
Frequently Asked Questions about the Senior Executive Service

These notes were inspired by our webinar discussion on reaching leadership in the Senior Executive
Service (SES). The webinar gives excellent first hand accounts on career progression, the role of
mentorship, the application process and more. We highly recommend you watch the webinar for more
information. These notes support and expand information provided in the webinar. They are a product of
LCWINS and reflect advice based upon inputs from many sources. Here is some basic information about
the Senior Executive Service (SES):

What is the SES?
In 1977, Congress passed the Civil Service Reform Act which resulted in the creation of the Senior
Executive Service (SES). The SES was created to provide senior management that would help serve as a
link between civil service and political appointments, especially during transitions. For a more in-depth
overview of the SES we encourage you to review this brief Congressional Research Service report. Given
the expectation that SES had leadership and management skills that could apply across subject matter,
legal authority allows any SES to be non-competitively reassigned to any position in any agency, across
government.

As the SES is intended to serve as agency and department leaders it is important to recognize that the
SES is about leading and managing people. If you are passionate about your subject area and not
interested in management then the SES may not be the correct move for you. Instead, the U.S.
Government has a separate rank structure for individuals who are experts, but who aren’t expected to
perform the same leadership responsibilities – Senior Leaders (SL). The SL selection process can look
similar to the SES selection process, however.

What is the process?
As outlined by OPM the process begins by posting the SES positions on USAJobs for candidates to
submit their applications. OPM provides rules on the core competencies for SES, that inform the review
and selection criteria used across the government.  The responsible agency reviews and ranks
candidates, and conducts interviews. Once a candidate is selected and approved by the agency
Executive Resource Board, the agency submits the candualifications. When the candidate is certified the
agency can proceed with appointing the candidate to the SES position. idate’s application package to an
OPM-administered Qualification Review Board (QRB) for certification of core executive.

What is the application?
There are several components included in the application but the Executive Core Qualifications (ECQ)
statement is a critical component. The ECQ evaluates foundational qualities and skills needed for senior
executives to lead in the Federal government. While technical expertise is important and evaluated
separately, the ECQs are designed to measure executive experience needed for leadership.
When completing your ECQ be sure to be results oriented in your responses. Your narrative should
describe examples for how you’ve met each ECQ, describing context that is national in scope for a
program or initiative, what you did to advance the program or initiative, and the results of the program,
including impact on the problem you articulated. One of the primary reasons applicants struggle is in how
they describe their work – particularly their role (vs. a team), and why it mattered.

https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/IF11743.pdf
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/senior-executive-service/selection-process/#url=Process
https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/senior-executive-service/executive-core-qualifications/


In your writing, think about the community you are applying to and use their language. That said,
remember that the OPM-Administered QRB will not necessarily have people from your community, so
don’t assume that the reader will automatically understand context, organizational roles, or acronyms.
Remember, spelling and grammar matter. Be sure to review your application and it is useful to have
someone else review it as well prior to submitting.

How do I game the ECQs? How do you “beat the bots?”
Many SES applications are reviewed by bots before they get reviewed by humans to accommodate large
numbers of applicants. The keywords in the questions must be present in your answer to get past that
stage of the process. Take a look at the question and use as many of the words in your answers as you
can, as frequently as you can. You must be truthful in your answers and they should be well-written in
proper English, but using their verbiage rather than yours will dramatically improve your chances of
getting past this initial stage of the process.

How should I prepare to apply for the SES?
There is no right or wrong way to prepare for SES leadership, but you want to make sure you are getting
experiences and opportunities to develop and demonstrate your leadership skills. Taking advantage of
rotations in your offices are a great way to aid in your development. There are a variety of candidate
development programs and SES prep courses available if you are interested in structured programs.
Building your networks and creating relationships across agencies helps to distinguish yourself when
applying through USAjobs.

Strongly encourage you to review the ECQs – and assess whether you have examples for where you’ve
demonstrated those qualifications.  If you haven’t, consider how you can obtain the skills, either through
rotations, another job, or serving on a special task force.  Also note they will be looking for depth, so you
may need to have more than one example.

How important are the SES Prep Courses to readiness and to competitiveness in the application
process?
These courses can be helpful, but they are not a requirement or a prerequisite. You may be sufficiently
qualified for SES without attending one of these courses.

What else do I need to know?
The SES contract provides greater authority and flexibility than the General Schedule, but also fewer
employee protections. As an example, an SES can be reassigned to any other position, at any time.  The
employee may refuse the assignment, but, depending on the circumstances, may then have limited
options for the future.

Similarly, SES end of year ratings and pay can be significantly different from the General Schedule.
There are no “time in grade” steps; change in pay reflects either change in scope or is awarded based on
performance.  Performance is often tied to overall achievement of agency goals, and the SES’ ability to
manage programs and staff to achieve them.  That said, performance bonuses reflect that increased set
of responsibility.
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How should we deal with Impostor Syndrome while thinking about SES positions?
It’s ok to be nervous about taking on something new but know that no one else is ready either. Women,
more than men, feel more burden about having to know more and being experts. Often women are
pioneering in a role where there may be a higher expectation and perception of being watched. But that
shouldn’t stop you from leaning in and giving it a shot. Continue to build your confidence and skills and
next thing you know you are doing the job.

What are some of the barriers to SES?
● Lack of prioritization for diversity: without leadership at the top that drives and encourages

diversity and a diverse leadership cadre there will be little impetus to diversify SES leadership.
● Lack of opportunities: when applying for a SES position it is important that you can showcase

previous leadership skills and experiences. Without these opportunities to develop leadership
skills during your career trajectory you will face a barrier during your SES application to
demonstrate your ability to lead.

● Work life balance: SES leadership is going to impact work life balance. Expectations on your
availability may increase and flexibility may decrease. Those aspects of the role should be
carefully considered.

● Trade-off on topic area vs. management: it is important to recognize that moving into the SES
ranks is about leading and managing people. If you want to remain in your topic area that can be
a barrier to moving into SES leadership.

What do you do if your boss isn’t supporting your growth because they don’t want to lose you?
A good boss is there to support you and help with your development, it is expected that in order for
people to grow they may also need to move on. If you have a difficult boss that isn’t helping you then it
may be time for you to move on from your position and apply for other jobs. If you don’t want to move on
and you are at an organization that has mechanisms in place to help you go on details, apply to schools,
or provide other development opportunities you can use that option to get opportunities to move on.

Is mentorship important?
Mentorship is extremely valuable. While formal mentorships are useful more often than not you may find
that mentorship is coming from informal mentorships or the ones you seek out. It is also useful to build
relationships that are lateral, more senior to you, and with those who do not look like you. Overall,
mentors provide an opportunity to provide guidance. They can be helpful to talk to, to guide, to point out
opportunities you might not have thought about, push and encourage you. The role of a mentor can help
you open your mind and think about opportunities you may not have thought about which can help
develop your career path and lead you to useful experiences.
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