THE WHITE HOUSE
Office of the Press Secretary
For Immediate Release May 11, 2010
MEMORANDUM FOR THE HEADS OF EXECUTIVE DEPARTMENTS AND AGENCIES
SUBJECT: Improving the Federal Recruitment and Hiring Process
By the authority vested in me as President by the Constitution and the laws of the United States, including section 3301 of title 5, United States Code, I hereby
direct the following:
Eliminate any requirement that applicants respond to essay‐style questions when submitting their initial application materials for any Federal job.
Barack Obama

Though implied, essay style application questions are not a thing of the past. KSAs are required to some positions and remain an effective tool when
preparing résumés and cover letters as well as during interview preparation. Read the textbox once again: According to The White House release, KSAs will
be eliminated when “submitting their initial application...” Notice the key word “initial,” figured you would.
True enough, in the not‐too‐distant past, federal job applications were more rigid than private sector jobs as résumé format and content requirements left
little room for creativity. Back then, landing a federal job successfully depended on fulfilling specific requirements fully and better than anyone else... tool of
choice? Guessed right again: a crazy little thing called KSA. Throw in the amount of month‐long silence between applying and receiving feedback
(oftentimes year wait), if ever at all, applying for a federal position was not a considered option for most students.
Good news: the voices of the masses have been heard and change is on the way.
With the President’s backing, the time between a federal job posting and fulfillment should be no more than 80 days. Additionally, the “know‐as needed”
model of keeping applicants out of the loop is scheduled to go away, much like the cold war. Morphed into an in the loop approach, applicants are now
scheduled to be notified at specific points during the process. Notably,





When the application is received
When a determination is made as to an applicant’s qualifications
When an interview is requested (or not)
When a candidate is selected (or not)
The US Bureau of Labor Statistics forecasts that the federal government will shrink 10% by 2012, presenting an expanded opportunity for government
contractors, in particular baby boomers who have worked either in public or private sectors. Other statistics indicate that although remaining perhaps two to
three years longer than originally anticipated, boomers will be leaving the federal government, thereby opening new opportunities for younger workers.

Without reform, the hiring process was overwhelming for the applicant AND the hiring agency. Reflect for a moment, securing a federal position took an
average of 5 months and involved as many as 40 steps and 19 signatures. Throw in multiple KSA essays (each read separately) and it’s no wonder so many
qualified students rarely considered this avenue.
Unfortunately, just because the head is telling the arms to get a groove on, sometimes it takes time to get all parts on the same path. Without debate,
hurdles abound in any transition and no doubt the federal personnel office has quite a few hurdles to jump. Speaking of hurdles, just because there are
user‐friendly changes in the application process, students still have to work hard for the job.

Finding the Job Posting
Access to the Internet means access to federal job postings. USAJOBS (the official civil service jobs site of the U.S. federal government and operated by the
Office of Personnel Management (OPM)) posts over 95% of all federal positions! Under one location, students can store up to five résumés as well as their
work history. Additionally, applicants can apply for jobs online, receive tips on interviewing, résumé writing, and KSAs as well as check application status.
Navigation is straightforward, user‐friendly, and loaded with helpful insight. Wondering about the other 5%? There are 143 personnel offices in the federal
sector, called expected services agencies, that don’t recruit through the OPM. Found a fit, now what?

Found a good fit... time to create an effective Federal Résumé?
“For the first time in history, you will be able to apply for almost every federal job with a simple résumé and a cover letter.”
John Berry, OPM Director
In many ways, a federal résumé resembles a traditional résumé on steroids. Within the private sector, résumés are typically one to two pages, federal
résumés are typically three to five pages long (longer for SES candidates). Naturally, for a recent graduate, the résumé should not max out the length. No
matter the length, the résumé must be relevant, focused, and interesting. After all, someone will be reading the work.
Federal résumés are more detailed than the private traditional type. Packed with relevant information, the Federal résumés explore soft skills (non‐
quantifiables) and hard skills (quantifiables). According to Dennis Damp, author of The Book of U.S. Jobs, applicants must understand the differences
between the private and federal sector to develop an effective marketing tool. Damp explained that so many applicants tend to just submit a private‐sector
résumé, and that is one of the gross mistakes they can make because the federal style résumé has 43 specific blocks of data that must be filled out. He went
on to explain the applicant must provide very detailed information, which explains why the average length of a federal résumé is 3‐5 pages.”
Though processes and methods are changing, the end result (locating and securing a federal job) remains the goal. One of the first steps in securing that
goal is to make sure the résumé matches the position announcement.

Although the federal résumé format is flexible, some items are required and, if not presented, are cause for disqualification:

Contact information must include full name, address, phone, e‐mail, and SSN (without it, the application will be rejected).

The objective must include the specific job title and the job posting number (all easily found in the job announcement section).

Career history must include supervisor’s name, phone number, company’s full street address, and ending salary.

Education must include the school’s street address and GPA (if applicable).
Because of the detail and increased competition, it’s even more important to write in compelling language. To maximize your marketing material:

Write in third‐person.

Use key words from the job posting, the requirements, and KSAs without copying them straight from the posting.

Use active voice and action verbs.

Keep it reader‐friendly and always interesting (the person reading your story reads hundreds each month).

Yes or No

Concerned about location?

1. Federal career success requires similar employment experience
Washington, D.C., continues

No: Most applicants do not have experience in the same position, field, or sector.
to be the main location of
2. On the federal application, you must include the years of graduation for high school and college
the job market with 16% of
federal government workers

No: This information is no longer a requirement (in some cases this unfairly indicates applicants over 50).
located in the area. For
3. Its okay if the résumé is longer because of the KSA Accomplishments
students looking to work at

Not really: Think about it, a human resources specialist reads your documents (as well as many others).
any headquarter facility for
Word of the day: EDIT. Keep KSA accomplishments to between 150 to 450 characters (spaces included).
the 15 departments, they

Side note: You have 3,000 characters for each Job Block. Use the space wisely.
will be residing in the
4. It is required to add each employer’s street address
Greater Washington area.

No: You only have to add city, state, and zip of employers in the last 10 years.
Then again, 84% of federal
5. KSAs in the résumé should be added into each Work Experience Section at the end
jobs are located outside

This is a tricky one so think about it for a second. Quantifiable value YOU offer should be what is read first, not
Washington’s city core, so
last. Accomplishments should be added into the Work Experience blocks at the beginning, middle, and end.
don’t allow location to be an
6. USAJOBS uses an automated system to scan for keywords
excluding factor.

No: USAJOBS federal résumés are scanned and actually read by real people, still it’s true that keywords are
searched when determining the best qualified candidate (from here a list of certified eligible candidates is prepared).
7. All of the keywords from the KSAs in the announcement should be included in the federal résumé

No: Include key competencies ONLY. An effective practice is to choose two or three words from the KSA, adding them into the federal résumé.
8. KSAs are still rated and ranked in the résumé

No: Questionnaires are scored by automation now. The job applicant selects his/her skill level and goes about to prove it in the federal résumé.
Prove by demonstrating the most important and relevant accomplishments throughout the federal résumé.
9. You have to include your life history in a federal résumé.

No: The official instructions for "What to Include in your Federal Résumé" state you should include “Recent and Relevant” positions for the job.
Recent in this case, as with private industry, means 10 years. If you add older positions, keep those jobs brief and do NOT include anything over 20
years old. For the record, the previous application form, SF‐171, was considered to be a life history application.
10. KSA Accomplishments in the résumé should be written in the CCAR format

No: With the new application streamlining process, space is limited (3,000 characters). As a result, there is no room to write accomplishments in the
full Context‐Challenge‐Action‐Result format. As a result, incorporate KSAs throughout in a short, relevant, and friendly reading format.
11. You are now allowed to use your private industry résumé when applying for federal jobs

Yes (Technically): But do not copy and paste your private résumé as is. Beware: If the uploaded résumé does not include all of the information
required on the federal résumé, you will not be considered for a federal position.

Quick Compare: The federal résumé must contain work experience, month and year; hours per week worked; supervisor’s names and contact
numbers; city, state and zip of employers while the private résumé does not.
12. KSAs covered in the questionnaire should also be covered in the résumé

Yes and No: Given space limitations, you won’t be able to cover all résumé questions. For example, some questionnaires have up to 63 questions.
For best results, cover the most important questions also included in the announcement under the Qualifications Section. Remember Human
Resources specialists are reading (hundreds) résumés so do him/her a favor and don’t turn your résumé into a novel.
13. When applying for a federal position, you never get a response

Not true (usually): The USAJOBS Answer Tracking System tracks the application. One of President Obama’s initiatives was to have federal human
resources specialists communicate more frequently with jobseekers.
14. KSAs should be added to every position in the Work Experience section

Sorry, not enough space. The most important real estate on the federal résumé is the most recent two positions as well as the last 5 to 10 years. As
a result, add KSA accomplishments to those positions as well as for those most relevant for your target position.
15. KSAs have been eliminated as of November 01, 2010 (according to President Obama)

Kind of true: Most federal agency Human Capital Officers are attempting to comply with the 11/1/10 Executive Initiative. Do not forget, this was a
recommendation, not a law. Thus, you may find KSAs written in the vacancy announcement.
For those not familiar with the government job market, come by our exhibitor table and check out our Introduction to Federal Jobs guidebook.
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