolve, certain core themes remain
constant, reflecting the qualities HBS seeks in its students. These themes are designed to draw out a
holistic picture of the candidate, moving beyond academic or professional achievements to
encompass personal attributes and potential impact.

Demonstrated Leadership and Influence

A significant portion of HBS recommendation prompts centers on leadership. Recommenders are
often asked to describe instances where you have taken initiative, motivated others, or achieved
significant results through your leadership efforts. This could be in a formal management role or an
informal capacity where you stepped up to guide a project or team. The emphasis is on your ability
to influence outcomes and inspire action, showcasing your potential to lead at HBS and in your
future career.



Intellectual Curiosity and Problem-Solving Skills

HBS values candidates who possess a strong intellectual drive and the ability to grapple with
complex problems. Recommendation questions frequently inquire about your capacity for analytical
thinking, your approach to learning, and your ability to come up with innovative solutions. A
recommender might be asked to describe a time when you demonstrated exceptional analytical
skills, intellectual curiosity, or a unique approach to problem-solving that led to a breakthrough or a
valuable insight.

Teamwork and Collaboration

The HBS classroom experience is highly collaborative, and therefore, the ability to work effectively
in teams is crucial. Recommenders are often asked to comment on your interpersonal skills, your
contribution to team dynamics, and your ability to collaborate constructively with diverse
individuals. Examples of how you have supported teammates, resolved conflicts, or contributed to
shared goals are highly valued. This section helps HBS understand how you will integrate into and
enrich their learning community.

Personal Qualities and Character

Beyond skills and achievements, HBS seeks individuals of strong character. Recommendation
questions may delve into your integrity, resilience, self-awareness, and ability to handle feedback.
Recommenders are encouraged to provide insights into your personal values, your work ethic, and
how you conduct yourself in challenging situations. This aspect is vital for understanding your
potential to contribute positively to the HBS culture and to society at large.

Impact and Results

Ultimately, HBS wants to know the impact you have made and the results you have delivered.
Recommendation questions often prompt for specific examples of achievements and their
consequences. This includes quantifiable outcomes whenever possible. The focus is on the tangible
difference you have made, demonstrating your effectiveness and your ability to drive meaningful
change in any environment you are part of.

Selecting the Right Recommenders for HBS

Choosing the individuals who will write your Harvard Business School recommendations is a
strategic decision that can significantly impact your application's strength. HBS explicitly prefers
recommendations from individuals who know you well in a professional capacity and can speak
directly to your performance and potential. This typically means supervisors or managers, rather
than colleagues, friends, or family members.



Professional Supervisors

The most effective recommenders are usually your direct supervisors or managers. These individuals
have had the opportunity to observe your work ethic, performance, problem-solving abilities, and
leadership potential on a regular basis. They can provide detailed, first-hand accounts of your
contributions and growth. It is crucial that this person knows you well enough to offer specific
anecdotes and insights that address the HBS recommendation questions thoughtfully.

Depth of Relationship

The depth of the relationship is more important than the title of the recommender. An individual who
has supervised you closely for a significant period and can speak to your strengths and areas for
development with specific examples will be more valuable than a high-ranking executive who barely
knows you. HBS wants to see that your recommender has invested time and thought into evaluating
you, providing qualitative insights rather than generic praise.

Diversity of Perspectives

While professional supervisors are preferred, if you have had significant leadership roles or
impactful projects under different managers or mentors, securing recommendations from a couple of
individuals who can offer slightly different perspectives can be beneficial. This can showcase
different facets of your skills and experiences, providing a more rounded view of your capabilities.
However, ensure each recommender can genuinely speak to different, substantial aspects of your
profile.

Recommending Individuals Who Can Be Specific

When selecting your recommenders, consider who among them can provide the most specific and
compelling examples. Think about individuals who have witnessed your problem-solving skills, your
leadership in challenging situations, your collaborative efforts, and your overall impact. A
recommender who can recall specific projects, challenges, and your role in overcoming them will be
far more impactful than one who offers only general positive comments.

Guiding Your Recommenders: Best Practices

Once you have identified your recommenders, it is your responsibility to provide them with the
necessary information and guidance to write a strong letter of recommendation tailored to HBS. This
is not about dictating what they should write, but about ensuring they have the context and
understanding to highlight your most relevant strengths effectively.



Provide a Comprehensive Resume and Brag Sheet

Equip your recommenders with your most up-to-date resume. Additionally, a "brag sheet" or a
summary of your accomplishments, key projects, and the specific skills and experiences you would
like them to highlight can be invaluable. This document should include specific examples of your
achievements, particularly those you've discussed with them, and connect them to the qualities HBS
values, such as leadership, analytical skills, and impact.

Share Your Goals and Why HBS

Explain to your recommenders why you are pursuing an MBA, what your short-term and long-term
career goals are, and specifically why you have chosen Harvard Business School. Understanding
your motivations and aspirations will enable them to frame their recommendation in a way that
aligns with your objectives and demonstrates your fit with HBS's mission.

Offer Specific Examples and Anecdotes

Remind your recommenders of specific projects, achievements, or situations where you
demonstrated the qualities you wish to highlight. If they have previously praised your problem-
solving skills during a particular project, remind them of that project and your specific contributions.
The more specific examples they can recall and articulate, the stronger and more credible their
recommendation will be.

Discuss the HBS Recommendation Questions

If possible, discuss the nature of the HBS recommendation questions with your recommender. You
can provide them with the actual questions or a summary of the themes HBS focuses on (e.g.,
leadership, teamwork, intellectual curiosity, impact). This helps them structure their thoughts and
ensure they are addressing the key areas HBS is interested in. However, ensure they feel
comfortable and natural in their response.

Allow Ample Time

Request recommendations well in advance of the deadline. A minimum of three to four weeks is
generally recommended, providing your recommender with sufficient time to reflect, draft, and
refine their letter without feeling rushed. This also allows for any necessary follow-up questions or
clarifications.



Common Pitfalls to Avoid in HBS Recommendations

Navigating the HBS recommendation process requires attention to detail and an understanding of
what constitutes a strong recommendation. Avoiding common mistakes can significantly strengthen
your application and prevent potentially damaging oversights.

Generic or Vague Letters

The most significant pitfall is a recommendation that is generic or lacks specific examples. If a
recommender uses platitudes like "applicant is a hard worker" without providing evidence, the letter
will be unconvincing. HBS admissions officers review thousands of applications and can easily
distinguish between genuine, detailed endorsements and superficial praise.

Recommenders Who Don't Know You Well

Submitting a recommendation from someone who does not know you well is detrimental. If the
recommender cannot speak to your performance, skills, and character with any depth, the letter will
appear weak and may even raise concerns about why you chose such a recommender. Always
prioritize the depth of relationship and knowledge over the recommender's title or prestige.

Focusing Solely on Accomplishments Without Context

While accomplishments are important, recommendations that merely list achievements without
explaining your role, the challenges you faced, or the impact you had are less effective. HBS wants
to understand the "how" and "why" behind your successes, not just the "what."

Lack of Alignment with Your Application Narrative

The themes and examples presented in your recommendations should align with the narrative you
have crafted throughout your application, including your essays and résumé. Significant
discrepancies or conflicting information can create confusion and undermine your credibility. Ensure
your recommenders are aware of your overall story and goals.

Not Providing Sufficient Guidance

Failing to provide your recommenders with adequate context, your resume, and a clear
understanding of your goals can lead to a recommendation that doesn't effectively highlight your
strengths for HBS. While you should not write the letter for them, providing resources and



reminders can significantly improve the quality and relevance of their submission.

The Impact of Strong HBS Recommendation Questions
on Your Application

A well-crafted letter of recommendation, directly addressing the nuances of Harvard Business
School's specific recommendation questions, can be a powerful differentiator in a highly competitive
applicant pool. It provides the admissions committee with an independent, expert validation of your
potential and suitability for the HBS program. These letters offer a crucial external perspective that
complements your self-assessment, painting a more complete and compelling picture of who you are
and what you can achieve.

Strong recommendations can illuminate aspects of your personality, work ethic, and leadership style
that may not be fully captured in other parts of your application. They offer real-world evidence of
your capabilities, providing concrete examples of your problem-solving acumen, your ability to
collaborate, and your capacity to influence and lead. When recommenders can articulate specific
instances of your triumphs and contributions, it lends significant credibility to your claims and
demonstrates your potential to thrive in HBS's rigorous academic and collaborative environment.

Conversely, a weak or generic recommendation can have a detrimental effect. It may signal to the
admissions committee that you lack strong professional relationships or that your accomplishments
are not as substantial as they appear. The insights gained from thoughtfully answered HBS
recommendation questions can solidify your candidacy by offering compelling narratives of your past
successes and projecting confidence in your future contributions to the HBS community and beyond.
Ultimately, these letters are not just supplementary documents; they are integral components that
can significantly sway the admissions decision.

FAQ

Q: Who is the ideal person to ask for a Harvard Business
School recommendation?
A: The ideal recommender is someone who has directly supervised your work in a professional
capacity for a significant period and knows you very well. This is typically a current or former
manager who can provide specific, detailed examples of your performance, leadership, analytical
skills, and character. HBS generally prefers recommendations from supervisors over colleagues,
professors (unless you are currently a student), or personal friends.

Q: How many recommendation letters does Harvard Business
School require?
A: Harvard Business School requires two letters of recommendation. Both letters should come from



individuals who can speak to your professional performance and potential.

Q: What if my current manager is unable to write a strong
recommendation?
A: If your current manager is unable or unwilling to write a strong recommendation, it is better to
ask a former manager or supervisor who knows you well and can provide a more compelling
endorsement. You will need to be prepared to explain this choice in your application or through the
recommenders' section of the application if necessary.

Q: Should I provide my recommenders with sample
recommendation letters?
A: No, you should never provide your recommenders with sample recommendation letters. This is
considered unethical and can lead to your application being disqualified. Your role is to provide
context, remind them of achievements, and explain your goals, not to dictate the content of their
letter.

Q: How much notice should I give my recommenders for an
HBS application?
A: You should give your recommenders ample notice, ideally at least three to four weeks before the
application deadline. This allows them sufficient time to reflect, write a thoughtful letter, and avoid
feeling rushed.

Q: What are the key qualities HBS looks for in its applicants,
and how can my recommenders highlight these?
A: HBS looks for leaders with exceptional character, intellectual curiosity, and analytical abilities,
and a demonstrated capacity to make an impact. Recommenders can highlight these by providing
specific examples of your leadership in action, your problem-solving approach to complex
challenges, your ability to learn and adapt, your teamwork skills, and the tangible results you have
achieved.

Q: How can my recommender best address the HBS
recommendation questions?
A: Your recommender should focus on providing concrete, behavioral examples that directly answer
the questions asked. Instead of general statements, they should describe specific situations, your
actions within those situations, and the outcomes. This narrative approach provides rich detail that
HBS admissions officers value.



Q: Can a professor write one of my letters of recommendation
for HBS?
A: HBS prefers professional recommendations. However, if you are currently a student and your
professor has had significant direct supervisory interaction with you on a project or research that
mimics a professional setting, they might be considered. Generally, though, professional supervisors
are strongly preferred.

Q: How does Harvard Business School use the
recommendation letters?
A: Harvard Business School uses recommendation letters to gain an independent assessment of your
character, leadership potential, intellectual capabilities, and overall fit for the school. They are a
critical component in validating the information provided elsewhere in your application and for
understanding your potential contributions to the HBS community.
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