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TIPS FOR WRITING SES EXECUTIVE CORE QUALIFICATIONS STATEMENTS

Executive Core Qualifications (ECQs) are required for all applicants who are not already members of the Senior Executive Service (SES) or graduates of Office of Personnel Management (OPM) approved candidate development programs.  The ECQs are an important step in the final qualification process.  Once a candidate is selected for a position, that selection is really the first step in the process.  The applicants resume or application and the ECQs are forwarded for review within the Transportation Security Administration, the Department of Homeland Security, and OPM.  OPM approval is complete when the applicant’s ECQs are approved by the Qualifications Review Board (QRB).  

Senior Executive Service Qualifications Review Boards

The Office of Personnel Management developed Executive Core Qualifications for reviewing the leadership capabilities of individuals selected by Federal agencies for initial career appointment to a Senior Executive Service position.  

OPM convenes ad hoc QRBs each week. A Board consists of three SES members, at least two of whom must be career appointees. Board members review each agency submission and, by majority vote, determine if the candidate’s experience meets the ECQ requirements.  The QRB does not rate, rank, or compare a candidate’s qualifications against those of other candidates. They do assess the overall scope, quality, and depth of a candidate’s executive qualifications within the context of the ECQs.

How to write a good Executive Core Qualifications Statement 

The key to writing a good ECQ Statement is to "tell stories" in layperson's terms that show your application of the SES Leadership Competencies to real life situations. 

This is a difficult writing exercise unlike any that you have ever done.  One retired military general officer who was Dean of a university department put it this way: “I feel like I’m back in undergraduate school writing essays!”  (This person is now the Federal Security Director at a major U.S. airport.)    

It might help you to pretend you are at a social gathering telling “civilians” about what you did and do for a living...anecdotal information is the name of the game.

An ECQ statement may include one or more examples of relevant experience that evidence the Leadership Competencies under the ECQs.  The number of examples is not as important as ensuring that your examples match the “abilities” identified in the ECQ definition.  The ECQs are interrelated and often interdependent.  For this reason, one example may adequately cover more than one ECQ.

Note that OPM expects you to write no more than one and one-half pages of narrative under each ECQ. A good rule of thumb is to limit your final ECQ Statement to nine pages.  

Use the C-CAR Model

OPM requires that ECQ Statements be written in the Context, Challenge, Actions and Results (CCAR) format.

Context:  Describe the climate or environment surrounding a situation, problem or goal, e.g. shrinking budget, loss of key personnel, Congressional scrutiny, public outcry, etc.  Write about individuals and groups you worked with and/or the environment in which you worked.  Tell the reader how you dealt with a particular challenge (e.g., unhappy clients, difficult co-workers, Congressional pressures, shrinking budgets, and low morale). The context aids the reader in understanding the significance, scope, and complexity of the situation described.

Challenge:  Describe a specific problem or goal that relates to the ECQ being addressed. 

Actions:  Describe the specific actions you took to address a challenge.  Write about the individuals and groups you worked with and/or the environment in which you worked; focus on leadership and managerial accomplishments, i.e. getting things done through other people.

Results: Give specific examples of the results of your actions.  Ensure that accomplishments demonstrate the quality and effectiveness of your leadership skills as well as the scope of your responsibility and the impact on the organization.  Provide results in output terms with numerical data if possible, e.g. lives saved, dollars, percentages, rates, ratios, etc.

Other Guidance

Use clear, concise statements written in First Person, Active Voice. Put the “action” verb and the “doer” of the action at the beginning of the sentence.
Avoid using “was,” “were,” “has been,” and other such passive verb forms often found at the end of long sentences.

Never use such words as we – they – them – plan - agencies –organizations – or other such “generic words” without first specifying who or what you are writing about.  Also, avoid bureaucratic buzzwords and military jargon.  

Spell out acronyms the first time they are used on a page, but avoid using them excessively.

Avoid statements that describe your personal beliefs or philosophies; focus on specific challenges and results achieved through your leadership; don’t “preach” or “lecture.”

Avoid statements that simply parrot the Leadership Competencies & Key Characteristics.

Avoid writing a “laundry list” of responsibilities, duties, and activities.

Avoid vague statements and assertions not supported by examples or evidence.

If possible, quantify your accomplishments.

Describe recent education and training that enhanced your skills in a particular ECQ.

Try to avoid using the same example for more than one ECQ.

Include special assignments (e.g., details, task forces, committees) and non-Federal experiences (e.g., in        private sector, volunteer and professional organizations) if they are relevant to an ECQ.

SES ECQ LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES AND KEY CHARACTERISTICS

The five ECQs are:

1.  Leading Change

2.  Leading People

3.  Results Driven

4.  Business Acumen

5.  Building Coalitions/Communication

Your narrative stories should address the “Leadership Competencies” under the ECQ headings. 

ECQ 1:  LEADING CHANGE
The ability to develop and implement an organizational vision which integrates key national and program goals, priorities, values, and other factors.  Inherent is the ability to balance change and continuity – to continually strive to improve customer service and program performance within the basic Government framework – to create a work environment that fosters creative thinking, focus, intensity, and persistence, even under adversity.

Leadership Competencies

Continual Learning - Grasps the essence of new information; masters new technical and business knowledge; recognizes own strengths and weaknesses; pursues self-development; seeks feedback from others and opportunities to master new knowledge.

Creativity and Innovation - Develops new insights into situations and applies innovative solutions to make organizational improvements; creates a work environment that encourages creative thinking and innovation; designs and implements new or cutting-edge programs/processes.

External Awareness - Identifies and keeps up to date on key national and international policies and economic, political, and social trends that affect the organization; understands near-term and long-range plans and determines how best to be positioned to achieve a competitive business advantage in a global economy.

Flexibility - Is open to change and new information; adapts behavior and work methods in response to new information, changing conditions, or unexpected obstacles; adjusts rapidly to new situations warranting attention and resolution.

Resilience - Deals effectively with pressure; maintains focus and intensity and remains optimistic and persistent, even under adversity; recovers quickly from setbacks; effectively balances personal life and work.

Service Motivation - Creates and sustains an organizational culture which encourages others to provide the quality of service essential to high performance; enables others to acquire the tools and support they need to perform well; shows a commitment to public service; influences others toward a spirit of service and meaningful contributions to mission accomplishment.

Strategic Thinking - Formulates effective strategies consistent with the business and competitive strategy of the organization in a global economy; examines policy issues and strategic planning with a long-term perspective; determines objectives and sets priorities; anticipates potential threats or opportunities.

Vision - Takes a long-term view and acts as a catalyst for organizational change; builds a shared vision with others; influences others to translate vision into action.

Key Characteristics

Exercises leadership and motivate managers to incorporate vision, strategic planning, and elements of quality management into the full range of the organization’s activities; encourages creative thinking and innovation; influences others toward a spirit of service; designs and implements new or cutting edge programs/processes.

Identifies and integrates key issues affecting the organization, including political, economic, social, technological, and administrative factors.

Understands the roles and relationships of the components of the national policy making and implementation process, including the President, political appointees, Congress, the judiciary, state and local governments, and interest groups; formulates effective strategies to balance those interests consistent with the business of the organization.

Open to change and new information; tolerates ambiguity; adapts behavior and work methods in response to new information, changing conditions, or unexpected obstacles, adjusts rapidly to new situations warranting attention and resolution.

Displays a high level of initiative, effort, and commitment to public service; is proactive, self motivated, and achievement-oriented; seeks feedback from others and opportunities to master new knowledge.


Deals effectively with pressure; maintains focus and intensity and remains persistent, even under adversity; recovers quickly from setbacks.

ECQ 2:  LEADING PEOPLE
The ability to design and implement strategies which maximize employee potential and foster high ethical standards in meeting the organization's vision, mission, and goals.  Note that the following Competencies focus primarily on one-on-one relationships with superiors, peers, and subordinates.

Leadership Competencies

Conflict Management - Identifies and takes steps to prevent potential situations that could result in unpleasant confrontations; manages and resolves conflicts and disagreements in a positive and constructive manner to minimize negative impact.

Leveraging Diversity - Recruits, develops, and retains a diverse high quality workforce in an equitable manner.  Leads and manages an inclusive workplace that maximizes the talents of each person to achieve sound business results; respects, understands, values and seeks out individual differences to achieve the vision and mission of the organization; develops and uses measures and rewards to hold self and others accountable for achieving results that embody the principles of diversity.

Integrity/Honesty - Instills mutual trust and confidence; creates a culture that fosters high standards of ethics; behaves in a fair and ethical manner toward others, and demonstrates a sense of corporate responsibility and commitment to public service.

Team Building - Inspires, motivates, and guides others toward goal accomplishments; consistently develops and sustains cooperative working relationships; encourages and facilitates cooperation within the organization and with customer groups; fosters commitment, team spirit, pride, trust; develops leadership in others through coaching, mentoring, rewarding, and guiding employees.

Key Characteristics
Provides leadership in setting the workforce’s expected performance levels commensurate with the organization’s strategic objectives; inspires, motivates, and guides others toward goal accomplishment; empowers staff by sharing power and authority.

Promotes quality through effective use of the organization’s performance management system (e.g., establishing performance standards, appraising staff accomplishments using developed standards, and taking action to reward, counsel, or remove employees, as appropriate).

Values cultural diversity and other differences; fosters an environment where people who are culturally diverse can work together cooperatively and effectively in achieving organizational goals.

Assesses employees’ unique developmental needs and providing training opportunities that maximize employees’ capabilities and contribute to the achievement of organizational goals; develops leadership in others through coaching and mentoring.


Fosters commitment, team spirit, pride, trust, and group identity; takes steps to prevent situations that could result in unpleasant confrontations.

Resolves conflicts in a positive and constructive manner, including promoting labor/management partnerships and dealing effectively with employee relations matters, morale problems, organizational climate, labor management, and EEO issues; takes disciplinary action when other means have not been successful.
ECQ 3:  RESULTS DRIVEN
The ability to stress accountability and continuous improvement, to make timely and effective decisions, and to produce results through strategic planning and the implementation and evaluation of programs and policies.

Leadership Competencies

Accountability - Ensures that effective controls are developed and maintained to ensure the integrity of the organization; holds self and others accountable for rules and responsibilities; can be relied upon to ensure that projects within areas of specific responsibility are completed in a timely manner and within budget; monitors and evaluates plans; focuses on results and measuring attainment of outcomes.

Customer Service - Balancing interests of a variety of clients; readily readjusts priorities to respond to pressing and changing client demands.  Anticipates and meets the need of clients; achieves quality end products; is committed to continuous improvement of services.

Decisiveness - Exercises good judgment by making sound and well-informed decisions; perceives the impact and implications of decisions; makes effective and timely decisions, even when data is limited or solutions produce unpleasant consequences; is proactive and achievement oriented.

Entrepreneurship - Identifies opportunities to develop and market new products and services within or outside of the organization.  Is willing to take risks; initiates actions that involve a deliberate risk to achieve a recognized benefit or advantage.

Problem Solving - Identifies and analyzes problems; distinguishes between relevant and irrelevant information to make logical decisions; provides solutions to individual and organizational problems.

Technical Credibility - Understands and appropriately applies procedures, requirements, regulations, and policies related to specialized expertise.  Is able to make sound hiring and capital resource decisions and to address training and development needs; understands linkages between administrative competencies and mission needs.

Key Characteristics

Understands and appropriately applies procedures, requirements, regulations, and policies related to specialized expertise; understands linkages between administrative competencies and mission needs; keeps current on issues, practices, and procedures in technical areas.

Stresses results by formulating strategic program plans to assess policy/program feasibility, including realistic short- and long-term goals and objectives.

Exercises good judgment in structuring and organizing work and setting priorities; balances the interests of clients and readily readjusts priorities to respond to customer demands.

Anticipates, identifies, diagnoses, and consults on potential or actual problem areas relating to program implementation and goal achievement; selects from alternative courses of corrective action; takes action from developed contingency plans. 

Sets program standards; holds self and others accountable for achieving these standards; acts decisively to modify them to promote customer service and the quality of programs and policies.

Identifies opportunities to develop and market new products and services within or outside of the organization; takes risks to pursue a recognized benefit or advantage.
ECQ 4:  BUSINESS ACUMEN
The ability to acquire and administer human, financial, material, and information technology resources in a manner that instills public trust and accomplishes the organization's mission.

Leadership Competencies

Financial Management - Demonstrates broad understanding of principles of financial management and marketing expertise necessary to ensure appropriate funding levels; prepares, justifies, and/or administers the budget for the program area; uses cost-benefit thinking to set priorities; monitors expenditures in support of programs and policies; identifies cost-effective approaches; manages procurement and contracting.

Human Resources Management - Assesses current and future staffing needs based on organizational goals and budget realities; using merit principles, ensures staff are appropriately selected, developed, utilized, appraised, and rewarded; takes corrective action as needed.

Technology Management - Uses efficient and cost-effective approaches to integrate technology into the workplace and improve program effectiveness; develops strategies using new technology to enhance decision-making; understands the impact of technological changes on the organization.

Key Characteristics
Assesses current and future staffing needs based on organizational goals and budget realities; applies merit principles to develop, select, and manage a diverse workforce.


Oversees allocation of financial resources; identifies cost-effective approaches; establishes and ensures the use of internal controls for financial systems.

Manages the budgetary process, including preparing and justifying a budget and operating the budget under organizational and Congressional procedures; understands the marketing expertise necessary to ensure appropriate funding levels.


Oversees procurement and contracting procedures and processes.

Integrates and coordinates logistical operations; ensures efficient and cost-effective development and utilization of management information systems and other technological resources to meet the organization’s needs; understands the impact of technological changes on the organization.

ECQ 5: BUILDING COALITIONS/COMMUNICATION
The ability to explain, advocate, and express facts and ideas in a convincing manner, and negotiate with individuals and groups internally and externally.  It also involves the ability to develop an expansive professional network with other organizations, and to identify the internal and external politics that impact the work of the organization.

Leadership Competencies

Influencing/Negotiating - Persuades others; builds consensus through give and take; gains cooperation from others to obtain information and accomplish goals; facilitates “win-win” situations.

Interpersonal Skills- Considers and responds appropriately to the needs, feelings, and capabilities of different people in different situations; is tactful, compassionate and sensitive, and treats others with respect.

Oral Communication - Makes clear and convincing oral presentations to individuals or groups; listens effectively and clarifies information as needed; facilitates an open exchange of ideas and fosters an atmosphere of open communication.

Partnering - Develops networks and builds alliances, engages in cross-functional activities; collaborates across boundaries, and finds common ground with a widening range of stakeholders.  Utilizes contacts to build and strengthen internal support bases.

Political Savvy - Identifies the internal and external politics that impact the work of the organization.  Approaches each problem situation with a clear perception of organizational and political reality; recognizes the impact of alternative courses of action.

Written Communication - Expresses facts and ideas in writing in a clear, convincing and organized manner.

Key Characteristics


Represents and speaks for the organizational unit and its work (e.g., presenting, explaining, selling, defining, and negotiating) to those within and outside the office (e.g., agency heads and other Government executives, corporate officials, Office of Management and Budget officials, Members of Congress and their staffs, the media, clientele and professional groups); makes clear and convincing oral presentations to individuals and groups; listens effectively and clarifies information; facilitates open exchange of ideas.


Establishes and maintains working relationships with internal organizational units (e.g., other program areas and staff support functions); approaches each problem situation with a clear perception of organizational and political realities; uses contacts to build and strengthen internal support bases; gains understanding and support from higher levels. 


Develops and enhances alliances with external groups (e.g., other agencies or firms, state and local governments, Congress, and clientele groups); engages in cross-functional activities; finds common ground with a wide range of stakeholders.


Works well in groups and teams; conducts briefings and meetings; gains cooperation from others to obtain information and accomplish goals; facilitates win-win situations.


Considers and responds appropriately to the needs, feelings, and capabilities of different people in different situations; is tactful and treats others with respect.

