
Comprehensive Guide to Applying for Federal Jobs on USAJOBS.gov 

I understand that applying for federal jobs can be a complex and competitive process. This guide 
will walk you through everything from creating a profile on USAJOBS.gov to successfully 
completing your application, preparing for the interview, and negotiating your salary once you 
receive a federal job offer. Following these steps will help you navigate the process with 
confidence. 

 
1. Getting Started on USAJOBS.gov 

USAJOBS.gov is the official website for federal job postings, and it’s the primary tool you’ll use 
to find and apply for federal jobs. Here’s a step-by-step guide to creating a profile, searching for 
jobs, and preparing your application. 

Step 1: Create Your USAJOBS Profile 

Your profile on USAJOBS is essential for searching and applying for federal jobs. Here's how to 
get started: 

1 Go to USAJOBS.gov: Visit the official site and click on “Create Profile.” 

2 Register: Enter your email address and create a password. Follow the prompts to verify your 
account. 

3 Complete your Profile: Once you’ve created an account, fill out all sections of your profile: 

◦ Personal Information: Name, contact information, citizenship, and veteran status (if 
applicable). 

◦ Experience: Add your work history, including job titles, descriptions, and dates. 
◦ Education: List your academic qualifications and certifications. 
◦ References: Include professional references that potential employers can contact. 
◦ Eligibility Questions: Answer eligibility questions related to your citizenship, federal 

employment history, veteran status, and preferences. 
4 Upload Documents: Upload necessary documents, including: 

◦ Resume: Use a federal resume format (more details in Step 2). 
◦ Transcripts: For jobs requiring specific educational qualifications. 
◦ Veterans’ Preference Documentation: DD-214, SF-15, and VA letters, if applicable. 
◦ Other Required Documents: Certificates, performance appraisals, or professional 

licenses. 
 

Step 2: Create a Federal Resume 

Federal resumes differ from traditional resumes. They are more detailed and must match the 
qualifications listed in the job announcement. Here's how to structure your resume: 



• Length: Federal resumes are typically longer (5-7 pages) because they must provide specific 
details about your experience. 

• Include Core Sections: 
◦ Personal Information: Name, contact details, and citizenship. 
◦ Work Experience: For each job, include: 
▪ Position title, agency/company name, location, and employment dates. 
▪ Hours per week: Federal jobs often require this information to verify full-time 

status. 
▪ Key duties and accomplishments: Use bullet points to describe your role. 

Make sure your experience aligns with the job announcement’s 
requirements. 

▪ Quantify your achievements: Provide specific outcomes, like “Managed a 
team of 10 employees, reduced project costs by 15%, etc.” 

◦ Education: Include your degree, school, graduation date, and relevant coursework. 
◦ Skills and Certifications: List any relevant skills, licenses, or certifications. 
 
2. Searching for Federal Jobs 

Once your profile is set up, you’re ready to start searching for jobs. USAJOBS has powerful 
filters and features that can help you narrow your search. 

Step 1: Use the Search Function 

1 Go to the “Search” tab on the USAJOBS homepage. 
2 Enter Keywords: Use keywords related to the type of job you’re seeking (e.g., 

“administrative assistant,” “cybersecurity specialist,” “management analyst”). 
3 Location: You can search for jobs in specific locations, including remote or telework 

positions. 
4 Agency: If you’re interested in working for a specific federal agency (e.g., Department of 

Defense, NASA), use this filter. 
5 Pay Scale & Grade: Federal jobs are classified by pay scales and grades (e.g., GS-5, GS-12). 

You can use this filter if you know what level you qualify for based on your education 
and experience. 

6 Job Type and Appointment Type: Use filters for full-time, part-time, temporary, or 
permanent roles. 

 

Step 2: Save Job Searches 

You can save job searches to get email notifications for new openings. Here’s how: 

1 After entering your search criteria, click Save Search. 
2 Name your search and specify how often you want to receive notifications (daily, weekly, 

etc.). 
 
3. Reviewing Job Announcements 



Each job posting on USAJOBS contains critical information that helps you understand the 
qualifications, duties, and requirements for the position. Here’s how to read a job announcement: 

Key Sections to Review: 

• Position Title and Series: The job title and occupational series (e.g., “HR Specialist, GS-
0201”). 

• Pay Scale & Grade: The pay range and grade level, such as GS-7 through GS-9. 
Understanding the grade will help you know what salary range to expect. 

• Promotion Potential: Some jobs offer opportunities for promotion (e.g., “This position has 
promotion potential to GS-12”). 

• Duties: This section lists the day-to-day responsibilities of the job. Make sure your experience 
aligns with these duties. 

• Qualifications: The qualifications section outlines what is required to be considered for the 
job, such as education, specialized experience, or certifications. 

• Required Documents: Review the documents you must submit to complete your application. 
 
4. Applying for Federal Jobs 

Now that you’ve found a job you’re interested in, it’s time to apply. Here’s a step-by-step guide 
to submitting a successful application on USAJOBS. 

Step 1: Click “Apply” 

Once you’re on the job announcement page, click the Apply button. 

Step 2: Select Resume and Documents 

You will be asked to: 

1 Select your resume: Choose the resume you want to use from your USAJOBS profile. 
2 Attach additional documents: Upload any other required documents (transcripts, SF-50 for 

current or former federal employees, veterans’ preference documentation, etc.). 
 

Step 3: Complete the Agency-Specific Application 

After submitting your USAJOBS profile information, you will often be directed to the hiring 
agency’s website to complete additional steps. This may include: 

• Questionnaires: Answer specific questions about your qualifications and experience. 
• Additional Documentation: Upload any additional documents the agency requests. 
 

Step 4: Submit Your Application 



After completing all steps, click Submit Application. You’ll receive a confirmation email once 
your application has been successfully submitted. 

Step 5: Track Your Application 

You can monitor the status of your application through your USAJOBS dashboard. Common 
statuses include: 

• Received: Your application has been received by the agency. 
• Reviewing: The agency is reviewing your application materials. 
• Referred/Not Referred: Indicates whether your application was forwarded to the hiring 

manager for further consideration. 
• Selected/Not Selected: The final outcome of your application. 
 
5. Preparing for the Federal Interview 

Once your application has been reviewed, you may be invited to interview. Federal interviews 
are typically structured and may involve a panel. Here’s how to prepare: 

Step 1: Review the Job Announcement Again 

Before the interview, revisit the job posting. Pay close attention to the duties, responsibilities, 
and qualifications, as the interview will likely focus on these areas. 

Step 2: Practice Common Federal Interview Questions 

Federal interviews often use competency-based or situational questions that assess how you’ve 
handled situations in the past. Practice using the STAR method (Situation, Task, Action, Result) 
to structure your answers. 

• Example Questions: 
◦ “Describe a time when you had to work under pressure to meet a deadline.” 
◦ “Give an example of how you handled conflict in a team.” 
◦ “Explain how you’ve managed multiple priorities in your previous role.” 
 

Step 3: Prepare for a Panel Interview 

Federal agencies often use panel interviews, where multiple interviewers ask you questions. Stay 
calm, address each panelist respectfully, and maintain eye contact with all members of the panel. 

 
6. Salary Negotiation in Federal Employment 

Unlike the private sector, federal salaries are largely determined by pay scales, but there is still 
room for negotiation in certain areas, such as step increases within a pay grade or locality pay. 



Step 1: Understand the GS Pay Scale 

Most federal jobs are classified under the General Schedule (GS) pay scale. Each grade has 10 
steps, and the higher the step, the higher the pay within that grade. 

• Pay Grade: The grade level (e.g., GS-7, GS-12) reflects the position’s complexity, 
responsibility, and required qualifications. 

• Steps: Within each grade, there are 10 steps that determine your exact salary. 
 

Step 2: Negotiate Step Increases 

If you have significant experience or education beyond the minimum qualifications, you may be 
able to negotiate starting at a higher step within your grade. 

• How to Negotiate: When you receive an offer, you can ask for consideration of a higher step 
by citing your experience, specialized skills, or qualifications that exceed the job’s 
requirements. 

 

Step 3: Locality Pay 

In addition to base pay, federal employees may receive locality pay depending on where they 
work. This is a salary supplement that compensates for the higher cost of living in certain areas. 
For example, employees in large metropolitan areas like Washington, D.C., New York City, or 
San Francisco may receive additional pay to reflect the higher costs of those regions. 

5 How It Works: Locality pay is automatically included in the offer based on your job location, 
but if you are considering a role that offers telework or multiple duty station options, be 
aware that locality pay can differ significantly by location. 

6 Locality Pay Tables: Review the locality pay tables provided by the Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM) to understand how your geographic location affects your salary. 

 

Step 4: Negotiate Other Benefits 

While the base pay is largely fixed, you can still negotiate other aspects of your compensation 
package, such as: 

• Telework/Flexible Schedule: Many federal jobs offer telework or flexible scheduling options, 
especially post-pandemic. You can inquire about these options during the negotiation 
process. 

• Relocation Assistance: If you are required to relocate for the job, some agencies offer 
relocation allowances or reimbursement for moving expenses. 

• Leave Accrual Rate: Federal employees earn both annual leave and sick leave, but 
employees with prior military service or federal experience may be eligible to accrue 



leave at a faster rate. If applicable, you can request that your previous service be factored 
into your leave accrual. 

 

Step 5: Finalize the Offer 

Once your salary and benefits have been negotiated and agreed upon, you’ll receive an official 
offer letter outlining your compensation package, grade, step, and other terms of employment. 
Review this letter carefully, and don’t hesitate to ask for clarification if something is unclear. 

 
7. After the Offer: Onboarding and Background Checks 

Once you’ve accepted the job offer, the onboarding process begins. Here’s what to expect: 

Step 1: Complete Background Checks 

Federal jobs typically require thorough background checks, especially for positions involving 
national security or sensitive information. Depending on the role, you may undergo the 
following: 

7 Basic Background Check: For most non-sensitive positions, this involves verifying your 
employment history, criminal record, and educational qualifications. 

8 Security Clearance: Some positions, especially in defense or intelligence, require a security 
clearance. This involves a more detailed investigation, including interviews with 
references and checks on your financial and foreign contacts. 

 

Step 2: Sign Required Forms 

You’ll be asked to complete a variety of forms as part of the onboarding process, including: 

3 SF-86 (if applying for a security clearance). 
4 SF-50 (if you’re a current federal employee transferring to a new agency). 
5 W-4 for tax withholding. 
6 Direct deposit forms for salary payments. 
 

Step 3: Review Federal Employee Benefits 

Federal employees enjoy a wide range of benefits, including: 

• Health Insurance: Federal Employees Health Benefits (FEHB) program offers various plans 
to choose from. 

• Retirement: The Federal Employees Retirement System (FERS) provides retirement benefits, 
including the Thrift Savings Plan (TSP), which is similar to a 401(k). 



• Life Insurance: Federal Employees' Group Life Insurance (FEGLI) is available to federal 
employees at competitive rates. 

• Paid Leave: Federal employees receive paid annual leave, sick leave, and paid holidays. 
 
8. Special Considerations for Veterans 

Veterans may receive special consideration in the federal hiring process, and there are several 
programs in place to support veterans transitioning into federal jobs. 

Veterans’ Preference 

Veterans who served honorably may be eligible for Veterans' Preference, which gives them 
priority over other candidates in certain hiring situations. 

3 Types of Preference: 
 5-point preference: Awarded to veterans who served during specific periods of war or 

military campaigns. 
 10-point preference: Given to veterans with service-connected disabilities or those 

awarded the Purple Heart. 
4 How It Works: Veterans’ Preference is applied during the selection process, and it can move 

you higher on the certification list for hiring managers. 
 

Veterans Employment Opportunities Act (VEOA) 

Under the VEOA, eligible veterans can apply for federal jobs that are only open to “status” 
candidates (current or former federal employees). This expands the number of job opportunities 
available to veterans. 

 
Conclusion 

Applying for federal jobs through USAJOBS.gov requires careful preparation and attention to 
detail. From creating a strong federal resume to preparing for the interview and navigating salary 
negotiations, this guide outlines every step of the process to ensure you’re set up for success. 
Take advantage of the resources available to you, such as veterans’ programs and transition 
assistance services, and be patient—federal hiring can take time, but persistence pays off. 

By following these steps and understanding the nuances of the federal hiring system, you’ll 
increase your chances of landing a rewarding career in federal service. 

 


