How to Read a UN Job Description
A UN job description is not simply an announcement of a vacancy. It is a structured document that explains the organization’s needs, signals how candidates will be assessed, and defines what the hiring manager is looking for at each stage of the process. Reading it carefully allows you to position yourself deliberately and to prepare an application that aligns with both eligibility requirements and comparative evaluation criteria.
Organization, Role Setting, and Context
This section explains where the position sits within the UN system and within the organization. It describes the mandate of the department, mission, or unit, the broader institutional or political context, and sometimes the geographic scope of the role.
You should read this section to understand why the position exists and how it contributes to the organization’s objectives. It tells you whether the role is operational or policy oriented, headquarters-based or field-focused, and whether it operates in a stable or crisis-driven environment. 
Your application should reflect that you understand this context and that the role is a deliberate choice. A strong cover letter makes clear that you understand the organization’s mandate, the unit’s role within it, and how this position fits into that structure. This signals motivation, seriousness, and alignment, all of which matter at the screening and comparison stages.
Description of Duties and Focus of Work
The description of duties provides insight into what the role involves and how you are likely to spend most of your time. While this section may include many bullet points, not all duties carry the same weight.
Early bullets usually describe core functions. Duties listed later may be supporting tasks or byproducts of those core functions. Some UN job announcements explicitly distinguish between core and secondary responsibilities, so you must infer this by looking at repetition, emphasis, and the verbs used.
As you read this section, ask where the focus of activity lies. Identify the functions that will dominate your day-to-day work, such as coordination, analysis, program management, stakeholder engagement, reporting, or technical delivery. These are not always spelled out in the requirements, but they tell you what the organization actually needs.
You do not need to address every duty bullet in your application. Instead, align your experience and examples with the overall functional focus of the role and demonstrate that you understand what the job entails in practice.
Competencies: Core and Functional
Competencies define how the UN evaluates candidates beyond basic eligibility. They are divided into core competencies and functional or technical competencies.
Core competencies apply to everyone
Core competencies apply across the organization and are expected of all UN staff, regardless of role or level. They include areas such as communication, teamwork, accountability, planning and organizing, professionalism, leadership, and client orientation.
These competencies describe how you work rather than what you do. They reflect judgment, behavior, and interaction with others and are central to competency-based interviews.
You should prepare clear, concrete examples that demonstrate these behaviors. These examples should show context, actions taken, and results achieved. They are most often tested during interviews but should be implicitly reflected throughout your application.
Functional competencies are specific to the position
Functional or technical competencies relate directly to the job family and role. They describe the subject-matter expertise and technical skills required to perform the duties of the position, such as policy analysis, monitoring and evaluation, investigations, program management, procurement, financial oversight, or data analysis.
These competencies are often assessed early through written tests, technical assessments, or case exercises, and then explored further during interviews. In most cases, they align closely with the core duties of the role.
As you read this section, map each functional competency to the job responsibilities and to your own experience. If a competency is listed, the hiring team expects evidence that you already possess it.
Requirements as Eligibility Thresholds
Requirements are minimum eligibility criteria and are non-negotiable. They include education, years of experience, language proficiency, and sometimes nationality or security-related conditions.
Meeting the minimum requirements is essential to pass the initial screening. If you do not meet them, your application will not move forward, regardless of how strong other aspects may be.
However, meeting the requirements alone is rarely enough to be competitive. Once candidates pass eligibility screening, applications are compared based on the depth, relevance, and quality of experience, competencies, and assets.
Language Requirements
Language requirements are part of eligibility and must be read carefully. Most UN job descriptions specify required and sometimes desirable languages, often with proficiency levels such as fluent, proficient, or working knowledge.
If a language is listed as required, you must meet it to be considered. Claims of language proficiency are taken seriously and may be tested through written assessments or interviews. You should state your level accurately and consistently across your application.
If additional languages are listed as desirable or as assets, they can significantly strengthen your candidacy, particularly for field-based roles, regional positions, or roles involving external stakeholders. If relevant, acknowledge in your cover letter how your language skills support the mandate of the role or the operating context.
Assets, Desirables, and Comparative Advantage
Assets or desirables are qualifications that strengthen a candidate’s profile but are not required. They often reflect team needs, preferred experience, or future priorities, such as regional expertise, prior UN system exposure, specific technical tools, or additional language skills.
These factors play a meaningful role during comparative evaluation. If you meet them, highlight them clearly. If you do not, focus on demonstrating strong alignment with requirements and competencies.
Format Differences Across UN Organizations
Different UN entities present job announcements in different formats. Some distinguish clearly between technical functions and other functions. Others specify reporting lines, supervisory responsibilities, or internal coordination structures. Some combine competencies and skills into a single section.
Regardless of format, the same core elements are always present. Requirements, competencies, and role context are the sections that deserve the closest attention.
Special Announcements and Conditions
Some job postings include special notices or additional conditions that must be read carefully. These may specify that a position is limited to internal candidates, restricted to a specific contract duration, or subject to funding availability.
Other postings may imply or explicitly state relocation requirements, hardship duty stations, or high mobility expectations. Acknowledging these conditions in your application or cover letter, when appropriate, signals preparedness, flexibility, and informed consent.
How This Should Guide Your UN Application
You should read the entire job announcement to understand the role, the context, and the type of candidate the organization is seeking. However, when writing your application, your focus should be disciplined.
To pass the initial screening, you must clearly meet and demonstrate the minimum requirements. To advance to later stages, your application must show strong alignment with functional competencies, relevant assets, and the core focus of the role.
Customize each application and treat the job description as a roadmap that tells you what to emphasize, what language to use, and what evidence to present. Strong UN applications are not generic. They reflect deliberate choice, contextual understanding, and targeted alignment with what the organization is actually seeking.
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