file_0.wmf
 


file_1.wmf
 


file_2.wmf
 


People Working in the Service – Professional Development and Appraisal -
Reference Letter Topic Guide 		Page 3 of 3


file_3.png


file_4.wmf





Reference Letter


What is it? 	A reference letter is a written document used to support or validate a person’s qualifications, skills and character. 

	A Professional Reference is a written statement that endorses another person’s professional experience. It generally includes reference to qualifications, skills, abilities and work performance. 

	A Character Reference is a testimonial or endorsement of a person’s nature. It generally includes reference to the person’s temperament, disposition, personality, morals and behaviours.

At some point in time, you may be asked to write a reference letter for a friend, relative, work colleague or employee. Writing reference letters can be a personally demanding and time-consuming process. Before you accept the request to provide a reference, consider the following:

What type of reference? Professional or character reference? What is the purpose of the reference letter? 
If the purpose of the letter is to provide a professional or employment reference letter for a job application, you should only make references to the work performed by the applicant whilst working with the organisation. In most cases, employers tend to use referee reports rather than reference letters. 

	If the purpose of the letter is a character reference that may be used as a testimonial in a court appearance or housing application, be sure that if you write a such a reference for a person appearing in court, you are willing to substantiate those comments in a court of law because you may be asked to appear in court! 


What are the time constraints?
You may need to consider your workload, time commitments and the due date before you agree to write the reference. 

Is the reference required by the organisation or by an individual?
It is recommended that you check if the organisation has a policy regarding reference writing. For example, the Manager may be the only person who has the authority to write a reference letter on behalf of the organisation. If this is the case, seek approval before agreeing to write a reference letter. 

	Once approval has been granted, the reference should be presented on official letterhead. If you are asked to provide a reference in a personal capacity, use private letterhead instead of official letterhead.



Are you qualified to write the reference? Are you comfortable with writing the reference?
If you feel uncomfortable or unqualified to write the reference letter, it is in the best interests of the applicant that you decline the request. If you accept and proceed to write a fabricated or vague reference, the potential employer will be able to detect hidden meanings and this may negatively impact on the future career prospects for the applicant, your character and the reputation of the organisation.  

	If you decline, explain that you do not feel qualified and suggest or refer the applicant to someone else who may be more qualified to provide a constructive and effective reference letter.  


Preparing a Reference Letter
Once you have agreed to the write a reference letter, it is essential that you are adequately prepared in order to write an effective endorsement.

	Spend some time discussing the job with the applicant, e.g. tasks and responsibilities of the position, work environment, how the applicant plans to contribute to the potential employer and goals they may want to achieve.


	A copy of the position description or selection criteria. 	This will help you to identify duties and skills, knowledge and experience required to successfully undertake the position. 


	Copies of the applicant’s resume. This document will help you match specific skills and experience of the applicant to the position description or selection criteria. 


Salutation/Welcome paragraph
If you are writing a personal letter of reference, include a salutation. For example, you may write “Dear Mrs Watson” or “Dear Dr Kennedy”.  If you are writing a general purpose letter and the addressee is unknown to you, do not include a salutation. For example, write "To Whom it May Concern" or “To the Director”.

Introductory paragraph
The first paragraph should clarify your relationship or association with the person you are recommending. Include how you know them (professional experience), the length of time you have known them and why you are qualified to write a reference letter recommending this person. For example, “Mrs Watson was my Personal Assistant for a period of 5 years…”

Suitability of Applicant
The second paragraph should contain specific information that validates the qualifications, skills set and experience of the person. Be sure to clearly demonstrate how they have used their skills and knowledge in their work with the organisation.

	Be sure to provide enough information but be concise and try not to exceed two paragraphs for this section.


Summary
The summary paragraph should consist of an overall statement highlighting the main points in your reference letter. 

Conclusion
The final paragraph should take into account that more information may be required or that the potential employer may wish to discuss the reference with you. Therefore, advise the employer that you are available to be contacted should they need more information by providing your direct phone number and email address. 

	End the reference letter with a closing phrase such as “Yours truly” or “Sincerely”, your name and title.
Tips
Use power words, such as “shows initiative, leadership, accepts responsibility, efficient, effective communicator, honest, reliable” as appropriate.
	Avoid suggestive words and descriptions such as “fairly, nice, sweet, decent, reasonable, average, etc”.
	Do not include negative or defamatory statements.
	Present your reference in a professional manner,.e.g. correct spelling and grammar, business format, brief in length, clean paper, etc.


Related Documents 
Professional Reference Letter (Sample)


