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Introduction

Your MBA application essays are your chance to let the adcom see who you are beyond your

stats. An engaging, well-written essay will get the job done. We know that it’s easy to make

mistakes in writing these essays. You aren’t used to writing about yourself in this way, and we’ve

seen endless numbers of essays that include some avoidable, but common flaws.

In this guide, you will learn how to avoid the 5 most common application essay killers and

submit successful, acceptance-worthy essays for business school. Sound good? Let’s get started.
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Flaw # 1: Lack of Substance

An essay without substance will bore your readers. If you bore your readers–even though they

are obligated to slog through–I mean read–your essay–you’ll lose their meaningful attention

and any serious consideration of you as a candidate. It’s that simple.

Kindle your readers’ interest in you and hold on to it with an essay chock full of:

1. Substantive self-reflection

2. Vivid and lively anecdotes, examples, and specifics

3. Revelations of your thought processes and feelings

1. Substantive self-reflection

How well do you know yourself? No Google search is necessary to find the real you, but you

need to create a boundary of quiet space to think about your goals, experiences, and dreams.

What are the most formative experiences that have made you who you are? Search your head

and your heart. This is where you will find the solid substance of a good personal statement.

2. Vivid and lively anecdotes, examples, and specifics

Now that you have collected your thoughts and gotten better acquainted with yourself (aren’t

you glad you did?), show that your dreams are grounded in experience. Write about real-life

situations with colorful specifics, short scenes with dialogue, if appropriate and if room permits.

Make sure to include the context of the situation. These examples liven up your essays and keep

the reader interested.

Here’s one before-and-after to show you what we mean:

Before: ”I volunteered at a local women’s shelter last summer so that I could give back

to my community.”

After: “I had wanted to volunteer at a local women’s shelter to give back to my

community, but I had no idea how tiring it would be to stand behind the buffet table,

ladling out mac and cheese to mothers and children in 90+ degree weather.”
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3. Revelations of your thought processes and feelings

While lively examples and anecdotes tell the “what” of your life, they don’t tell the “why.” The

“why” is important because adcoms want to learn about how your experiences have informed

and changed you. How have your thinking, values, and motivations evolved over time as a result

of the experiences you have had and the lessons you have learned? Reflecting on your growth

will help you better understand yourself, your strengths, and your career mission.

Let’s return to our women’s shelter example above. You could mention that you “built

relationships by talking to some of the women.” That’s a bland fact. Or, you could describe a

particular conversation you had with a 25-year-old mother of two who was trying to earn a

cosmetology license, and then elaborate on how that conversation affected, motivated, or

changed you. It’s a no-brainer to choose the path that includes detail, context, and reflections.

How to avoid Fatal Flaw #1

When you construct your essays on a foundation of self-reflection and astute examples

balanced by analysis, you will keep your readers’ sustained interest. Not sure how to do it?

Work one-on-one with an expert advisor to help you organize your thoughts and ideas into a

cohesive, compelling essay that will get you ACCEPTED!
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Flaw #2: Failure to Answer the Questions

MBA applicants often ask, "What does the admissions reader want?" It’s really simple: they

want you to answer their questions. Too frequently, applicants don't follow this straightforward

request.

[Click here to review our school-specific MBA application essay tips]

In particular, we know that you begin to feel queasy at the thought of discussing a time when

you really blew it. You may think that if you cop to a failure, it makes you somehow a failure in

the eyes of the program. This has it exactly backward.

Learning from failures is a stress test that leads to maturity and growth. That’s why they ask this

question. They want to see that you took lemons and made lemonade, so to speak. Don’t fear

the question; ride the wave! Answer the question directly, without apologies. Then share what

lessons you learned, and–this is key– prove it by showing the difference in how you handled a

similar situation later. Voila! Your “failure” has become a success.

If you are asked why you want to attend a given school, tell them in what ways their program

complements your interests and goals. Mention particular courses, specialty tracks, internship

or research opportunities, and anything else that is school-specific and relevant to your goals. If

your answer is so generic that it could apply to most MBA programs, you’ll probably get dinged.

Don't tell them why you are more qualified than anyone else to attend their program. Be

confident, but with some appropriate humility.

What if it's an open-ended question, with general instructions? Simple – enjoy the luxury of

writing about what interests you and presents your personality and qualifications with

authenticity and enthusiasm.

How to avoid Fatal Flaw #2

Just because you may want to write about something doesn’t mean the adcom really wants to

know about it also.  The MBA application is designed to convey specific information about you

and your potential to excel in business school and your future career. Answering their questions

directly is the most effective path to giving them what they do want. Work together with one of

our consultants to ensure that your answers address the questions clearly and compellingly.
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Flaw #3: Cliched Writing

There’s a great cartoon that shows a man standing at his boss’s desk holding a sheet of paper, as

his boss, seated at his desk, reviews a sheaf of papers we assume were presented by the man

standing. The boss says, “This is gobbledy-gook. I asked for mumbo-jumbo.”

It’s easy to make fun of the meaningless verbiage and abused cliches that completely disguise

what might have been clear, simple language that is understandable by human beings. But

jargon chokes so many types of documents that we have almost become immune not only to its

utter foolishness, but also to its popularity.

Let’s just take a look at this harvest of incoherent buzzwords masquerading as part of a personal

statement:

"As a new donor-centric non-profit working for collective impact, we work to attain buy-in

through our community-driven action models and the donor pipeline. We are drilling down so

that we can gain organic, scalable, capacity-building growth, allowing our underserved clientele

to feel empowered for change. As an aspiring thought-leader, I think outside the box, but my

role also requires that I take a deep dive, and sometimes even take it offline, when I have maxed

out my bandwidth.”

Okay, we exaggerated here, but you’d be surprised how widespread this epidemic of

incoherence is out there! Do yourselves a favor: use simple, clear, jargon-free language. This is

language that is direct, clear, and makes your message understood.

Now let’s try to translate what this applicant was trying to say:

"As a new non-profit raising private-sector funds for low-income housing, we are basing our

models on similar programs that have built multi-family housing units where tenants commit to

assuming responsibility for many aspects of the property management. Our research on the

most successful models will allow us to start small and grow slowly as we learn what will work

best in our particular community. We will look to early successes to help low-income tenants

feel both safer and more optimistic about their housing opportunities. As an aspiring

community leader, I often need to consult with others outside my organization for their input on

this plan, especially when I begin to feel overwhelmed.”

Notice that the translation required many more words, but they are real, familiar, concrete

words and phrases that turn a jargon jambalaya into plain-speaking. For more on what real

writers (and readers) think of the latest in vapid jargon, check out our Cautionary Tale of Cliches.
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How to avoid Fatal Flaw #3

Write in straightforward, unvarnished language. Filling your essay with cliches and jargon will

raise a big red flag that you cannot communicate in clear, simple, precise language. Work

one-on-one with a pro who will help you avoid the fluff and make your ideas shine to create an

essay that will get you ACCEPTED.
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Flaw #4: Superficiality

This fatal flaw is a close cousin to lack of substance and cliched writing. This writing is so generic

that it blends into the great mass of writing by applicants who–on a superficial level at least–are

very much like you. They have similar goals, similar education, and similar industry

backgrounds. They have done about the same type of prep you’ve done to gain acceptance.

But you are not those people. There is only one of you, and you cannot afford to blend in.

Distinguish yourself by avoiding the general and aiming for the specific

Use real-life anecdotes that will reveal you as a distinctive and memorable individual. These are

stories that only you can tell. And like that tragic, indigestible soup of cliches and buzzwords

above, you also want to avoid umbrella words such as “leadership,” without explaining what

you mean. “Leadership” is a broad term. It can cover any number of desirable qualities in the

admissions process, so while you want to demonstrate leadership, you won’t get the job done

by blabbing about your “leadership abilities” in a vague, generic way. Instead, illustrate a time

when you demonstrated very specific subcategories of leadership during a leadership success.

Here is a partial list of specific components of leadership that you can focus on:

1. Listening

2. Initiating

3. Mentoring

4. Teaching

5. Persuading

6. Organizing

7. Establishing a goal or vision

8. Motivating

9. Managing

10. Obtaining buy-in

What other specific leadership components can you think of that describe your own

experiences and abilities? Not all leaders can claim these qualities, and at most only a handful

can write about the specific example you will provide.
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How to avoid Fatal Flaw #4

Be real. Avoid vague words and select precise language instead to help banish superficiality

from your application essays. Work with an expert Accepted advisor to help guide you as you

write an essay that only YOU could write, and will make you stand out from the crowd.
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Flaw #5: Lack of Focus

Let’s assess where we are now. You’ve spent dedicated time thinking about yourself and your

goals and as a result, succeeded in doing a better job of answering the essay questions directly

and specifically. You’ve paid attention to answer any questions-within-the-question and have

de-jargoned your essays, writing with lively details. And yet somehow, your essay isn’t working.

It seems... unfocused. Perhaps you tried to make too many points in a short space, or didn’t

elaborate enough on a main point.

This can happen even if you have a clear goal or sense of direction, because you need to

structure your essay so that your reader can easily follow your thought process. Here are a few

tips to create this logical presentation.

1. A core idea or theme

Every essay should have a single message you are trying to convey. Like the classic “elevator

pitch” a salesperson needs to make to a prospective buyer, you should be able to succinctly

state that theme in one, or at most two, sentences. Everything in your essay should support that

theme.

2. A chronological or thematic structure

You may have two or three examples in your essay, and/or a few subtopics within your main

point. That’s fine, but these examples and subtopics need to be smoothly organized, either

chronologically or thematically. Either approach will work, but do choose an architecture for the

essay and stick to it.

3. Transitions

Transitions help your reader move from one subtopic to the next with logical, flowing

connections or contrasts among them. Transitions are like signposts guiding your reader along

the path of your essay.

Before you start writing your personal statement or essays, think about what you want to say.

As we discovered in "Lack of Substance" (Fatal Flaw #1), you need to give yourself the gift of

time to examine your motivations and goals, based on your experiences and values in life.

During that important exercise in self-reflection, and when you are writing the key points you

want to raise in your essay, consider the relationship between and among the experiences,
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insights, and subtopics you plan to write about. Making these connections will provide the

reader with a much more gratifying reading experience and help boost your candidacy.

How to avoid Fatal Flaw #5

Sketch out your core ideas and examples that underscore your theme; choose either a thematic

or chronological structure; and help your reader follow your narrative through flowing

transitions. The result will be a coherent, substantive essay that is a pleasure to read. Clarify

what you want to say and how best to say it when you work with an experienced b-school

admissions pro.
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Why Avoiding These Fatal Flaws Matters so Much

There’s only one chance to make a first impression, as the saying goes, and your essays just

might be that first impression to the adcom. If they are, they can be the difference between

earning a coveted interview or acceptance – or receiving the dreaded rejection letter. We hope

this guide helps you feel better prepared to start your thinking, planning, and writing process.

We know you will avoid these killer mistakes! Still, nothing beats working one-on-one with an

expert on your application.

Our consultants will ensure not only that you avoid mistakes, but will guide you in writing an

outstanding, shining application that will get you accepted to business school!
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What’s Next?

Thank you for reading 5 Fatal Flaws to Avoid in Your MBA Application Essays.

Now it's time to move from general tips to personalized advice tailored just for you.

Here’s how it works:

1. Explore our MBA admissions consulting & editing services and find the option that best

suits your needs.

2. You’ll be paired with an admissions expert who will work with you 1-on-1 to help you

discover your competitive advantage and use it to get accepted to your dream b-school.

3. Shoot us an email letting us know when you’ve been accepted. It makes our day!

Need help figuring out which service is best for you? Click here for more guidance.

GET ACCEPTED!
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