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Introduction

The personal statement is a required component of 
every medical student’s residency application. It 
is a freeform essay meant to describe the medical 

student as an individual beyond the lists of experiences 
and accomplishments recorded elsewhere in the appli-
cation. Residency directors use personal statements to 
select candidates for interviews and to guide interview 
questions. They may also predict future performance, 
though research on this topic has shown mixed results.1,2

Some have argued that the personal statement has 
become homogenous and does not allow residency 
directors to effectively distinguish between candidates 
due to the availability of online guides and sample state-
ments, as well as a common perception that personal 
statements must conform to certain rigid criteria to 
achieve success.3,4

At the same time, the freeform nature of the personal 
statement may render it an easy medium for stretching 
the truth. A survey of family medicine residency pro-
grams found that, among application materials, 56% of 
perceived acts of deception (defined as active misrepre-
sentation or omission of facts about one’s qualifications, 

background, or abilities, including choice of specialty) 
were found in personal statements.5

There is also growing concern about plagiarism.6 
One study used specialized software to compare 4975 
essays submitted to residency programs at a large aca-
demic medical center to Internet pages, published works, 
and other essays. The authors found evidence of plagia-
rism (defined as a match of >10%) in 5.2% of statements 
across specialties and medical schools.6 As of recently, 
guidelines for the Electronic Residency Application 
System (ERAS) address plagiarism and warn students 
against using uncredited information from sample per-
sonal statements posted on Web sites, noting that this 
meets the definition of plagiarism.7

The results of Segal et al and the difficulty in assess-
ing an applicant’s true contribution to a written work 
have prompted some to propose that the personal state-
ment be eliminated as a form of evaluation.3 However, as 
this suggestion is unlikely to be implemented in the near 
future, there is a great need to promote the creation of 
original, effective personal statements that serve their 
intended purpose.4

Though the work of writing a personal statement dis-
tresses thousands of students each year, the medical litera-
ture contains little guidance on how to write a cogent 
essay. ERAS instructions simply note that the statement is 
limited to 28 000 characters (approximately 8 pages).7 As a 
result, students might resort to costly online editing ser-
vices or approach willing but inexperienced faculty mem-
bers to review their drafts.3 There are few online resources 
that offer generic advice.8,9 Some medical schools are 
beginning to offer handbooks or workshops to help address 
this issue, but these efforts have not been standardized.

In response to student requests, Harvard Medical 
School began to offer a formal personal statement work-
shop in 2006. The session provides general do’s and don’ts 
as well as personalized feedback on statement drafts. As 
instructor for this workshop, one of us (C.A.) has reviewed 
hundreds of personal statements for a variety of residency 
programs. The other author (I.G.) is a journalist and resi-
dent physician in the Massachusetts General Hospital 
Internal Medicine/Primary Care Program.

The objectives of this manuscript were to review the 
role that the personal statement plays in the residency 
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application process, to provide a framework for writing 
an effective personal statement, and to address the com-
mon misconceptions and challenges associated with this 
exercise in order for both students and residency direc-
tors to maximize their chances of a successful match. 
This academic project was exempt from institutional 
review board approval.

The Medical Student’s Perspective 
The medical student’s goal in writing a personal 

statement is to weave a lucid and favorable depiction of 
his or her personality, activities, and aspirations. Major 
impediments to this goal include lack of time or focus 
due to clinical responsibilities, studying for the US 
Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE) Step 2 board 
exams, and indecision regarding choice of specialty. 
Medical students often struggle to create a cohesive nar-
rative out of their pursuits, especially if they must priori-
tize among a long list of extracurricular activities, 
research projects, international experiences, and leader-
ship positions. On the other hand, students with a dearth 
of such experiences may be more likely to plagiarize 
their essays.6 Nonnative English speakers often worry 
about grammar, word choice, and transitions. The study 
of personal statements found that non-US medical stu-
dents and applicants indicating fluency in a language 
other than English were more likely to show evidence of 
plagiarism than US students.6

While college and medical school applicants have 
incentive to maximize their number of acceptances, it is in 
the residency applicant’s best interest to represent him or 
herself honestly in order to match with the program that 
fits him or her best. However, there remains strong incen-
tive in a competitive job market to boost credentials.10 On 
the whole, students tend to overestimate the importance 
that residency directors assign to the statement, which var-
ies widely between programs and specialties.

The Program Director’s 
Perspective

Programs evaluate residency applicants using a com-
bination of qualitative and quantitative factors, includ-
ing USMLE scores, third-year clinical grades, personal 
statement, and letters of recommendation. The residency 
director views the personal statement as one of several 
ways to get to know applicants and rarely bases a deci-
sion on this narrative alone. The personal statement is 
time consuming to evaluate, so directors value conci-
sion. The earlier in the process that the application is 
submitted, the more time the reviewer might have to 
closely review the statement.

When reading personal statements, residency pro-
gram directors evaluate quality of writing in addition to 
content. In a survey of personal statements for an anes-
thesia program, applicants offered an interview had 
higher-ranking essays—based on characteristics such as 

grammar, word usage, and organization—than those 
who were not offered an interview. However, these qual-
ity rankings were closely associated with the applicant’s 
file screening score, suggesting that essay quality alone 
may not account for this result.4

Directors look for evidence of professionalism and 
for signs that the applicant might be difficult to work 
with, such as egotistical or condescending remarks. 
They also look for evidence of deception: a survey of 
residency directors suggested that they are more likely 
to systematically verify personal statements for accu-
racy than other application materials.5 These efforts may 
intensify in light of reports of significant rates of plagia-
rism in essays.6

The personal statement carries different amounts of 
weight for different specialties. One survey of 2 types of 
programs found that family medicine residency pro-
grams considered the personal statement the second 
most important determinant of whether the applicant is 
granted an interview, second only to the dean’s letter, 
and that 52% of these programs found it “highly useful.” 
In contrast, obstetrics/gynecology programs ranked it 
sixth, with only 18% finding it “highly useful.”11 The 
authors suggest that specialties based on the biopsycho-
social model, such as family medicine and psychiatry, 
take more interest in the personal statement. They also 
suggest that less academically competitive specialties 
are more likely to assign greater weight to personal 
statements than to quantitative academic factors. 
However, despite an increase in match rates for family 
residency, this specialty has retained its emphasis on stu-
dents’ written philosophies about their chosen field.12 In 
a survey of emergency medicine residency program 
directors, the personal statement was ranked as the least 
important factor in selecting residents.13

Because residency directors read so many essays, 
only the stellar or poorly written statements may stick 
out in their minds.11 However, the value of the personal 
statement extends beyond the decision to invite appli-
cants for an interview. In a survey, while only 41% of 
anesthesia residency directors considered the personal 
statement very or somewhat important for selecting 
interview candidates, 88% of them noted using them as 
topics of conversation in these interviews.4

Writing the Personal Statement
In general, students are encouraged to write a 3- to 

4-paragraph statement that is no more than 1 page in 
length, though expectations about length vary by spe-
cialty. As a rough guide, programs that place greater 
emphasis on the personal statement may tolerate and 
even expect essays that exceed 1 page, compared to 
more procedurally oriented specialties. The final version 
should be carefully proofread by a number of people for 
spelling and grammatical errors, awkward word choice, 
and effective transition and flow.
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Generally, it is not necessary to write more than 1 
statement to apply to a given specialty. It is risky to name 
a specific program in an essay, since it may be submitted 
accidentally to the wrong program. Students applying to 
a subspecialty that requires separate application to a pre-
liminary year may use the same personal statement for 
the subspecialty as long as they tailor the statement to the 
goals of the preliminary year and how the experience will 
help prepare them for the subspecialty. Students who 
apply to more than 1 specialty have the challenging task 
of being authentic in each personal statement.10

Getting Started
The first step is brainstorming (Box). It is worth 

spending some time in honest deep reflection before set-
ting pen to paper.10 Students often find it helpful to ver-
balize their stories in order to connect the dots among 
their past experiences, current activities, and future 
career aspirations.

Content

Unique Personal Qualities
The applicant should highlight the personal charac-

teristics that make him or her an ideal candidate for the 
specialty and the residency program. Personal stories 
make statements more original and compelling and may 
be associated with a higher likelihood of receiving an 
interview.4 These stories do not have to be confined to 
the medical context. You can write about what you do for 
fun. In any case, use details to show rather than tell what 
makes you unique. For example, rather than writing that 
you like music, describe your experience performing a 
sonata by Chopin.

Career Choice
The applicant should demonstrate a broad under-

standing of the specialty to which he or she is applying, 
including its positive and negative aspects, and show 
that he or she has made a thoughtful decision. For exam-
ple, a structured analysis of 670 personal statements 
submitted to the anesthesia residency program at 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital found that “interest in 
physiology and pharmacology,” “enjoyment of a hands-
on specialty,” and “desire to comfort anxious patients” 
were discussed in the majority of essays.4 If possible, it 
is helpful to show a track record of commitment to the 
field through work, volunteer, and research pursuits.

Program Choice
The student should demonstrate why he or she has 

selected a certain type of residency program—for exam-
ple, one with emphasis on clinical skills, community 
practice, research, or education—and how it would meet 
his or her educational needs. In a survey, residency 
directors ranked compatibility with their program as the 

most important personal or professional characteristic 
used in choosing applicants.14

Short- and Long-Term Goals
The applicant should posit a clear vision of what he 

or she intends to do within the specialty in the short- and 
long-term. Examples of academic accomplishments can 
help support this vision.

Balancing Structure 
and Creativity

The applicant should strive for a personal statement 
that best describes him or her as an individual by using 
their creative writing skills within some basic boundaries. 
The suggestions offered below should be viewed as a help-
ful starting point for applicants with writer’s block and not 
as strict requirements, particularly in light of arguments 
that statements have become too homogenous.

The statement can start with a hook that will grab the 
reader’s attention and make him or her want to read 
more. One effective way to do this is through a personal 
or patient story that can be referenced throughout the 
narrative. In the study of statements written by appli-
cants to an anesthesia program, more than 30% of state-
ments discussed a case from medical school, while 
17.2% mentioned a personal illness or that of a friend or 
family member.4 The story can be developed quickly 
within the first paragraph. By the end of this paragraph, 
the reader might also learn which specialty the medical 
student has chosen.

In the second paragraph, the applicant can use exam-
ples to demonstrate why he or she chose a given spe-
cialty. Here, he or she might describe a 

Box. Questions for Brainstorming

•	 What experiences have shaped you?
•	 What influenced your decision to go into 

medicine?
•	 What are you passionate about within 

medicine?
•	 What are you passionate about outside of 

medicine, and how does this relate to your 
professional pursuits?

•	 What do you do for fun or to maintain 
balance in your life?

•	 Why did you choose this particular 
specialty?

•	 What theme or theme(s) connect your 
activities? 

•	 What qualities set you apart from other 
students? 

•	 What type of residency program would you 
thrive in and why? 

•	 What are your short-term and long-term 
goals?

•	 How would you summarize your story in a 
2-minute elevator pitch?



442 JOURNAL OF THE NATIONAL MEDICAL ASSOCIATION VOL. 103, NO. 5, MAY 2011

Personal Statement for Residency Application

particular clinical experience or an interest developed in 
childhood. The third paragraph can focus more on what 
the medical student hopes to do in the future within the 
specialty—such as clinical practice or teaching. If the 
student is unsure, it is perfectly reasonable to state this 
or to mention seeking faculty mentorship to help him or 
her develop a niche. The essay might end with a strong 
and positive statement that ties together recurring themes 
in the essay and looks toward the next phase of the stu-
dent’s professional career. 

Explaining Red Flags
The personal statement may be an appropriate forum 

to explain major deficiencies in a student’s record such 
as academic suspensions, expulsions, and failing 
USMLE step scores that are sure to be brought up dur-
ing interviews. Students should discuss how to handle 
such circumstances and any other unique situations, 
such as medical disabilities, with mentors who know 
them well.

Avoiding Plagiarism
It is important to not copy the work of others, whether 

it is found online or in print.15 ERAS now has a dedi-
cated investigations team to detect evidence of plagia-
rism (ERAS support staff, October 22, 2010). ERAS 
guidelines note that

Any suspected acts of plagiarism will be investigated 
by ERAS. Any substantiated findings of plagiarism 
may result in the reporting of such findings to the pro-
grams to which you apply now and in subsequent ERAS 
seasons.

Conclusion
The personal statement is a freeform essay required 

of every medical student applying to residency pro-
grams in the United States. Personal statements remain 
an important component of the decision-making process 
for residency programs and help guide the tone of 

applicants’ interviews. The goal of this framework for 
writing an effective personal statement is to help both 
medical students and residency directors maximize their 
chances of a successful match.

References
1. Siu ER. Overview: what’s worked and what hasn’t as a guide towards 
predictive admissions tool development. Adv Health Sci Educ Theory 
Pract. 2009:14:759-775.
2. Ferguson E, James D, O’Hehir F, Sanders A, McManus IC. Pilot study of the 
roles of personality, references, and personal statements in relation to perfor-
mance over the five years of a medical degree. Br Med J. 2003;326:429-432.
3. Papadakis MA, Wofsy D. Plagiarism on personal statements: a disturbing 
symptom of a broader trend. Ann Intern Med. 2010;153:128-129.
4. Max BA, Gelfand B, Brooks MR, Beckerly R, Segal S. Have personal state-
ments become impersonal? An evaluation of personal statements in anes-
thesiology residency applications. J Clin Anesth. 2010;22:346-351.
5. Grover M, Dharamshi F, Goveia C. Deception by Applicants to Family 
Practice Residencies. Fam Med. 2001;33:441-446.
6. Segal S, Gelfand BJ, Hurwitz S, Berkowitz L, et al. Plagiarism in Residency 
Application Essays. Ann Intern Med. 2010;153:112-120.
7. Electronic Residency Application System. ERAS 2011—MyMyERAS User 
Guide (Residency). (https://www.aamc.org/download/139506/data/
myeras_user_guide_residency.pdf). Accessed November 5, 2010.
8. Foote C. 4 Must-Haves in Residency Personal Statements. Accepted.
com. www.accepted.com/medical/residencyessays.aspx. Accessed 
November 5, 2010.
9. Gonzalez JM. Writing Your Personal Statement. American Medical Asso-
ciation. www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/about-ama/our-people/member-
groups-sections/minority-affairs-consortium/transitioning-residency/writing-
your-personal-statement.shtml. Accessed November 5, 2010.
10. Young TA. Teaching medical students to lie. The disturbing contradic-
tion: medical ideals and the resident-selection process. Can Med Assoc J. 
1997;156:219-222.
11. Taylor CA, Weinstein L, Mayhew HE. The Process of Resident Selection: A 
View from the Residency Director’s Desk. Obstet Gynecol. 1995;85:299-303.
12. Travis C, Taylor CA, Mayhew HE. Evaluating Residency Applicants: Sta-
ble Values in a Changing Market. Fam Med. 1999;31:252-256.
13. Crane JT, Ferraro CM. Selection Criteria for Emergency Medicine Resi-
dency Applicants. Acad Emerg Med. 2000;7:54-60.
14. Wagoner NE, Suriano JR. Program directors’ responses to a survey 
on variables used to select residents in a time of change. Acad Med. 
1999;74:51-58.
15. Trip G. Plagiarism Lines Blur for Students in Digital Age. New York Times. 
Aug. 1, 2010; A-1:1-2. n




