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pool was split into two groups, individuals who had expertise in the federal hiring
process (OPM employees, HR Specialists and experts on USAJOBS) and those who
applied to federal roles and public service and/or used USAJOBS. The data from these
two interview groups was analyzed separately as the questions asked of the groups
varied. After reviewing interview transcripts (and recordings, when necessary), the team
inputted content from the interviews into the excel spreadsheet across a variety of
topics. For those with HR experience, the main topic areas included:

User feedback on the USAJOBS platform

The main elements of the hiring process (job search, application, interviews, and
security checks), as well as the main functions of HR (recruiting, staffing, and
classification)

Tips for applicants applying to federal jobs

The federal hiring process today and what needs improvement

Benefits and challenges to working for a federal agency

In speaking to their experience in public service, this group was overwhelmingly
positive, citing the benefits (including health care and retirement), flexible work
environments (around 70 percent of the federal employees the team spoke to worked
remotely), career growth, and satisfaction with their day-to-day work. For these
interviews, the team created a word cloud (Figure 1) to better understand themes and
gain an understanding of which areas were discussed the most.
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participants shared enthusiasm for public service and valued the stability and benefits of
working for an agency.

The participants in this group spoke about their experience navigating the hiring process
and using USAJOBS, using words like “technical,” “process,” and “assistance.” For
those working in public service, they provided insight into why they were interested in
civil service (“helping” and “important”) and, if applicable, their experience as civil
servants (“‘opportunities,” “interesting,” and “growth”). Overall, while many felt that the
hiring process could be lengthy and confusing, they expressed satisfaction with the

work they were doing.

Quantitative Data Analysis

In addition to the qualitative analysis, the team analyzed the interview data from a
quantitative perspective. In total, the team reached out to 58 individuals and scheduled
11 interviews, totaling a 19 percent response rate (see Appendix B for a list of all study
participants). Figure 3 shows the number of interviewees by the categories identified
above.

Figure 3: Interviewees by category
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Literature Review

Overview & Background of USAJOBS

USAJOBS, the official job board of the United States federal government, was
established in 1996 and is designed to connect prospective applicants with employment
opportunities across various government agencies. It serves as a centralized platform
for agencies to list job announcements and for individuals to seek federal employment
they may be eligible for. There are over 500 federal agencies listed on USAJOBS
encompassing numerous sectors, including education, healthcare, defense, nutrition,
agriculture, law enforcement, and more (Weisner, 2023). These agencies play a crucial
role in shaping national policies, implementing programs, and ensuring the smooth
functioning of the country.

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) serves as the main human resources
agency and personnel policy manager for the federal government, working in several
categories, such as benefits, vetting, and human
capital management. The agency works to provide
quality health insurance, dental and vision benefits,
and life insurance to federal employees. It is
responsible for the federal retirement program which
covers over 2 million active employees. The vetting
process at OPM is thorough and ensures individuals
are suitable and fit for federal employment, which is
especially important for sensitive positions that give
access to classified information (U.S. Office of Personnel Management, n.d.-o0). Under
human capital management, OPM provides policy direction that supports the current
needs of federal agencies as well as technical guidance in the implementation of
Administration priorities and goals. OPM also manages products and services designed
to understand human capital priorities in agencies to attract and build a quality public
workforce. An example of this service is USAJOBS, which is the official job board of the
federal government where agencies can meet their legal obligations of providing public
notice of employment information and opportunities to federal employees and citizens.
Usability of and user feedback on USAJOBS is collected and evaluated by OPM (U.S.
Office of Personnel Management, n.d.-a).

Prior to 1996, the hiring process was done by paper, and job announcements were
posted on bulletin boards in federal buildings, as well as various publications. Over the
years, USAJOBS evolved into a web-based job board, expanding its reach to
applicants. Following President Obama’s 2010 memorandum of “Improving the Federal
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(PMA) in which initiatives for “strategic management of human capital” and “expanding
electronic government” were spotlighted as opportunities for growth. During this time,
Congress passed the Veterans Employment Opportunities Act (VEOA) and VEOA
became a special hiring authority that gave eligible veterans access to positions that
may have only been available to competitive service employees. This appointment has
accounted for the largest number of veterans hired in the federal government (U.S.
Office of Personnel Management, 2009). OPM re-launched USAJOBS as the “one-stop”
recruitment service for job seekers, shutting down agency-specific job search engines.
The agency also worked to streamline the security clearance process, consolidate
payroll systems, and automate the exchange of federal HR information, replacing paper
employee records in a continued attempt to shorten the hiring process (Executive Office
of the President, 2003). Between 2000 and 2009, recruitment and hiring flexibilities
were authorized to agencies to help fill vacancies more efficiently. First, Executive Order
13162 established the Federal Career Intern Program (FCIP) which allowed agencies to
hire, train, and retain entry-level employees after hiring through less competitive
examining processes. Second, the Homeland Security Act of 2002 authorized the
“Direct-Hire Authority” which allows agencies to expedite the hiring process by
eliminating competitive ranking and veterans’ preference for positions that have been
approved and have a critical hiring need. Lastly, the Federal Workforce Flexibility Act of
2004 gave agencies the discretionary authority to offer additional compensation to give
themselves a competitive advantage to attract and maintain candidates in their
organization (U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board, 2006).

While efforts were made to improve federal recruitment, the Merit Systems Protection
Board (MSPB) reported that there was still growing concern about the federal
government’s ability to attract and recruit talent in a timely manner and cited that
agencies were facing the following recruitment challenges (U.S. Merit Systems
Protection Board, 2004):

% Length and complexity of the hiring process

% Perceptions of noncompetitive hiring process salaries
% Poor image of the federal government as an employer
% Regulatory obstacles to entry-level hiring

% Competition among agencies

% Labor market shortages

% Budget constraints and uncertainties

% Diminishing capacity of human resources

On May 11, 2010, President Obama’s memorandum entitled, “Improving the Federal
Recruitment and Hiring Process” was released as the first phase of the Administration’s
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Despite these differences, the vast majority of Americans, when surveyed across a wide
range of issues facing the nation, felt that the government should play a major role in
solving these issues, as shown in Figure 7. Many participants also felt that the issues
facing the government today are more challenging than in the past, as shown in Figure
8. This seems to suggest that while people may disagree about how the government is
operating and whether it is effective, there is still consensus that the role of the
government is important.

For many who work in the government, especially those who are not term-appointed but
are career civil servants, partisan divides in the public can pose a challenge. These
divides have slowed down efforts across organizations and have made meaningful
progress difficult (Dimock, 2021). At the same time, however, the role and scope of the
government has expanded in recent decades and there have been major
accomplishments in that time. A recent article published in CNN Politics included part of
a conversation between two political science professors who discussed how the divided
government of recent years has still overperformed by certain measures, citing the
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Child/Dependent
Care

Depending on the agency, child and dependent programs may
be available.

Student Loan
Repayment and
Forgiveness

The government has two programs to provide assistance with
student loans: the federal student loan repayment program and
the public service loan forgiveness program.

Telework

Each agency has a policy regarding working remotely, but
many employees now have the option to work remotely, some
or all of the time.

Recruitment

Some agencies may offer recruitment incentives for certain

Incentives positions.
Relocation Some agencies may offer relocation incentives for certain
Expenses positions.
Career The government has a very structured approach to career
Advancement advancement, with employees usually receiving a promotion or

a raise every year. Employees can also apply to various roles
in their agency or others. (U.S. Office of Personnel
Management, n.d.-c).

Career Mobility

The government offers its employees unique abilities to try a
variety of roles in different agencies. While roles may be
competitive, many federal employees work for more than one
agency in their career.

Networking
Opportunities

OPM has a networking feature called Open Opportunities that
allows federal employees to network with other employees
across various agencies. Employees can find others with
similar interests or find mentorship opportunities (USAJOBS,
n.d.-k).

Details

On occasion, federal employees may be assigned for a short
stint (e.g. 6 months) on another team or another agency (U.S.
Office of Personnel Management, n.d.-f).

When speaking to federal employees throughout the research for this study, the team
was curious to understand their perspective on public service and the benefits and
challenges with which it comes. Many noted that the perception of a slow-moving
government comes from a lack of understanding of the sheer workload of each agency.
For many federal workers, their time is spent trying to get through long to-do lists,
meeting deadlines and trying their best to push things over the finish line. However, the
best way to describe the federal employees who participated in this study is
enthusiastic, energized, passionate and motivated.
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In addition to the USDA, other agencies (as well as independent and sub-agencies) that
may appeal to those studying or interested in conservation, nature, and sustainability
are listed below:

e Department of the Interior

o National Park Service

o Bureau of Land Management

o U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

o Bureau of Reclamation
e Department of Energy

o Office Of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy
e Environmental Protection Agency

o Office of Land and Emergency Management

o Office of Water

o Office of Chemical Safety and Pollution Prevention

For those newly interested in federal employment, finding the right agency can take
some time and, while most agencies use the USAJOBS platform to post roles and hire
candidates, it is not always an effective search tool for finding available positions. In
order to find roles that interest them at specific agencies, prospective applicants are
encouraged to do the following:

[JJ Follow each agency on social media sites like LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram
and Facebook

[J Go to each agency’s website and navigate to their career page to find
available openings

[J Sign up for email notifications and information for each agency

[J Check the agency’s website for upcoming events like career fairs, or
webinars about federal careers or open positions

[J Use resources like GoGovernment, a nonprofit organization that supports
people looking to find federal jobs.

[J Network with people who work (or have worked) in a federal job

[J Use OPM'’s website and resources for job seekers

Eligibility Requirements
In order to work in a federal role, applicants must meet the following criteria:
v Be a U.S. citizen (with some exceptions such as foreign

service positions)
v 18 years of age, or older
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Military Spouses, and Former AmeriCorps and Peace Corps Volunteers. Applicants who
qualify for one of these groups are able to apply for positions directly and, if they meet
the qualifications for the position, can be hired non-competitively. Note that individuals
who may be able to pursue available positions in this manner may also apply for
competitive civil service positions.

Veteransi Preference. In addition to the hiring authorities, applicants should
be aware of “veterans preference” as it relates to hiring for federal roles.

“Veterans' preference in its present form comes from the Veterans' Preference
Act of 1944, as amended, and is now codified in various provisions of title 5,
United States Code. By law, veterans who are disabled or who served on
active duty in the Armed Forces during certain specified time periods or in
military campaigns are entitled to preference over others in hiring from
competitive lists of eligibles and also in retention during reductions in force”
(U.S. Office of Personnel Management, n.d.-n., para. 6).

Thus, for competitive service positions, qualified veterans will be given preference over
non-veterans for many positions. This practice ensures that members of our armed
services can continue to serve their country through federal employment. These
candidates must be qualified for the roles they apply to and if they are, they may be
given preference over other candidates.

According to a 2019 report by
the Partnership for Public
Service, veterans make up
32.9 percent of the federal
workforce. The report also
notes that veterans are most
likely to be employed at
agencies that oversee defense
and security activities, as
shown in Figure 11. Over 70
percent of veterans work for
agencies such as Veterans
Affairs (VA), Homeland
Security and military
departments. In contrast,
agencies like USDA employ
less than 4 percent of veterans.
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Less-common appointment types include seasonal positions, as well as intermittent
positions. These positions are typically shorter-term but may recur regularly (e.g.
annually each summer), and may even turn into permanent positions depending on the
agency and the budget. One example of seasonal work is with the U.S. National Park
Service, who routinely hire seasonal rangers (U.S. National Parks Service, 2020).

Documentation

Like all job searches, being prepared with the right documentation is important. For
federal jobs, documentation requirements may vary depending on the position but the
main requirement is a federal resume. Below are some types of documentation
prospective applicants should prepare when searching for federal employment:

Federal Resumes. Unlike most resumes for private sector jobs, a federal resume does
not adhere to the one-page rule. Federal resumes require far more detailed information
and will be multiple pages. Most applicants will revise their resume depending on the
job they are applying for, but it's recommended to have a master federal resume on
hand that can continually be updated. There are federal resume builders and templates
available online but at a minimum, a federal resume should include the following:

v Citizen Status
v Work experience. All relevant jobs need to include the employer
name, location, position title and start and end dates for all roles
held at a particular company. The resume should also include the
average hours worked per week and summarize the roles and
responsibilities, as well as key accomplishments (Go Government, n.d.-e)
v’ Education. List all schools attended, relevant courses and degrees earned
v Other relevant experience such as volunteer work, certificates earned,
language skills, professional organizations, professional publications,
awards, leadership activities and training
v’ Professional references (optional but
recommended)

Federal resumes should include all applicable
experience for an applicant but should also be easy to
read and clear. Bulleted lists are recommended for
each position an applicant has held and should
include all relevant experience and accomplishments
without becoming overly technical. Applicants should
also be sure to read all instructions regarding















Create a Profile. After an account is created, the
next step is to create a profile. Profiles can be
updated at any point but it's recommended that
applicants enter as much information as possible
in the beginning. To set up a profile, select “create
profile” from the home screen and fill out the
requested information, as shown in Figure 15.

Once complete, the user will be navigated to a
Profile dashboard, where additional information
can be filled in, including Demographics,
Citizenship, Hiring Paths, Experience, and
Education. As the sections are completed, a green
checkmark will appear in the top right corner of the
corresponding section, as shown in Figure 16.
However, profiles should be updated whenever
there is a relevant change (e.g. an academic
degree, certification or experience).
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Create your profile
You need to create a USAJOBS profile to apply for jobs, save searches and save jobs.

Contact Information

First name

‘ Abigail ‘

Last name

Martone ‘

Street address

1 Main Street ‘

If you do not have a mailing address at the time of job application, consider
using the address of a family member, friend or religious or social
organizations. Another option is general delivery offered by the U.S. Postal

Service .

Street address 2 (Optional)

If you do not have a mailing address at the time of job application, consider
using the address of a family member, friend or religious or social
organizations. Another option is general delivery offered by the U.S. Postal
Service.

Country

United States s

Find a country by scrolling through the list or opening the menu and typing the
name of the country. To select, click or press enter on the highlighted country.

Preferences

Home  Profile Documents Sign out
AM Abigail Martone
Address
185 Yelsh Aowoe, Sptia
Ppadt
Mo O, A, TR

United States

Email
ey ” ;
Lz ooater@gmail.com

Password

U LOGIN.GOV

Mobile

" HSTEANLT

+ Complete - Edit
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SECTION 2: SEARCHING FOR AND APPLYING TO FEDERAL ROLES ON USAJOBS

Before beginning a formal job search using USAJOBS, it's recommended that
applicants ensure the following list is completed. The more items that can be checked
off, the more effective job search efforts will be.

[J Set Up Account on USAJOBS
[J Complete Profile on USAJOBS
[J Update LinkedIn Profile
[J Create Federal resume and Upload to USAJOBS
[J Obtain College Transcripts
[J Sign up for newsletters from various
federal agencies and departments
[J Identify relevant Hiring Paths

2.1 Search Tools

Using Keywords Effectively. To begin searching for jobs, start on the home page,
where there is the option to search by keywords or by location, as shown in Figure 18.

As users type keywords, suggestions will auto populate. If selected, the results will be
populated by the most relevant jobs first (i.e. if the keyword is in the job title). Users can
also use multiple keywords but often, the most effective job search will come from using
filters, which are found on the results page after the home page search.

Unless the user is looking for a specific job post and they know the title of the position,
it's recommended to start with broader search terms, such as the agency name or
general occupation, which can then be narrowed down by applying filters. Table 4,
below, has an example of broad keywords one might use to find relevant positions,
depending on their background and interests.



























Figure 27: Link to assessment questionnaire (USAJOBS, n.d.-c)

Generally, the Questionnaire
Assessment is a combination of
eligibility and assessment
questions related to the SKAs.
Many of the eligibility questions
are “yes/no” questions and the
assessment questions are
multiple choice. As noted in the
instructions, “your resume and the
responses you provide to this
assessment questionnaire will be
used to determine if you are
among the best qualified for this
position.” This may sound
daunting but remember, if an
applicant meets the qualifications
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for the position and aligned their resume to match, they will likely be a top candidate.

Below, Figure 28 shows some examples of assessment questions.
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can clear up any confusion about the position and how one can advance their career
through federal employment.

For most candidates, the types of questions they should ask will fall into two general
categories:

e Questions about the roles and responsibilities:
Are all duties clear? What does the day-to-day look like?

e Questions about growth:
What does the growth and development path look like? Are their
opportunities to gain new skills? Is professional development offered?

These are good questions for candidates to ask the hiring official during the formal
interview. However, questions regarding pay, benefits, grade levels and other
administrative questions should be directed to the Human Resources Specialist.

The STAR Interview Model. Many federal agencies use the STAR model to write
interview questions, so candidates should be prepared to answer questions in this
format. STAR stands for Situation, Task, Action, and Result. This method is commonly
used in all types of interviews as it “prompts you to tell a meaningful story about your
work experience without rambling or going off on a tangent” (Adam, 2023, para. 3). For
both interviewer and interviewee, this method can be beneficial to asking good
questions and getting good responses.

With the STAR model in mind, candidates can use their resumes and the job
announcement to craft a few scenarios where they can succinctly show how they used
particular skills and competencies to achieve a desired result. Following the STAR
method, candidates should first identify the situation they were in and the tasks they
were required to achieve, then the actions they took and what the result was. The end
result will ideally be quantifiable or described as having a measurable impact. Having a
handful of STAR examples can help candidates highlight how they have had an impact
in the past and what skills they are capable of demonstrating.

It's not uncommon for federal agencies to use STAR questions in their interviews, for
both behavioral and situational questions. Hiring officials may also use STAR questions
to probe deeper into a candidate’s experience or build on another question. Below are
some examples of STAR questions from the U.S. Office of Personnel Management
(n.d.-k):
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https://law.yale.edu/student-life/career-development/students/career-pathways/public-interest/you-apply-understanding-government-background-checks
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Appendix A
IRB Approval/Exemption
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Fifteen Cabinet Departments of the Executive Branch. (U.S. Office of Personnel
Management, 2018)

Homeland Security

Seal Cabinet Fn‘:r;a;ad Mumber of Employees (approx.)
@ Diepartment of State 17849 10,000
e Departmant of the 1789 79,000
- Treasury !
90,000
@ Departmant of Defense 1947 (excludes active-duly service
members and the National Guard)
@ Departmant of Justica 1870 112 000
= Departmant of tha 1848 50.000
i Interior '
- Department of
@: Agricufturs 1862 106000
-"% W Department of 1903 38 000
s Commerce !
ol Depariment of Labor 1913 15,000
Departmant of Health
{{.\ﬁ and Human Servicas 1953 80,000
Departmant of Housing
B and Urban 1965 8,000
Development
Tam
i b Departmant of
b~ Transportation 1967 54,000
o Departmant of Energy 1977 14,000
Departmant of
@ Education 1978 4,000
Departmant of Veterans
e Affaire 1988 342,000
% Departmant of 2002 173.000
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Appendix F

Hiring Reform End-to-End Hiring Process Diagram (U.S. Office of Personnel
Management, n.d.-j)
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