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Abstract

Background Letters of recommendation are considered
one of the most important factors for whether an appli-
cant is selected for an interview for orthopaedic surgery
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residency programs. Language differences in letters de-
scribing men versus women candidates may create differ-
ential perceptions by gender. Given the gender imbalance
in orthopaedic surgery, we sought to determine whether
there are differences in the language of letters of recom-
mendation by applicant gender.

Questions/purposes (1) Are there differences in word
count and word categories in letters of recommendation
describing women and men applicants, regardless of author
gender? (2) Is author gender associated with word category
differences in letters of recommendation? (3) Do authors of
different academic rank use different words to describe
women versus men applicants?

Methods Using a linguistic analysis in a retrospective
study, we analyzed all letters of recommendation (2834
letters) written for all 738 applicants with completed
Electronic Residency Application Service applications
submitted to the Johns Hopkins Orthopaedic Surgery
Residency program during the 2018 to 2019 cycle to de-
termine differences in word category use among applicants
by gender, authors by gender, and authors by academic
rank. Thirty nine validated word categories from the Lin-
guistic Inquiry and Word Count dictionary along with seven
additional word categories from previous publications were
used in this analysis. The occurrence of words in each word
category was divided by the number of words in the letter to
obtain a word frequency for each letter. We calculated the
mean word category frequency across all letters and ana-
lyzed means using non-parametric tests. For comparison of
two groups, a p value threshold of 0.05 was used. For
comparison of multiple groups, the Bonferroni correction
was used to calculate an adjusted p value (p = 0.00058).
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Results Letters of recommendation for women applicants
were slightly longer compared with those for men applicants
(366 = 188 versus 339 = 199 words; p = 0.003). When
comparing word category differences by applicant gender,
letters for women applicants had slightly more “achieve”
words (0.036 = 0.015 versus 0.035 = 0.018; p <0.0001).
Letters for men had more use of their first name (0.016
* 0.013 versus 0.014 = 0.009; p < 0.0001), and more
“young” words (0.001 = 0.003 versus 0.000 = 0.001;
p < 0.0001) than letters for women applicants. These dif-
ferences were very small as each 0.001 difference in mean
word frequency was equivalent to one more additional word
from the word category appearing when comparing three
letters for women to three letters for men. For differences in
letters by author gender, there were no word category dif-
ferences between men and women authors. Finally, when
looking at author academic rank, letters for men applicants
written by professors had slightly more “research” terms
(0.011 = 0.010) than letters written by associate professors
(0.010 = 0.010) or faculty of other rank (0.009 = 0.011;
p < 0.0001), a finding not observed in letters written for
women.

Conclusions Although there were some minor differences
favoring women, language in letters of recommendation to
an academic orthopaedic surgery residency program were
overall similar between men and women applicants.
Clinical Relevance Given the similarity in language be-
tween men and women applicants, increasing women
applicants may be a more important factor in addressing the
gender gap in orthopaedics.

Introduction

Letters of recommendation are a critical component for
evaluating orthopaedic surgery residency candidates. These
letters offer valuable insight into a candidate’s personality,
work ethic, ability to function on a team, operative capability,
and bedside manner, attributes that can predict a candidate’s
potential for success as a resident and future attending sur-
geon. According to a survey of residency program directors
in orthopaedic surgery, letters of recommendation are the
second-most important factor used to screen candidates for
interview selection, after the United States Medical Licens-
ing Examination Step 1 score [12]. Despite the value of let-
ters of recommendation, previous studies have shown that
letters of recommendation outside orthopaedic surgery are
subject to gender bias [3, 8, 9, 11, 16, 19]. These biases may
exist across different formats, including the Medical Student
Performance Evaluation (“Dean’s Letter”), narrative letters,
and standardized letters [3, 8, 9, 11, 16]. Positive words in
letters of recommendation have been correlated with other
elements of a candidate’s application, including United
States Medical Licensing Examination Step 1 scores [11].

Analyses of letters in non-orthopaedic surgery special-
ties found that women were more often described using
“compassion,” “caring, empathic, teaching,” and
“grindstone” words, whereas men applicants were more
often described with “research,” “ability,” “standout,” and
“leadership” words [3, 8, 9, 11, 19]. A study of general-
surgery residency letters of recommendation found that
letters for women applicants had more “standout” terms
than letters for men applicants [7]. Studies also suggest the
author gender affects how men and women applicants are
described, as well as the letter length [7-9, 11].

According to 2016 to 2017 data from the Association of
American Medical Colleges, orthopaedic surgery resi-
dency programs had the lowest percentage (15.1% in 2017)
of women residents among major residency disciplines [2].
Further, orthopaedic surgery had the lowest percentage
increase (27%) in female residents among surgical spe-
cialties between 2005 and 2017 [6]. Finally, when com-
paring major medical specialties, orthopaedic surgery has
the lowest number of women who are full-time academic
faculty members [6]. Strategies such as promoting women
mentors, early exposure to the field, and dispelling mis-
perceptions of the specialty have been proposed as pos-
sible ways to reverse the current trend [4, 5, 14, 15].
Understanding potential underlying biases in letters of
recommendation is particularly salient for orthopaedic
surgery, given the stark gender imbalance in the field.

We therefore analyzed the letters of recommendation of
applicants to an orthopaedic surgery residency program to
answer the following questions: (1) Are there differences in
word count and word categories in letters of recommen-
dation describing women and men applicants, regardless of
author gender? (2) Is author gender associated with word
category differences in letters of recommendation? (3) Do
authors of different academic rank use different words to
describe women versus men applicants?

LEENT3 LRI

Materials and Methods
Study Design and Setting

The current study was a retrospective study of all letters of
recommendation submitted to the Johns Hopkins Ortho-
paedic Surgery Residency program in Baltimore, MD,
USA, forthe 2018 to 2019 application cycle. The study was
approved by the institutional review board of Johns Hop-
kins University School of Medicine.

Material Analyzed
All completed applications submitted through the Elec-

tronic Residency Application Service were included in the
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study. Descriptive data (applicant age, gender, and self-
reported race) were extracted from the Electronic Resi-
dency Application Service system along with all letters of
recommendation associated with the applicant. Medical
Student Performance Evaluation letters were not included
in the analysis because of their variability across medical
schools. The author’s gender and academic rank were
recorded for each letter of recommendation. If a letter was
written by several authors, the author with the highest ac-
ademic rank was recorded as the letter author (114 letters
with multiple authors or 4% of all letters). The letters were
converted from PDF to rich text format for analysis using
PDF Studio Pro (Qoppa Software, Atlanta, GA, USA). For
letters that used the American Orthopedic Association
Standardized Letter of Recommendation template, the
personal comments section was considered the narrative
letter of recommendation. There were 738 applicants to the
Johns Hopkins Orthopaedic Surgery Residency Program
during the 2018 to 2019 application cycle. We included
2834 letters of recommendation in the study.

Variables, Outcome Measures, Data Sources, and Bias

For this study, we analyzed letters using the word cate-
gory dictionary available in Linguistic Inquiry and Word
Count software (LIWC2015, Pennebaker Conglom-
erates, Austin, TX, USA). Previous studies have quanti-
fied gender differences in letters of recommendation
using this software [7, 9, 10, 17]. Words are grouped into
predetermined word categories that allow text analysis
across a range of psychological, social, and emotional
categories that have been previously validated [18]. Of
the 77 predefined Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count
categories available in the software, 39 word categories
were used in this analysis. These categories were chosen
before analysis based on categories that would be rele-
vant to letters of recommendation. “Male” and “female”
word categories were included as internal validation.
Five additional word categories defined by Trix and
Psenka [19] (“grindstone,” “ability,” “standout,” “re-
search,” and “teaching”) were also used. Letters were
edited to remove the first and last name of the applicants,
and placeholder categories were substituted in the letter.
Forty-six word categories were used in this analysis
(Supplemental Digital Content 1, http://links.lww.com/
CORR/A263). We analyzed letters by counting the
occurrence of words within a word category and then
dividing by the number of total words in a letter to
calculate the word category frequency. This frequency
was then averaged over all letters to calculate the mean
word category frequency. Based on the average length of
the letters in our sample, a 0.001 difference in mean word
frequency translates into one more word from that word
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category appearing when you compare three letters for
one gender with three letters for the other. We compared
differences in word category frequency by applicant
gender, author gender, and author academic rank. In
addition, we compared mean word category frequencies
between men and women applicants stratified by author
gender and author academic rank. Authors were
separated into three categories of academic rank:
“professor,” “associate professor,” and “other.”

Statistical Analysis

When comparing mean word frequencies, we used non-
parametric tests. We used the Wilcoxon rank sum test for
comparing word categories between letters of recommen-
dation for men and women applicants. This test was also
used to compare word categories between letters of rec-
ommendation written by men and women authors. To
compare word categories used by authors of different ac-
ademic ranks, we used the Kruskal-Wallis test. To compare
proportions for descriptive analyses, we used chi-square
testing. When making multiple comparisons, we used the
Bonferroni correction to calculate an adjusted p value (p =
0.00058) threshold for statistical significance. When not
making multiple comparisons, a p value less than 0.05 was
considered statistically significant. For comparing letter
length between men and women applicants, the p value
threshold of 0.05 was used (question 1). For comparing
word categories by applicant gender (question 1), by author
gender (question 2), and by author academic rank (question
3), the p value threshold of 0.00058 was used. Stata version
13 (Stata Corp, College Station, TX, USA) was used for
data analysis.

Description of Study Population

The study sample included mostly men applicants (80%)
with a mean of 4 = 0.4 letters per candidate (Table 1). The
mean age and race distributions were similar between men
and women applicants. Letters for both women and men
applicants had more men authors than women authors.
There were nearly 10 times as many men authors as women
authors (2588 men and 246 women). Women authors
accounted for 9% of letter authors. Men applicants had a
greater number of letters written by men authors (92%)
than did women applicants (88%). The distribution of letter
authors by academic rank was similar between men and
women applicants. Women authors with the rank of asso-
ciate professor were the most represented followed by
those with the rank of other academic ranks. Men authors
were most often at the rank of professor compared with
men authors of other academic ranks. Men professors
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Table 1. Basic characteristics of letters of recommendation for orthopaedic surgery residency applicants, 2018 to 2019

Parameter

All applicant letters

Letters for men applicants

Letters for women applicants p value

Number of applicants
Number of letters

Letters per applicant, mean = SD
Applicant age (years), mean = SD

Applicant race
White
Black
Asian
Hispanic
Other
Not reported
Author gender
Men
Women
Author rank
Professor
Associate professor
Other

738
2834
4+04
28 £ 29

1701 (60%)
153 (5%)

485 (17%)
98 (4%)
235 (8%)
162 (6%)

2588 (91%)
246 (9%)

1201 (42%)
768 (27%)
865 (31%)

586 (80%)
2244 (79%)

152 (21%)
590 (21%)

4*04 4*+04 0.164
28 + 29 28 = 2.7 0.271
0.222
1343 (60%) 358 (61%)
115 (5%) 38 (6%)
380 (17%) 105 (18%)
81 (4%) 17 (3%)
199 (9%) 36 (6%)
126 (6%) 36 (6%)
0.001
2069 (92%) 519 (88%)
175 (8%) 71 (12%)
0.712

943 (42%)
609 (27%)
692 (31%)

258 (44%)
159 (27%)
173 (29%)

Selected p values comparing men and women applicants are also reported.

comprised the largest proportion of letter writers for both
men and women applicants.

Results

Letters of recommendation for women had slightly more
words and some minor word category differences com-
pared with letters for men, though these differences were
small. Letters written for women were slightly longer than
letters written for men, regardless of author gender or ac-
ademic rank (mean 366 * 188 words versus mean 339 *=

188 words, respectively, p = 0.003, Table 2). The word
category analysis of letters of recommendation for men and
women applicants showed that letters for women appli-
cants had more “achieve” words (mean frequency 0.036 =
0.015 versus 0.035 = 0.018, p<0.0001) and had less use of
their first name than letters for men applicants (mean fre-
quency 0.014 = 0.013 versus 0.016 = 0.009, p < 0.0001,
Table 3). Letters of recommendation for men applicants
had greater use of “young” terms than those for women
applicants (mean frequency 0.001 = 0.003 versus 0.000 =
0.001, p < 0.0001). These differences were very small
as each 0.001 difference in mean word frequency was

Table 2. Differences in word counts of letters of recommendation written for applicants to an orthopaedic surgery residency

program, 2018 to 2019

p value, men vs

Parameter All applicant letters Letters for men Letters for women women applicants p value, author traits
Total 345 £ 197 339 £ 199 366 = 188 0.003
Author gender
Men 341 £ 196 337 £ 199 359 = 185 0.024 0.002
Women 382 = 200 366 = 198 422 *+ 201 0.044
Author rank
Professor 350 £ 199 345 *+ 202 367 = 185 0.126 0.281
Associate professor 347 = 207 345 + 212 352 =183 0.721
Other 336 £ 199 3254 = 180 379.1 £ 198 0.001

Word counts are presented as the mean = SD. Selected p values comparing men and women applicants as well as comparing

author traits are reported.
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Table 3. Differences in word categories among letters of recommendation written for men and women applying to orthopaedic

surgery residency, 2018 to 2019

Letters for men (n = 2244)

Letters for women (n = 590)

Word category Mean sD Mean SD p value
Ability 0.006 0.007 0.007 0.006 0.002
Achieve 0.035 0.018 0.036 0.015 < 0.0001
Affect 0.056 0.021 0.057 0.020 0.168
Agentic terms 0.009 0.015 0.009 0.010 0.009
Communal terms 0.003 0.005 0.003 0.005 0.234
Drive 0.088 0.032 0.088 0.026 0.759
Female 0.000 0.003 0.057 0.017 < 0.0001
Male 0.056 0.017 0.001 0.003 < 0.0001
First name 0.016 0.013 0.014 0.009 < 0.0001
Grindstone 0.011 0.010 0.011 0.008 0.604
Insight 0.021 0.012 0.021 0.010 0.332
Leader 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.305
Long terms 0.307 0.052 0.313 0.044 0.002
Power 0.029 0.018 0.029 0.017 0.983
Research 0.010 0.010 0.011 0.010 0.317
Social 0.108 0.025 0.108 0.024 0.999
Standout 0.010 0.014 0.011 0.010 0.003
Teaching 0.013 0.014 0.013 0.009 0.287
Young 0.001 0.003 0.000 0.001 < 0.0001

Word categories are presented as the mean = SD. Mean values represent the average word frequency in a letter that are from that
word category (for example, 0.006 means on average 0.6% of words in letters for men were from the Ability word category).

equivalent to one more word from the word category
appearing when comparing three letters for women to three
letters for men. There were no differences in the use of
other word categories including “ability,” ‘“affect,”
“agentic,” “communal,” “drive,” “grindstone,” “insight,”
“leader,” “power,” “research,” “social,” “standout,” and
“teaching” words between letters of recommendation for
men and women applicants (Supplemental Digital Content
2, http://links.Iww.com/CORR/A264).

There were no differences in word categories between
men and women authors (Table 4). The use of other word
categories, including “ability,” “achieve,” “affect,” “com-
munal,” “drive,” “grindstone,” “leader,” “research,” “so-
cial,” “standout,” and “teaching” terms, did not differ
between men and women authors (Supplemental Digital
Content 3, http://links.lww.com/CORR/A265).

Letters written for men by professors were more likely
to contain “research” terms than those written by associate
professors or writers of other ranks (mean frequency 0.011
+ 0.010 versus 0.010 = 0.010 or 0.009 £ 0.011, re-
spectively, p < 0.0001, Table 5). This pattern was not ob-
served among letters of recommendation for women
applicants. There was no difference in the use of “ability,”
“achieve,” “grindstone,” “standout,” or “teaching” words
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between men and women applicants when stratified by
author rank (Supplemental Digital Content 4, http://links.
Ilww.com/CORR/A266)

Discussion

Previous studies outside of orthopaedic surgery have
demonstrated differences in language used to describe men
and women applicants [3, 8, 9, 11, 16, 19]. We sought to
understand whether similar biases exist in the language
used in letters of recommendation for men and women
applicants to an academic orthopaedic residency program.
Elucidating these differences may yield insight into the
current gender imbalance in the field. Although there were
very minor differences in word choices that seemed to fa-
vor women applicants, overall language used to describe
candidates was similar.

This study had several limitations. This was a single-
institution study using letters from a single year that may
not represent orthopaedic surgery residency programs in
general. Data from the National Resident Matching Pro-
gram for the 2018 to 2019 application year showed that
1037 medical students applied for orthopaedic surgery
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Table 4. Differences in word categories in letters of recommendation between men and women applying to an orthopaedic surgery
residency program, 2019 to 2019, stratified by author gender

Letters for men (n = 2244) Letters for women (n = 590)
Men authors Women authors Men authors Women authors
Word category Mean SD Mean sD p value  Mean sD Mean SD p value

Ability 0.006 0.007 0.007 0.006 0.023 0.007 0.006 0.008 0.005 0.177
Achieve 0.035 0.018 0.038 0.019 0.008 0.036 0.015 0.040 0.013 0.006
Affect 0.056 0.022 0.056 0.017 0.198 0.057 0.021 0.053 0.015 0.081
Communal terms 0.003 0.005 0.003 0.004 0.394 0.003 0.005 0.002 0.003 0.182
Drive 0.088 0.032 0.091 0.026 0.019 0.087 0.027 0.089 0.019 0.320
Grindstone 0.011 0.011 0.012 0.008 0.175 0.010 0.008 0.012 0.006 0.010
Insight 0.021 0.012 0.022 0.011 0.145 0.020 0.010 0.022 0.009 0.317
Leader 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.200 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 n/a

Power 0.029 0.018 0.030 0.014 0.282 0.029 0.017 0.028 0.010 0.872
Research 0.010 0.010 0.010 0.010 0.757 0.011 0.010 0.011 0.010 0.839
Social 0.107 0.026 0.112 0.023 0.038 0.108 0.023 0.110 0.026 0.906
Standout 0.010 0.014 0.010 0.009 0.745 0.011 0.011 0.010 0.007 0.419
Teaching 0.013 0.014 0.012 0.007 0.908 0.013 0.010 0.014 0.006 0.216

Word categories are presented as the mean =+ SD. Mean values represent the average word frequency in a letter that are from that
word category (for example, 0.006 means on average 0.6% of words in letters for men by men authors were from the Ability word

category).

residency [13]. Our sample of 738 applicants to our aca- which comprised 16% women according to Association of
demic orthopaedic surgery program is 71% of this reported American Medical Colleges data [1]. The study sample
number and thus encompasses most applicants for the 2018 also had fewer women writers who were faculty members
to 2019 year. The study sample had a higher representation (9%) than the average representation of women faculty in
of women (21%) compared with the overall applicant pool, orthopaedics (18%) [6]. A similar discrepancy has been

Table 5. Differences in word categories in letters of recommendation between men and women applying to an orthopaedic surgery
residency program, 2018 to 2019, stratified by author academic rank

Letters for men (n = 2244) Letters for women (n = 590)
Professor Associate professor  Other Professor Associate professor  Other
Word category Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD pvalue Mean SD Mean sD Mean SD p value
Ability 0.006 0.007 0.007 0.008 0.007 0.007 0.137 0.007 0.007 0.007 0.006 0.007 0.006 0.293
Achieve 0.034 0.019 0.035 0.017 0.035 0.017 0.022 0.036 0.015 0.038 0.016  0.035 0.014 0.181
Affect 0.055 0.021  0.057 0.023 0.056 0.021 0.125 0.058 0.023 0.057 0.019 0.055 0.018 0.755
Communal terms 0.003 0.005 0.003 0.006 0.003 0.005 0.162 0.003 0.005 0.004 0.005 0.003 0.003 0.342
Drive 0.088 0.035 0.088 0.031 0.089 0.027 0.089 0.088 0.027 0.087 0.023 0.088 0.028 0.964
Female 0.001 0.004 0.001 0.003 0.000 0.001 0473 0.057 0.017 0.060 0.018 0.054 0.017 0.007
Grindstone 0.011 0.009 0.011 0.010 0.011 0.013 0.203 0.010 0.009 0.012 0.008 0.010 0.007 0.039
Male 0.055 0.018 0.055 0.017 0.057 0.018 0.380 0.001 0.004 0.001 0.002 0.001 0.002 0.193
Research 0.011 0.010 0.010 0.010 0.009 0.011 < 0.0001 0.011 0.009 0.011 0.010 0.011 0.011 0.850
Social 0.106 0.026 0.108 0.025 0.109 0.025 0.491 0.109 0.023 0.108 0.024 0.107 0.024 0.683
Standout 0.011 0.018 0.010 0.011  0.010 0.009 0.511 0.012 0.010 0.012 0.010 0.011 0.011 0.053
Teaching 0.013 0.019 0.013 0.009 0.013 0.009 0.653 0.013 0.009 0.013 0.009 0.014 0.010 0.946
Tentative 0.015 0.011 0.016 0.012 0.016 0.011 0.006 0.015 0.010 0.015 0.009 0.017 0.010 0.018

Word categories are presented as means = SDs. Mean values represent the average word frequency in a letter that are from that
word category (e.g. 0.006 means on average 0.6% of words in letters for men by professors were from the Ability word category).
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noted in studies analyzing letters of recommendation for
surgical residency and suggests that applicants preferen-
tially ask men faculty over women faculty for letters of
recommendation [7, 8, 11]. If applicants believe that letters
from writers of higher academic rank carry more weight,
then the larger proportion of men at higher academic rank
could be one explanation for this difference [6]. Despite
some of these differences, we believe our findings are
representative of general trends in the 2018 to 2019 ap-
plication year given that our overall study sample size
approached the total number of candidates applying to
orthopaedics.

Another limitation is that word category frequencies
may not be sensitive enough to capture subtle biases
expressed in letters of recommendation. For example, both
“the applicant has skills” and “the applicant does not have
skills” were counted the same when looking for the word
“skill.” In addition, the analysis depended on exact word
matches and did not account for misspellings. Despite these
shortcomings, word frequency analysis, particularly using
LIWC categories, has been used in multiple studies of
letters of recommendation in and outside of medicine [7, 9,
10, 17]. More advanced language analysis capable of
detecting subtleties such as hedging or hidden language
may reveal more subtle differences.

In our analysis, we attributed letters written by multiple
authors to the author with the highest academic rank. It was
hard to know exactly who the true author is in letters with
multiple authors. Some letters may truly be an amalgam of
all author’s thoughts. Others may be written by one
member and signed off by the others. Some letters could
have been written by the junior-most faculty member. This
would have affected our results. Letters with multiple
authors only represented 4% of the study sample and any
error introduced would not be expected to exert a huge
effect on our findings. Further, for this study, the Medical
Student Performance Evaluation was excluded from the
analysis since these letters are often collections of com-
ments from numerous authors with unknown genders.
Word category analyses of this type of letter would not
have allowed for proper attribution of word category dif-
ferences with author gender or academic rank, and their
inclusion would have reduced the ability to detect
differences.

Although responses to the global rating items on stan-
dardized letters were not analyzed, text written in the per-
sonal comments section was included since it could
influence a program’s impression of an applicant. Since
standardized letters of recommendation are not mandated
for the orthopaedic residency application process and one
would expect these written comments to contain similar
underlying biases, we felt that treating these comments
equal to letters of recommendation was the most conser-
vative approach.

{=). Wolters Kluwer

We found few differences between letters written for
men and women. The few differences we observed—
including slightly higher word count and slightly greater
use of “achieve” words—seemed to favor women candi-
dates, although this is hard to conclude definitively. Our
study’s findings are in line with studies from surgical fields
that have found relatively similar lengths in letters [7, 11].
It is hard to know whether the mean difference of 27 words
between men and women letters is enough to make an
impact on a reader. Previous studies on letters of recom-
mendation outside of surgical specialties have suggested
that longer letters are favorable [19, 20]. It is difficult to
ascertain, though, whether a longer letter is positive in
every case because authors may write longer letters for
candidates they know well or could be using words to talk
around a candidate’s weaknesses.

In terms of language difference by applicant gender, the
results of our analysis were very similar to those done in
other surgical specialties, which showed relatively little
difference in language [7, 11]. In a study by French et al.
[7], only the one word category of “standout” terms were
more frequent for women. It is also notable that the effect
size was similar with a difference in mean word frequency
of 0.001, similar to our study’s small differences. We also
found greater use of “young” terms in letters about men,
which was also seen in the study by Messner et al. [11]. In
conjunction with the greater use of first names for men
applicants, we believe this represents a bias against terms
like “young woman” or colloquial use of first name for
women applicants, which may be seen as derogatory or
stereotypical.

It is noteworthy that the lack of major differences in
word categories describing surgical program residency
applicants is in stark contrast to a number of studies outside
of surgery that have shown more differences by applicant
gender [3, 9, 19]. It may be that letters writers in surgical
fields are influenced by the gender disparity in their field [6]
and feel compelled to promote women applicants. Another
possibility is that authors have enough knowledge of the
applicant to overcome any stereotyped biases and focus
on their unique attributes and accomplishments. Finally,
authors may all purposefully focus on describing a pre-
scribed set of attributes (for example, operative skill or
medical knowledge), which reduces the variability be-
tween letters. Overall, this study in combination with oth-
ers [7, 11] seems to support the theory that letters for men
and women applicants are largely homogeneous rather than
heterogeneous. It is hard to comment with a 1-year study
whether there are changes over time and therefore studying
temporal trends could yield important insight.

We also found that there was no difference in the lan-
guage used by men and women authors in letters of rec-
ommendation. There is conflicting evidence on whether
author gender influences the language of letters. Referring
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to the studies from surgical residency applicants, one study
found no difference by author gender [7] while others
found that men authors tended to focus more on personal
life, family history, and hobbies for men applicants while
women authors focused on professional accomplishments
and were more likely to write letters of minimal assurance
[8, 11]. As noted above, authors may have a fixed idea of
what aspects of an applicant to comment on in letters of
application, which reduces variation by author gender.
Alternatively, perhaps women authors are influenced by
what they think their men colleagues want to read about in
an applicant and actively tailor their language and focus.

In the analysis by author academic rank, there were very
few differences in language describing men and women
applicants. Professors who wrote letters for men applicants
used more “research” words than did authors of other ac-
ademic ranks; however, this was not observed for women
applicants. Other studies on letters of recommendations in
surgical residencies have not expressly analyzed differ-
ences in language by author academic rank [7, 8, 11]. They
have noted that professors make up a large portion of letter
writers, although this is driven by the need for a chairman
letter [7, 8]. One possibility for the finding in our study is
that professors may have an emphasis on research-related
activities compared with authors of a lower rank. An al-
ternative possibility is that professors may have only su-
perficial familiarity with applicants and therefore focus on
research. This could be particularly true for letters that are
written as an obligatory letter from a chairperson. It seems
reasonable that how much an author knows, and thus
describes, an applicant is not necessarily driven by the
author’s rank.

In our study of letters of recommendation to an aca-
demic orthopaedic residency program, we did not find
major differences in language used to describe men and
women candidates. Given the contrast to other studies that
have reported a difference in the language used for appli-
cants of different genders [3, 8, 9, 11, 19], the results of our
study suggest that either there is no gender bias in these
letters or that authors are trying to overcome gender biases
that might otherwise be present. Although it is hard to say
definitively, we believe that the latter is more likely. It
would be interesting to know whether the similarity in
language has evolved over time.

One may assert that standardized letters of recommen-
dation are superior to narrative letters as they force a more
objective ranking of an applicant. Studies on standardized
letters have suggested that these letters are more objective, as
well as more efficient and comparable [8, 1 1]. We agree with
Friedman et al. [8] that narrative comments in letters of
recommendation may be subject to bias but it would be a
mistake to solely rely on standardized scales to describe an
applicant’s characteristics. Important information can be
gleaned from letters of recommendation and perhaps efforts

Copyright © 2019 by the Association of Bone and Joint Surgeons.

should be dedicated to mandating the format of letters more
rather than leaving it up to authors on whether to use a fully
standardized or fully narrative format. If letters of recom-
mendation for applicants are more similar than not, it sug-
gests that increasing women applicants to orthopaedics may
be a more fruitful way to address the gender inequality in the
field.
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