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INTRODUCTION:
WHY YOUR
FEDERAL RESUME
IS DIFFERENT

If  you’ve  ever  applied
for a private-sector job,
you’re familiar with the
standard  two-page
r e s u m e — c o n c i s e ,
bullet-point heavy, and
optimized for an initial
10-second  scan.  Now
imagine  the  opposite.
A  federal  resume,
specifically  one
submitted  through
U S A J o b s . g o v ,
d e m a n d s  d e t a i l ,
length,  and a level  of

thoroughness that can
feel  overwhelming  at
first.  The  key  is
understanding  that
f e d e r a l  h i r i n g
m a n a g e r s  a n d
automated  systems
a r e  l o o k i n g  f o r
s o m e t h i n g  v e r y
different  from  what  a
corporate  recruiter
expects.
Learning how to write
a USAJobs resume is
not  just  about  listing
your  past  jobs.  It’s
about  translating  your
experience  into  the
g o v e r n m e n t ’ s
specialized  language,
a d d r e s s i n g  e a c h
required  qualification
head-on,  and  proving
you  meet  the  strict
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eligibility  criteria  for
the  position.  In  this
comprehensive  guide,
we’ll walk you through
e v e r y  c r i t i c a l
c o m p o n e n t — f r o m
building  your  USAJobs
profile  to  formatting
your  work history and
polishing  your  final
submission.

UNDERSTANDING
THE USAJOBS
APPLICATION
SYSTEM

B e f o r e  y o u  s t a r t
writing, it’s essential to
unde r s tand  wha t
happens after you click
“ A p p l y . ”  T h e
USAJobs.gov platform
uses  both  automated
filters  and  human
reviewers  to  evaluate
c a n d i d a t e s .  T h e
system  scans  your
resume  for  specific
keywords,  years  of
e x p e r i e n c e ,  a n d
e d u c a t i o n a l
credentials.  If  you  fail

to  include  the  exact
phrasing  from the  job
announcement,  your
application  may  be
re jec ted  be fore  a
human ever sees it.

Automate
d vs.
Human
Review
M o s t  f e d e r a l  j o b
a n n o u n c e m e n t s
include a section called
“Qualifications”  that
lays  out  specialized
experience,  education,
and  sometimes  both.
The automated system
(often  referred  to  as
t h e  “ A p p l i c a n t
Tracking System”  or
ATS)  checks  for  those
explicit  terms.  For
e x a m p l e ,  i f  t h e
announcement  says
“experience  managing
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a  budget  of  at  least
$ 5 0 0 , 0 0 0 , ”  y o u r
resume  must  include
tha t  exac t  do l l a r
amount  and  the  word
“budget.”
After  passing  the  ATS
screening, your resume
g o e s  t o  a  h u m a n
reviewer—typically  a
human  resources
s p e c i a l i s t  w h o
compares  your  work
history, point by point,
aga ins t  the  j ob ’ s
“knowledge, skills, and
abilities” (KSAs). This is
where many applicants
stumble.  A  standard
private-sector  resume
might  say  “Increased
s a l e s  b y  2 0 % . ”  A
federal  resume  must
s h o w  h o w  y o u
achieved  that,  under
what  authority,  and
in  what  capacity
(supervisory,  team
lead,  or  individual
contributor).

ESSENTIAL
SECTIONS OF A
USAJOBS RESUME

A  federal  resume  has
required  sections  that
a re  no t  op t i ona l .
M i s s i n g  o n e  c a n
disqualify  you.  Below
a r e  t h e  c o r e
components  you  must
include.

Contact
Informati
on and
Personal
Details
Your  name,  address,
phone  number,  and
email are standard. But
f o r  a  U S A J o b s
resume, you must also
i n c l u d e  y o u r
citizenship  status
(e.g., U.S. Citizen) and
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w h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
eligible for any special
hiring authorities (e.g.,
Veterans’  Preference,
Schedule  A  disability,
o r  P e a c e  C o r p s
service).  It  is  strongly
recommended  to  also
include  your  Country
of  Citizenship  and
your  Social  Security
N u m b e r  ( s o m e
agencies  require  it,
while  others  leave  it
optional—check  the
announcement).

Work
Experienc
e: The
Heart of
Your

Resume
This  sect ion  is  the
longes t  and  most
detai led.  For  each
position  you  list,  you
must provide:

Job title (exactly
as it appeared on
your official
employment
record)
Employer name
and address
Supervisor
name, title,
and phone
number
Start and end
dates (month
and year)
Hours per week
(full-time is
typically 40;
part-time must
be noted)
Salary
(especially if the
job
announcement
requires grade
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level or pay band
information)
Duties and
accomplishmen
ts – this is where
you prove your
qualifications

For the duties section,
write  in  paragraph
form  or  use  detailed
bullet  points.  Do  not
s imp ly  l i s t  tasks .
Instead,  use  action
verbs  and  follow  the
“Cha l l enge -Ac t ion -
Result”  structure.  For
example:
“ M a n a g e d  a  $ 1 . 2
million  budget  for  a
team  of  15  field
i n s p e c t o r s .
Implemented  a  new
tracking  system  that
reduced  report ing
errors  by  30%  and
saved  the  department
$50,000 annually.”

Education
L i s t  a l l  d e g r e e s ,
including the name of
t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n ,
city/state, degree type,
major,  and  date  of
g r a d u a t i o n  ( o r
expected  date).  If  the
job  requires  a  specific
number of credit hours,
l i s t  r e l e v a n t
coursework.  Include
your GPA  only if  it  is
3.0 or higher (or if the
a n n o u n c e m e n t
explicitly  asks).  Also,
add  any  certificates,
training  courses,  or
p r o f e s s i o n a l
development programs
that  are  pertinent  to
the job.

Additiona
l
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Required
Sections

Job-Related1.
Training – List
any formal
training that
directly relates to
the position (e.g.,
leadership
seminars,
technical
workshops).
Include the
duration and
sponsor.
Licenses and2.
Certifications –
Include the
issuing authority,
license number
(if applicable),
and expiration
date.
Honors,3.
Awards, and
Special
Recognitions –
Include
employee of the

month,
performance
awards, or
military
commendations.
Languages – If4.
the job requires
language
proficiency or it
gives you an
edge, list the
language and
your level (e.g.,
fluent,
advanced).
Professional5.
Memberships –
Relevant
associations or
councils.

HOW TO TAILOR
YOUR RESUME TO
A SPECIFIC JOB
ANNOUNCEMENT

T h e  s i n g l e  m o s t
effective  strategy  in
h o w  t o  w r i t e  a
USAJobs resume is to
c u s t o m i z e  e v e r y
application. Never send
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the  same  gener i c
resume  to  multiple
federal  jobs.  Here’s
h o w  t o  t a i l o r
effectively:

Step 1:
Analyze
the Job
Announce
ment
R e a d  t h e  e n t i r e
announcement—especi
a l ly  the  “Dut ies ,”
“Qualifications,”  and
“ H o w  Y o u  W i l l  B e
Evaluated”  sections.
H i g h l i g h t  e v e r y
required  skill,  every
piece  of  specialized
experience,  and every
e d u c a t i o n a l
requirement.  Make  a
list of these keywords.
Common  examples
i n c l u d e  “ p r o j e c t

m a n a g e m e n t , ”
“ s t a k e h o l d e r
e n g a g e m e n t , ”
“financial  oversight,”
“data analysis,” “policy
development,”  and
“ s u p e r v i s o r y
experience.”

Step 2:
Mirror the
Language
When  describing  your
experience,  use  the
exact  terms  found  in
the  announcement.  If
they  say  “manage
contracts,” do not say
“ h a n d l e d  v e n d o r
agreements” if you can
avoid  i t .  Use  their
phrasing  whenever  it
fits  your  actual  work.
T h i s  i s  n o t  a b o u t
lying—it is about using
terminology  that  the
ATS  and  reviewer  are
p r o g r a m m e d  t o
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recognize.

Step 3:
Show,
Don’t Just
Tell
F e d e r a l  h i r i n g
m a n a g e r s  w a n t
evidence.  For  each
qualification,  provide  a
concrete  example.  If
t h e  j o b  r e q u i r e s
“experience  preparing
reports  for  senior
leadership,”  write
about  a  specific  report
y o u  c r e a t e d ,  t h e
audience,  and  the
outcome.  Quantify
wherever  possible:
“Prepared  quarterly
performance  reports
f o r  t h e  D e p u t y
Director,  synthesizing
data  from  12  field
offices.
Recommendations  led

to  a  15%  increase  in
o n - t i m e  p r o j e c t
delivery.”

FORMATTING TIPS
FOR A USAJOBS
RESUME

Unlike  private-sector
resumes that use sleek
c o l u m n s  a n d
infographics,  federal
resumes  should  be
simple, clean, and easy
to scan. USAJobs.gov
provides  a  resume
bui lder ,  but  many
experienced applicants
prefer  to  upload  a
custom  document.  If
you  create  your  own,
follow these guidelines:

Use a standard
font like Arial,
Calibri, or Times
New Roman, size
11 or 12.
Margins should
be at least 0.5
inches (but 1
inch is safer).
No columns,
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tables, or
graphics – ATS
systems can
misinterpret
these.
Include page
numbers and
your name in the
header or footer
on every page.
Aim for 2 to 5
pages – federal
resumes are
typically longer
than private
ones. Do not
worry about
going over two
pages; in fact, a
three-page, well-
documented
resume is often
more
competitive than
a one-page
summary.
Use bold
sparingly for job
titles or section
headers. Do not
over-format with
multiple colors.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID

Even  exper ienced
professionals  make
errors  that  sink  their
federal  applications.
Here  are  the  most
frequent  pitfal ls:

Being too1.
vague.
“Responsible for
budgets” is not
enough. You
must state the
dollar amount,
your role, and
your
achievements.
Omitting hours2.
per week.
Federal positions
often require full-
time experience.
If you worked
part-time, your
experience is
prorated. Include
the exact hours.
Ignoring3.
specialized
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experience. The
announcement
may ask for “one
year of
specialized
experience
equivalent to the
GS-7 level.” If
you do not
explicitly
compare your
experience to
that grade level,
the reviewer may
not connect the
dots.
Using clichés4.
or jargon.
“Team player,”
“results-
oriented,” and
“excellent
communication
skills” are
meaningless
without
evidence.
Not5.
proofreading. A
single typo can
cause automatic
rejection if the

system is looking
for an exact
keyword match.
Forgetting to6.
include
supervisor
contact
information. If
your supervisor
can be contacted
to verify your
duties, it adds
credibility. If you
cannot provide
that, explain why
(e.g., retired, no
longer with the
organization).

SPECIAL
CONSIDERATIONS
FOR VETERANS
AND CURRENT
FEDERAL
EMPLOYEES

Veterans’



How To Write A Usajobs Resume 11

11

Preferenc
e
If  you  are  a  veteran,
i n c l u d e  y o u r  V A
disability  rating  (if
applicable)  and  your
character of discharge.
Place this near the top
of your resume or in a
separate notes section.
A lso ,  up load  your
DD-214, VA letter, and
any  other  supporting
documents as required
by the announcement.
Failure to include these
can disqualify you from
preference points.

Current
Federal
Employee

s
If  you  are  already  a
federa l  employee
(including  military),
you  may  apply  as  a
“ c u r r e n t  f e d e r a l
employee”  or  “status
cand ida te . ”  Your
resume should include
your  current  grade
level  (e.g., GS-9, step
5)  and  your  tenure
( c a r e e r ,  c a r e e r -
c o n d i t i o n a l ,  o r
excepted  service).
Also,  include  your
m o s t  r e c e n t
p e r f o r m a n c e
appraisal  (summary
r a t i n g )  i f  t h e  j o b
requires  it.

USING THE
USAJOBS RESUME
BUILDER VS.
UPLOADING YOUR
OWN

You  have  two  options
when  app ly ing  on
USAJobs: use the built-
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in  resume  builder  or
upload  a  PDF/DOC  file.
Which  is  better?  The
builder  ensures  you
don’t  miss  required
fields  (like  hours  per
week  and  supervisor
info).  I t  also  feeds
directly into the ATS in
a  structured  format.
However,  many  hiring
managers  find  builder-
generated  resumes
harder to read because
they contain repetitive
headers  and  wasted
space.
If you upload your own
document,  you  have
f u l l  c o n t r o l  o v e r
formatting,  but  you
must  manually  verify
that  every  required
field is included. A safe
approach is to build a
base resume using the
builder for consistency
and  then  upload  a
refined  version  that
organizes  information
m o r e  l o g i c a l l y .
Whichever method you

choose,  double-check
that  all  dates,  titles,
and details match your
official records.

FINAL STEPS
BEFORE
SUBMITTING

Once  your  resume  is
written, take these last
crucial steps:

Run a keyword
check –
Compare your
resume against
the job
announcement.
Highlight every
required term
and ensure it
appears at least
once.
Review the
“How You Will
Be Evaluated”
section – Many
announcements
include a
questionnaire.
Your resume
must support
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your answers. If
you answer
“Expert” to a
question about
budget analysis,
your resume
must include
explicit examples
of expert-level

work.
Save as PDF
unless the
announcement
specifies another
format. PDF
preserves your
layout.


