U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE
August 3, 2009
Dear Candidates for the Foreign Service,
The Foreign Service Act of 1980 tasks the U.S. Department of State, and the Board of
Examiners (BEX) specifically, with the responsibility for the evaluation and selection of
candidates for the Foreign Service. The Department takes this charge seriously and has devoted
significant resources to the development of a Foreign Service Officer Selection Process with the
goal of providing all candidates, regardless of socioeconomic background, education or
experience, a chance to demonstrate their potential to be a Foreign Service Officer. If you are
invited to the Foreign Service Oral Assessment, you will find it is designed to challenge you and
give you the opportunity in three different settings (a group exercise, a structured interview,
and a case management writing exercise) to demonstrate the thirteen dimensions that have
been identified as the qualities necessary to become a successful Foreign Service Officer. Thus,
the Board of Examiners stands by the validity and integrity of the assessment process as being a
fair and accurate selection method for Foreign Service Officers. Indeed, it is vital to the U.S.
Department of State's mission and purpose.
To ensure no bias in favor of any candidate, BEX periodically revises its testing material. We
also ask all candidates to sign a non-disclosure statement before beginning the assessment, and
we have implemented other safeguards. Please note that BEX will terminate the candidacy of
someone found to have violated the non-disclosure agreement.
I encourage you to approach the oral assessment optimistically, drawing on your own merits
and experiences to show that you have the potential to serve as a Foreign Service Officer, and
as a diplomat on behalf of the U.S. Government. When you attend the oral assessment, please
keep in mind that business attire is appropriate.

With best wishes for success,

Sara A. Rosenberry
Director, Board of Examiners for the Foreign Service

Oral Assessment Summary
After evaluation by the Qualifications Evaluation Panel (QEP) the most competitive candidates
are invited to participate in the Oral Assessment, a series of exercises that constitutes the next
stage of their candidacy. The Oral Assessment is conducted in Washington, D.C. and in various
other cities around the United States.
Candidates must report to their assigned Assessment Center at 7:00 a.m. on their scheduled
day. The assessment may end as late as 6:00 p.m. for successful candidates. The email
message that invites candidates to the Oral Assessment also advises candidates what
documents they need to bring to the Assessment Center. This list of documents can be
downloaded here. In addition to the listed documents, candidates are also asked to bring the
Social Security numbers of family members who might be traveling with them overseas. This
will help the medical clearance process. Provisions for candidates with disabilities will be made
available at each Assessment Center but must be arranged with the U.S. Department of State's
Board of Examiners in advance.
T

The Oral Assessment is an assessment, not a traditional job interview, for selection as an entry
level Foreign Service Officer. Oral Assessment exercises are based on a job analysis of the work
of the Foreign Service and reflect the skills, abilities, and personal qualities deemed essential
to the performance of that work. The oral assessment measures the following dimensions:
•
•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•

Composure. To stay calm, poised, and effective in stressful or difficult situations; to
think on one's feet, adjusting quickly to changing situations; to maintain self-control.
Cultural Adaptability. To work and communicate effectively and harmoniously with
persons of other cultures, value systems, political beliefs, and economic
circumstances; to recognize and respect differences in new and different cultural
environments.
Experience and Motivation. To demonstrate knowledge, skills or other attributes
gained from previous experience of relevance to the Foreign Service; to articulate
appropriate motivation for joining the Foreign Service.
Information Integration and Analysis. To absorb and retain complex information
drawn from a variety of sources; to draw reasoned conclusions from analysis and
synthesis of available information; to evaluate the importance, reliability, and
usefulness of information; to remember details of a meeting or event without the
benefit of notes.
Initiative and Leadership. To recognize and assume responsibility for work that needs
to be done; to persist in the completion of a task; to influence significantly a group’s
activity, direction, or opinion; to motivate others to participate in the activity one is
leading.
Judgment. To discern what is appropriate, practical, and realistic in a given situation;
to weigh relative merits of competing demands.
Objectivity and Integrity. To be fair and honest; to avoid deceit, favoritism, and
discrimination; to present issues frankly and fully, without injecting subjective bias; to
work without letting personal bias prejudice actions.
Oral Communication. To speak fluently in a concise, grammatically correct,
organized, precise, and persuasive manner; to convey nuances of meaning accurately;
to use appropriate styles of communication to fit the audience and purpose.
Planning and Organizing. To prioritize and order tasks effectively, to employ a
systematic approach to achieving objectives, to make appropriate use of limited
resources.

•
•
•
•

Quantitative Analysis. To identify, compile, analyze, and draw correct conclusions
from pertinent data; to recognize patterns or trends in numerical data; to perform
simple mathematical operations.
Resourcefulness. To formulate creative alternatives or solutions to resolve problems,
to show flexibility in response to unanticipated circumstances.
Working With Others. To interact in a constructive, cooperative, and harmonious
manner; to work effectively as a team player; to establish positive relationships and
gain the confidence of others; to use humor as appropriate.
Written Communication. To write concise, well organized, grammatically correct,
effective and persuasive English in a limited amount of time.

Candidates are evaluated solely against these criteria by four assessors who observe the
performance of candidates in a variety of situations designed to enable the candidates to
demonstrate the requisite skills. The assessors are Foreign Service Officers from various career
tracks with a wide variety of experience in the geographic and functional Bureaus of the
Department. Assessors receive training from professional consultants on how to conduct
assessments in an objective manner in which the candidate's performance is observed and
where the candidate's score correlates to an established performance standard.
The Oral Assessment is not an adversarial process. Candidates do not compete against one
another but instead are judged on their capacity to demonstrate the skills and abilities
necessary to be an effective Foreign Service Officer.

The Oral Assessment
1. The Group Exercise
Preparations
For the first exercise of the day, candidates are brought together in a group of three to six to
comprise an Embassy task force charged with allocating resources to competing projects in
their host country. Each candidate receives a package of common background materials, as
well as a five-page candidate specific project to read and absorb (30 minutes). At the end of
that time, each candidate will present his or her project to the group. Candidates may take
notes at any time.
Common Materials
•
•
•
•
•
•

General instructions
Memorandum from a senior US Embassy official in one of various mythical
countries appointing the candidate to a task force to consider proposals for use
of scarce resources
Country Background Notes
The U.S. Country Plan and Objectives
Lists of key U.S. Embassy and host government officials
A map of the country

Project Specific Information
•

Five pages describing the candidate's individual project

The Presentation Phase
When the 30-minute preparation time is over, four assessors join the group and take seats in
the corners of the room. At this point in the assessment, the assessors know nothing about the
candidates. The assessors do not participate; they only observe the group exercise. Candidates
are briefed on the ground rules and are invited to begin their individual project presentations
in any order they choose; however, they are cautioned that projects are not to be compared or
evaluated in the presentation phase. Each candidate has six minutes to present his or her
project to the others, covering all relevant facets of the project, including both negative and
positive points, U.S. interests, and required resources. Time may be left at the end of each
presentation for questions from other candidates.
The Discussion Phase
After the last presentation has been made, the lead examiner informs the group that it is now
entering the discussion phase of the exercise, the stage in which the candidates must reach a
consensus on project selection and allocation of their limited resources.
In this phase, candidates discuss and debate the merits and/or drawbacks of the various
projects in order to make recommendations to the Ambassador. Toward that end, the group
negotiates and debates pros and cons with the goal of reaching, within the time allotted (20-25
minutes - depending on group size), a consensus on which projects should be supported and at
what level.
The group exercise measures oral communication, objectivity and integrity, ability to work
with others, information integration and analysis, planning, judgment, initiative, leadership,
and composure. Strong candidates are those who keep in mind the objective of the exercise: to
help the Ambassador decide how best to allocate limited U.S. Government resources among a
number of worthy projects. They have the ability to integrate information not just about their
own projects but also about projects presented by their colleagues. They may suggest original
ideas and solutions. A good leader can draw out others and help move the group to consensus.
Active participation is essential to successful performance. Examiners cannot judge qualities
they cannot see. Even if a candidate presents a clear project, lack of involvement in the
discussion phase can make the difference when the scores are determined.
Sample Project
A candidate might be expected to describe the following information, based on four or five
background documents, in the presentation phase:
Gargon University in the country of Erewhon requests Embassy help in purchasing equipment to
complete the university's new sports facility.
Benefits of the project: The University would purchase U.S. equipment, aiding U.S. business
interests and providing good public relations for the U.S.; the Chairman of the Board of the
University would be rewarded for being the instrumental force in Erewhon's opposition to a
hostile neighboring country's efforts to host the Summer Olympics; Gargon Regional
Rehabilitation Hospital, now sadly under-equipped, would be able to use the pool and
gymnasium.

Negative aspects: Gargon is a private university and there is some question whether U.S.
Government funds should be used to support it; this grant would not improve economic
conditions or raise living standards of the majority of people; Gargon is the home district of
chief opposition leader Reubello--a grant might displease the Prime Minister.
Benefits to the U.S.: A grant would promote U.S. export trade and support U.S. business
interests in Erewhon; it would enhance public and official perceptions of the United States.
Project costs: The Embassy's total cost is $75,000. The host government would contribute
$10,000. Total cost: $85,000.

2. The Structured Interview
All candidates participate individually in a Structured Interview conducted by two assessors.
For this portion of the Oral Assessment, assessors will have reviewed portions of the
candidate’s ACT Application Form, Statement of Interest, and stated career track preference.
Candidates are expected to respond to questions based on their personal background,
experience, and motivation.
This portion of the assessment consists of three testing modules lasting a total of
approximately one hour.
A. Experience and Motivation Interview
In this portion of the assessment, the candidate should convey to the examiners a clear and
precise picture of him/herself, including personality traits, and his/her understanding of the
Foreign Service. The candidate's work experience and motivation to join the Foreign Service, as
well as cross-cultural skills are considered. Assessors will evaluate a candidate's potential to
serve successfully as a Foreign Service Officer, including in the selected career track, by
discussing what the candidate has done with the opportunities presented to this point in his or
her life. Candidates must be succinct and persuasive in responding to the examiner's questions.
Candidates should have previously informed themselves about the Foreign Service in general,
and also about the work related to the career track they have selected.
B. Hypothetical Scenarios
The second assessment module in the Structured Interview consists of a series of hypothetical
scenarios designed to test the candidate's situational judgment.
Assessors will give the candidate a brief scenario to read that provides information about the
country and the candidate's position in the embassy, setting the scene for the hypothetical
situation. Assessors' questions test the candidate's interpersonal skills, problem-solving
abilities, initiative, objectivity, judgment, planning and organizing skills, composure, and
cultural adaptability. Although the problems presented in this exercise are hypothetical, they
are closely related to real-life situations regularly encountered by Foreign Service Officers
overseas. Candidates are advised, however, that, while the problems occur in a Foreign Service
setting, candidates are not expected to know how an Embassy operates or to be familiar with
government rules and regulations. They are asked to fashion a solution that employs good
judgment and common sense.
The hypothetical scenarios challenge candidates to think quickly. Assessors look for a candidate
who can organize for action, take responsibility, and respond to new situations creatively and

effectively. While there is no single right or correct answer, a strong candidate will
demonstrate mature thinking, recognize alternative approaches, and consider both the longand short-term consequences of responses.
Sample Hypothetical Exercises
Earthquake Scenario
You are working in a small embassy in a developing tropical island country. Relations with the
United States have been strained for some time, although the island is visited by increasing
numbers of American tourists lured by its beautiful beaches, national parks and wildlife, and
interesting archaeological sites. The island has experienced numerous tremors recently and ten
years ago suffered a major earthquake, which destroyed the port and much of the capital city.
You have been at this embassy for almost two years and are looking forward to moving on to
your next post.
When you first arrived at post, you worked in the consular section, which is responsible for
assisting American citizens in distress and for issuing visas to host country nationals wishing to
visit the United States. You then rotated for a stint in the management section, responsible for
maintenance and upkeep of staff housing. You supervised the local Foreign Service National
(FSN) staff charged with maintaining the embassy buildings and grounds. This past six months
you have been working as the ambassador's aide, which required you to move to an apartment
three blocks from the embassy.
On a Saturday afternoon the communications officer has called you in to the embassy for an
urgent incoming telegram that needs immediate action. As you enter the embassy gate, you
see two FSNs enter the building. Walking toward the building, you feel a sudden jolt and
immediately realize you are in the middle of an earthquake. You have difficulty standing, and
see windows in the embassy shatter. Then the earthquake ends. What do you do?
(possible responses: If appears safe, check on the FSN staff and help as needed;
determine cable contents; inform ambassador and Washington; inform and
motivate staff to take appropriate actions including finding out how much
damage employee residences sustained; make sure someone checks on resident
American citizens and American tourists.)
The earthquake has knocked out electricity all over the city. Because of your in-country
experience, the ambassador has asked you to lead the embassy's crisis response center. The
city's only hospital requests fuel oil for its emergency generators, which will run out in a day.
The embassy stocks emergency fuel oil to keep all embassy functions, including
communications with the State Department, going continually for three days. What do you do?
(possible responses: Determine exact embassy needs; seek alternate fuel
sources; consult colleagues/staff on reducing fuel use; consult host government
regarding hospital needs; consider establishing limited hours for communication
operations; determine when embassy fuel can be replenished.)
The earthquake hit residential areas hard, and many embassy officers and FSNs lack shelter.
Building materials are scarce and the airport is temporarily closed. A local nightclub owner,
known for his flashy life-style, offers building materials and labor to the embassy. The security
office's head FSN reports that the businessman is rumored to be engaged in drug smuggling and
strongly urges you to decline this offer. What do you do?

(possible responses: Discuss offer with colleagues; determine facts in case,
excluding hearsay; weigh only proven cons against pros of needed help; seek
other sources of supply, including from U.S. embassies in neighboring countries;
seek other housing options; contact the U.S. military to determine if they can
transport portable housing units or building materials by ship or helicopter.)
C. Past Behavior Interview
In the final segment of the Structured Interview, the assessors ask the candidate a series of
questions, to which the candidate should respond with examples from his or her own
experience. The questions are designed to assess a range of dimensions determined through a
documented job analysis to be linked to successful performance as a Foreign Service Officer.
Those dimensions are Planning and Organizing, Working with Others, Cultural Adaptability,
Initiative and Leadership, Objectivity and Integrity, Composure and Oral Communication.

3. Case Management
The third part of the oral assessment is the 90-minute Case Management Exercise. The purpose
of this segment is to evaluate the candidate's management skills, interpersonal skills and
quantitative ability. Writing concise, correct, and persuasive English is also important in this
exercise. This exercise is indicative of the candidate's ability to integrate and analyze
information, to interpret quantitative data, and to display sound judgment. The candidate will
be asked to incorporate data and other statistical information in the analysis and
recommended solutions.
The candidate is given a memo describing the tasks to complete and a variety of information
about the central issue, including a summary of the major issues (from the candidate's
supervisor), an organizational chart, e-mail messages from a host of different perspectives at
different levels in the Embassy and details about the past performance of the staff. A
calculator is not needed in reviewing the quantitative data, but the analysis and
recommendations must show a clear understanding of these data.
The candidate may want to spend 30 minutes reading and analyzing the material, 45 minutes
writing the required memo, and 15 minutes reviewing and revising.
A Sample Exercise:
You are the newly arrived Supervisory General Services Officer at a medium-sized embassy in a
country with few amenities. General Services Officers are responsible for the embassy's
logistics operations: leasing, maintenance, transportation, procurement, management and
inventory of property, and the like. Your supervisor, the Management Officer, Steve Hansen, is
out of the office, and has left you a memorandum, indicating that a file on the top of your desk
should be your number one priority. His memorandum indicates that a conflict has developed
between your deputy, Sharon Smith, who has recently arrived on her first tour, and the Junior
Officer in the consular section, Mitch Stevens. The maintenance chief, Peter, a local national
who reports to Sharon, is also involved. There are no other American personnel in the section;
Sharon is responsible for leasing, maintenance, and property inventories, while you are
responsible for procurement, transportation, and overall management of the section. The
Management Officer instructs you to draft for his consideration a two-page memo that presents
the facts and offers recommendations on how to resolve the issue, including at least one
alternative.
You review the file in front of you. It contains:

1. an exchange of e-mails between Sharon and Mitch: Mitch complains that the
work orders for repairs at his residence are not being completed to his
satisfaction; he has received no follow-up information. Sharon responds that
many of his requests are not appropriate use of the embassy's limited
maintenance staff. Mitch responds that this was never a problem under Sharon's
predecessor, and furthermore, that he himself, as a General Services Officer on
his previous tour, allowed such practices and certainly knows the regulations at
least as well as Sharon. She in turn retorts that Mitch's personal friendship with
her predecessor resulted in favoritism that should never have happened in the
first place. Mitch in turn alleges that Sharon must bear a personal grudge against
him, apparently because he was recently tenured (while she was not).
2. a memorandum from Mitch's supervisor to the Management Officer, complaining
that the maintenance section's failure to handle Mitch's household repairs is
having an unsatisfactory effect on his work in the Consular Section, and referring
to an incident the previous Friday evening at the Marine House, in which Sharon
and Mitch apparently resorted to name-calling after a few beers. The Consular
Officer also suggests that, since Sharon's arrival, embassy morale has suffered
considerably; she is known as "the lady who can only say 'no.'"
3. Mitch's work orders, as follows:
o repair torn window-screen in kitchen: marked "Low Priority" by
Sharon, with the notation that this is the third time in two years
that this particular screen has been torn and is in need of
replacement
o repair motorcycle: marked "Not approved" by Sharon, with the
notation that this is Mitch's personal property and should not be
repaired using U.S. Government funds or personnel
o build tool shed in back yard: marked "Not approved" by Sharon,
with the notation that there is ample space for tools in the
garage, but this space is being used by Mitch's two motorcycles
instead
o replace draperies throughout the house: marked "Defer" by
Sharon, with the notation that the draperies were all changed
upon Mitch's arrival eighteen months ago, and that they are
changed only once per occupant, regardless of the circumstances
o replace living room carpet: marked "Approved" by Sharon, with
the notation that carpet cannot be purchased at the present time
because the embassy has no funds for the procurement of
furniture and furnishings
4. a memorandum from Peter, the local maintenance chief, to Sharon, cc: Steve,
indicating his discomfort with Sharon's new policy of disapproving so many work
orders. He says he has been with the embassy for 15 years, and has always
provided quality and courteous service to the American staff, at both their
homes and offices, and indicates he has a large, able staff of workmen ready to
be of service. He is concerned about the effect that the new policy is having on
embassy morale, and in particular on the relations between his section and the
American staff.
5. a memorandum from the budget chief to Sharon, cc: Steve indicating that,
barely halfway through the fiscal year, the General Services Section is
considerably over-budget. A line-by-line tally is attached. Costs are all in U.S.
dollars.

Activity

Annual Budget

Expended to Date

Remaining

Local Salaries
Overtime
Benefits

$450,000
$10,000
$100,000

$230,000
$95,000
$52,000

$220,000
-$85,000
$48,000

Awards
Supplies
Utilities
Furniture and Furnishings
Equipment
Travel
Transportation
Fuel

$8,000
$500,000
$675,000
$250,000
$75,000
$5,000
$100,000
$145,000

$10,000
$355,000
$455,000
$200,000
$95,000
$5,000
$85,000
$100,000

-$2,000
$145,000
$225,000
$50,000
-$20,000
$0
$15,000
$45,000

(6) A statistical summary of work orders for past month, as follows:
DATE REQUESTOR WORK REQUESTED STATUS
3/16
3/19
3/19
3/20
3/21
3/22
3/23
3/29
3/30
4/1
4/2
4/2
4/3
4/3

Stevens
Johnson
Berman
Jones
Stevens
Cass
Stevens
Haskell
Stevens
Echeverria
Hadley
Haskell
Stevens
Sanchez

Repair torn screen
Repair a/c
Paint kitchen
Replace stove
Repair motorcycle
Repair refrigerator
Build tool shed
Fix drain
Fix loose tiles in kitchen
Pest control (ants)
Repair a/c
Fix drain (again)
Replace LR carpet
Repair a/c

Deferred
Completed
Scheduled
Deferred
Not approved
Completed
Not approved
Completed
Deferred
Scheduled
Completed
Completed
Approved
Scheduled

Approved/Completed 5 36%
Approved/Scheduled 3 21%
Approved/Not Scheduled 1 7%
Approved/Deferred 3 21%
Not Approved 2 14%
Questions:
1. Summarize the situation
Suggested reply:
Sharon feels that Mitch's requests are frivolous. His friendship with her predecessor allowed his
every wish to be granted (bankrupting the section's overtime and supply budgets), and -- his
previous tour as a General Services Officer aside -- he now needs a reality check. Mitch, in
turn, feels Sharon is being dismissive of requests that are legitimate in the local hardship
environment, inconsistent with past precedent, and disrespectful of his own self-acknowledged
expertise in her area. Mitch's requests constitute a third of all those made in the past month,
and the only ones not approved.
Mitch's requests are not critical, even in a hardship environment; he has probably been getting
by with more than he deserved because of his close friendship with Sharon's predecessor. At
the same time, Sharon appears to be too rigid and, perhaps, has failed to communicate to
Mitch the justifiable reasons for her actions. Her actions are having a serious effect on morale,
not only according to Mitch but also other (perhaps more objective) observers. She needs to
understand that following regulations and giving good service are not mutually exclusive.

An analysis of the budget reveals that, although the fiscal year is only half over, several
categories have less than 50% of their annual allocation remaining: overtime, awards, supplies,
furniture and furnishings, equipment, travel, transportation, and fuel.
2. How do you propose to resolve the situation?
Suggested response:
Meet separately with Mitch and Sharon and then meet with them together to determine what
can and should be done to address Mitch's work orders. Perhaps the three of you could visit
Mitch's house to find practical ways in which he can better help himself where the embassy
can't help him. Work out with Sharon a system by which all employees submitting work orders
receive prompt communication on the status of their requests, including reasons for their
refusal. Suggest a pro-active notice to American employees on what maintenance actions the
embassy is responsible for, and which it is not, and anticipated time delays in completing
them. Also consider the division of duties between Sharon and yourself; perhaps you'd like to
swap the maintenance and transportation functions, so you can get a better idea on how the
maintenance section is being utilized. To deal with the budget problem, put an immediate
moratorium on overtime, furniture, supply, and equipment purchases, awards, and travel; do
not fill any vacant positions unless absolutely necessary; look at ways of conserving energy.
Be sure to follow the instructions, particularly for the writing sample. Do not make assumptions
that are not clear from the instructions. Be as complete as possible in the time allotted. This
essay is intended not only to test your management and quantitative skills, but also your
written communication ability. Pay just as much attention to how you write as to what you say.
Scoring the Exercises
Assessors observe the candidate's performance closely, taking notes during the testing module.
At the end of each exercise, assessors individually enter their scores into a computer. The
average of the exercise scores determines a candidate's overall score. The Oral Assessment cutoff score to continue a candidacy is 5.25 out of a possible 7. For this cycle, each exercise and
each component of each exercise have equal weight. The Group Exercise, Structured Interview,
and Case Management Study each count for one-third of the total grade. Within the Structured
Interview, the Experience and Motivation, Hypothetical and Past Behavior modules are equally
weighted. Overall scoring is on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 representing poor performance and 7
representing an outstanding performance. In the 2006-07 cycle, roughly one out of five
candidates passed the oral assessment.

4. Exit Interviews
After the assessors complete the integration of their scores, candidates are notified whether
they have been successful in reaching the cut-off score. Along with their final overall score,
candidates receive an indication as to whether they reached or exceeded the cut off score on
any of the three major components of the exam.
Unsuccessful candidates are informed of their results in a private interview with two assessors.
At this point, the candidate is given an opportunity to ask questions about the assessment
process and future exams. Assessors are not permitted to provide specific feedback or critiques

of the candidate's performance. This prevents any undue advantage to those who take the
exam more than once.
All who pass receive an Immediate Conditional Offer and proceed to the next phase of the
hiring process. Successful candidates are then given a briefing on the next steps in the Foreign
Service Officer Selection Process, including information on the security background
investigation, language bonus point system, veteran's preference points, the medical
examination, and final suitability review. Candidates are also given the opportunity to ask
questions about Foreign Service life. Diplomatic Security may then initiate background
interviews.

