
 
HOW TO WRITE CITATIONS 

 
WHO DESERVES AN HONOUR? 
 
Honours exist to recognise and celebrate outstanding achievements.  There are 
always fewer honours than people who deserve them, because they are rare they 
should be reserved for people: 
 

 Who have changed things – especially by solid, practical achievement; 
 
 Whose work has brought distinction to British life or enhanced the UK’s 

reputation in Health and Social Care settings. 
 

Unless your candidate has shown one or both of these characteristics, find some other 
way of recognising their contribution.  Nominations focussed on long, loyal service; 
doing a very good job, for which they are being paid; have a nice personality or have a 
disability (unless the disability has resulted in some innovative activity, such as setting 
up a charity or support group or research programme) are unlikely to be successful. 
 
 
HOW DO I WRITE A CITATION? 
 
The citation should tell the story of what your candidate has done. 
 
Give examples of how this outstanding quality has been demonstrated.  Show how 
your candidate has: 
 

 Contributed in a distinctive way to improve the lot of those less able to help 
themselves; 

 Shown innovation of creativity in delivering lasting results; 
 Devoted themselves to sustained and selfless voluntary service; 

 
A good citation  should also describe as vividly and precisely as possible the difference 
their contribution has made.  
 

- how were things before they began? 
- how are they now? 
 

Give details to support these claims and show how your candidate has: 
 

 earned the respect of their peers and become a role model in their 
field 

 produced, perhaps against the odds, sustained achievement which 
has required moral courage, vision, the ability to make tough 
choices or determined application and hard work. 
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HOW SHOULD A CITATION SOUND? 
 
Honours Selection Committees judge candidates’ merits on the citations you write for 
them.   
 
A citation should not simply be: 
 

 an extended CV 
 a list of educational achievements, appointments or posts  
 a job description showing what the person is paid to do 

 
A citation should describe what is special about your candidate’s achievements and 
show memorable and persuasively how and where they made a difference.  Tell the 
story - focus on the highest achievements/best points in the first paragraph for 
example: 
 
“She has transformed the agency from an organisation troubled by high profile 
technical operational challenges into a highly effective body with 96% of customers 
satisfied with the services her staff provide. The IT system is user friendly and a model 
of good practice.” 
 
“He found that the charity was wasting over a £1m a year on time-consuming 
inefficient administration and had no effective PR. He altered procedures, cut staff and 
adopted a ‘can do’ approach by putting the people the organisation was supposed to 
be helping at the top of his priority list, rather than at the bottom.” 
 
“He lived on an estate with high numbers of single mothers and disaffected young 
people but, instead of moaning about the youth of today, he started to listen to them 
and, as a result, started a club with sporting activities and facilities for mothers and 
their children. This is now used by 500 local teenagers. He had to work hard to gain 
the support of police and other agencies but was determined to succeed. Now, a once 
crime-ridden, hugely unpopular estate, is thriving with a real sense of purpose and 
achievement and crime rates have plummeted. 
 
“When she took over the company it was running at an annual loss of £4.2m and it 
took her five years to produce a healthy profit of £2.5m. She has maintained a steady 
increase in profits since 2001 with a £.7.2m profit in year ended March 2006. 
Employees have increased from 356 to 870 in her time, in an area of high 
unemployment following the closure of the local car plant” 
 
“She has devoted most of her spare time to running a social club for elderly people 
with learning difficulties. She says such people are sadly neglected in society and, 
although she is in fulltime employment in a Tesco store, she runs this club with two 
helpers, a small budget and a lot of hard graft. Over the past five years, more than 200 
people have benefited from the facilities, as well as their carers who have been given 
valuable respite from their responsibilities.” 
 
“She is unusual because she is a black woman farmer in a rural county but she is keen 
to rid the world of stereotypes and uses her status to promote diversity and encourage 
women from non-British ethnic backgrounds to try different careers, particularly in male 
dominated industries like agriculture.” 
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“Although in fulltime employment in local government, he gives up two evenings a 
week and all day Sunday to helping in the hospice. He has managed their very 
complex finances and is prepared to help behind the scenes or on the frontline, 
wherever he is most needed. He has contributed his services consistently for the last 
32 years.” 
 
“Under his expert financial guidance, the branch has grown from a small organisation 
with nine counsellors and a turnover of £10,000 to one of the largest centres in the 
South East with 44 counsellors and a turnover of £350,000” 
 
As long as they are accurate, do not be afraid of using superlatives in citations. 
Honours exist specifically to recognise superlative achievement. But remember that 
superlatives without an explanation are just hot air. Take care always to support any 
assertions with hard evidence. Do not just tell the Committee that an achievement has 
had a widespread effect describe what that effect has been and show why it has been 
important. 
 
For example: 
“The hospital was notorious with many cases of MRSA, dirty wards and an attitude that 
patients were a nuisance. She arrived and worked hard to improve standards over a 
two year period by instilling pride in her staff, and giving bonuses for those staff with 
clean wards where efficiency and a helpful attitude were the norm, not the exception. 
The rates of MRSA are now amongst the lowest in the country and staff turnover has 
been halved.” 
 
It is achievements and effects of this kind and scale that deserve an honour and that 
will convince the Committee to endorse your recommendation. 
 
HOW DO I FIND THE RIGHT WORDS? 
 
Take care always to support any assertions with hard evidence. Do not just say that an 
achievement has had a widespread effect – describe that that effect has been and why 
is has been important. 
 
Effective citations often include nouns such as: 
determination  commitment   respect  drive 
sustainability  recognition  innovation  creativity 
creativity   selflessness  Impact  zeal 
performance  ambassador 
 
adjectives such as: 
trusted   unstinting   conscientious wise 
 inspirational   peerless  persuasive   passionate 
exemplary  resourceful   enthusiastic   fair 
tenacious  supportive   vibrant  dogged   
articulate   diligent  dedicated 
 
and phrases such as: 
making a difference going the extra mile 
role model overcoming obstacles 
head and shoulders above the rest 
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HOW MUCH SHOULD I WRITE? 
 
You may find it helpful to complete the full nomination form to help organise your 
thoughts and then summarise on the citation section, which should be  approximately 
24 lines  - 480 word count maximum 
 
WHICH LEVEL SHOULD I CHOOSE?  
 
KBE  –  Knight Commander of the Order of the British Empire 

 People at the top of their profession (eg Director Generals, Chief Nursing Officers, 
Presidents)  

 
NB: KBE will be awarded if the person has an existing higher post nominal (eg Lord, 
Duke etc) in which case their title will remain the same and KBE will be included after 
their surname ( eg Lord Sebastian Coe KBE).   
 
DBE  –  Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire    

 People at the top of their profession (eg Director Generals, Chief Nursing Officers, 
Presidents) 

 
Kt     -    Knight              

 People at the top of their profession (eg Director Generals,  Chief Medical/Nursing 
Officers, Presidents) 

 
CBE   -  Commander of the Order of the British Empire      

 National level but can have some international input. 
 Some border at OBE-CBE level, (eg Chief  Executives, Directors (Social 

Services),  Consultants, Vice Presidents,  
 
OBE -    Officer of the , Order of the British Empire 

 Local level but have a national input (eg Deputy Chairman, Chief Executives, 
Directors (Social Services), Chief Ambulance Officer, Nursing Directors, ) 

MBE -    Member, Order of the British Empire 

 Local level but with responsibility (eg Founders, Chairman, GP’s, Dentists, 
Managers, Carers, Home Helps) Local level (eg Voluntary Workers, Porters, 
Fundraisers, Auxiliary Workers 

 Local level (eg Voluntary Workers, Porters, Fundraisers, Auxiliary Workers)  
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THE ELEMENTS OF A GOOD CANDIDATE 
KBE/DBE  CBE
Main Element Main Elements 
Nationally prominent role. Done something of use, exceptional in it’s own way 
Done something of national importance, exceptional in it’s own way Nationally prominent role (to a lesser degree than K) or leading role in 

regional affairs. 
Pre-eminent and significant contribution. Must have lasting impact and influence. 
Must have lasting impact and influence Vision, innovation and entrepreneurship. 
Made a difference Sustained commitment and achievement. 
Ability to make tough, complex choices. Carry respect from their peers and subordinates 
Vision, innovation and entrepreneurship. Role model. 
Sustained commitment and achievement. Motivator. 
Carry respect from their peers and subordinates. Additional 
Well known (to their peers, not necessarily the public). Contribution to diversity 
Role model. Enhanced the UK’s reputation overseas (in area concerned) 
Motivator. Barrier breaker  
Additional MBE 
Enhanced the UK’s reputation overseas (in area of activity concerned). Main Elements 
Barrier breaker Service in and to the community of a responsible kind, which is outstanding 

in its field. 
Contribution to diversity. Inspirational. 
OBE Self sacrifice. 
Main Elements Sustained commitment. 
Done something of use at local level that  has been recognised nationally. “Hands on” service which stands out as an example to others 
A distinguished regional or countrywide role in any field. Long service. 10 years in a continually demanding or onerous role may be 

considered as relevant at 25 years in a less stressful job 
Must have lasting influence. Additional 
Vision, innovation and entrepreneurship. Role model. 
Sustained Commitment. Voluntary service. 
Motivator. Contribution to diversity. 
Additional Overcome adversity 
Contribution to diversity.  Public recognition. 
Barrier Breaker Moral courage 
Role model.  
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