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Job Seekers

HOW TO APPLY FOR FEDERAL GOVERNMENT JOBS

Applying for a federal job is a different ballgame than the private sector, with much more detail required.
In the federal world, HR specialists and hiring managers are looking for specific evidence that you meet
the legal requirements for a position. If it’s not on your resume, it doesn't exist.

A great place to start is USAJobs.gov, which has a resume builder.

1. Federal vs. Private Sector: The Key Differences

The most common mistake applicants make is using their sleek, corporate resume for a USAJOBS
application. In the federal system, that brevity will likely get you rejected before a human even sees it.

Feature Private Sector Resume Federal Resume

Length 1-2 pages (Strict) 1—6+ pages (Common)

Goal Sell your Prove you meet legal

potential/achievements qualifications

Keywords Keywords for ATS Exact phrases from the Job
Announcement

Work History High-level summary Granular detail (including hours
per week)

References Available upon request Required upfront (often from
supervisors)



http://usajobs.gov

2. Essential Elements of a Federal Resume
To pass the initial screening, your resume must include data points that the private sector does not:

e Job Announcement Details: Include the Job Announcement Number, Job Title, and Grade Level for
which you are applying at the top.

® Hours Per Week: This is non-negotiable. For every job listed, you must state how many hours you
worked (e.g., "40 hours/week"). HR uses this to calculate "Specialized Experience." If you leave this
out, they cannot credit your time.

e Salary and Grade: Include your starting and ending salary, or your GS grade if you are a
current/former fed.

e Supervisor Contact Info: List your supervisor’s name and phone number for each role, and indicate
if they may be contacted.

e Series and Grade (Internal): If you’ve held federal roles, list your Series (e.g., 0101) and Grade (e.g.,
GS-12).

3. The "JOA" Strategy: Cracking the Code

The Job Opportunity Announcement (JOA) is your cheat sheet. You should tailor your resume for every
single application by looking at these three sections:

1. Duties: Use the language here to describe your past experiences.
2. Qualifications / Specialized Experience: This is the "pass/fail" section. If the JOA says you need

experience "managing budgets over $1M," ensure that exact phrase (or a close variation) is in your
resume.

3. How You Will Be Evaluated: This often lists the KSAs (Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities). These are
the core competencies the agency is looking for.

Pro Tip: Don't just copy and paste the JOA. Mirror the language, but back it up with your
specific accomplishments using the STAR Method (Situation, Task, Action, Result).

4. Best Practices for Content and Formatting

Use the USAJOBS Resume Builder

While you can upload a PDF, first-time federal applicants are often safer using the built-in Resume
Builder on USAJOBS. It forces you to include the mandatory data fields (like hours per week) that are
easy to forget on a custom document.

The "Bottom Line Up Front" (BLUF)

Start each job block with a brief paragraph summarizing your high-level responsibilities — a job scope.
Then, use bullet points for specific accomplishments.

Quantify Everything

Federal hiring managers (like all hiring manager) love data.

® Weak: "Managed a large team."
® federal Gold: "Supervised a multidisciplinary team of 15 FTEs and 5 contractors, resulting in a 20%
increase in departmental efficiency over 12 months."



Include Everything (Even Volunteer Work)

If you have gaps in your employment, fill them with volunteer work or training. Federal HR counts all
relevant experience, whether paid or unpaid, toward your total qualifications.

5. Final Checklist Before You Hit "Submit"

[ 1Did linclude Hours Per Week for every job?

[ ] Does my "Specialized Experience" section use keywords from the JOA?

[ 1Did I attach my SF-50 (if internal), DD-214 (if Veteran), and Transcripts (if education is required)?

[ 1!s myresume saved in a format that preserves formatting (PDF is usually best for uploads)?
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