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I. Introduction 
 
 

Are Position/Job Description Necessary? 
 

Absolutely! 
 
HR does understand that this is not one of your most exciting responsibilities, but let’s face it, Position/Job Descriptions 
are important and if done properly set the framework for everything that gets done in an organization. 
 
It is possible to write effective position/job descriptions that create value for both the employer and employee. 
 
Position/Job descriptions, while not a remedy to all issues, are important management tools that can have both positive 
and negative impacts. The challenge is in creating well developed descriptions that enhances the positive aspects while 
minimizing the negative. 
 
Position/Job Description Positives (not exhaustive): 

 
 
 Job descriptions help management improve the organization. In fact, they’re the building blocks of the 

organization's structure. Analysis of descriptions reveals whether all responsibilities are adequately covered and where 
reallocation might be indicated.  

 Job descriptions show where the employee fits in. The job description makes sure the people you employ are 
aligned with your goals, vision, and mission. They must be able to visualize their place in the whole.  
 

 Job descriptions set clear expectations. The job description is the first place to look when employees aren't 
doing what you want them to.  The first step in getting people to do what you want them to do is to make sure that 
people know your expectations—and that starts with the job description.  

 
 Job descriptions help you cover your legal bases. For example, regarding the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA), you'll want to make certain that the description of physical requirements is accurate, and you'll want to split 
off the essential functions of the job from those less so. That offers a fair shake to people with disabilities if they can 
do the essentials (with reasonable accommodation) even if they can’t do the rest.  

 
 Job descriptions tell candidates what you are looking for. This helps you in the selection process, and it also 

helps when you are addressing questions from those who are not selected.  
 
 Job descriptions provide the basis for compensation decisions. In fact, comparing descriptions is the basis for 

job evaluation, grading, and pricing  
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Job Description Negatives (not exhaustive):  
 
 Job descriptions become dated fast! It's a rapid-paced, ever-changing work environment these days, and 

outdated job descriptions are time bombs ready to explode the reality of what now needs doing back into what was 
needed in the past. Review descriptions regularly as part of your performance appraisal system.  
 

 Job descriptions can encourage "that's not my job" thinking. They need enough flexibility that people can 
think "outside the box". They need to allow for cross-training. While it’s not necessary to list every task expected of 
an individual, the essential duties (those that absolutely must be done) must be included and labeled as such.  
 

 Poorly written job descriptions may be used as evidence against you. For example, if the job duties are 
written in an extreme manner (i.e. either too specifically in an attempt to detail every single task that might possibly 
occur – which is impossible – so that the omission of something causes problems or too broadly, not including 
enough specificity to accurately portray the duties).  

 
As you read through this guide, questions may develop.  HR welcomes your feedback. 
 
 

II. Application 
 
 

The Many Applications of Position/Job Descriptions 
 
Position/Job Descriptions are similar to blueprints in that they detail the layout and important aspects of a job. The 
position description has an application in virtually every aspect of employment as briefly describe below. 
 
Employment 
 

 
 Workforce Planning. Job descriptions help in pinpointing staffing requirements and gaps as well as in identifying 

overstaffing or understaffing of positions.  
 

 Candidate Recruiting, Selection and Placement are more effective since the job description provides a clear 
picture of the requirements necessary to identify and select the best fit between candidate and job.  

 
On-boarding 
 

 
 Orientation. The importance of orientation and adjustment to a new job can’t be overstated. A newly hired worker 

with an accurate, well-written job description to review and analyze has received a good introduction to the job and is 
therefore able to understand more fully what the court and the supervisor expect. All new employees should be 
instructed to regard the position/job description as a frame work or starting point, not as an upper limit to their own 
abilities and interest.  

 
Compensation 
 

 
 Job Families and Grades. Job descriptions make it possible to identify common job elements and requirements. 

Good job descriptions can clarify which jobs are truly similar and which jobs warrant different pay levels because they 
require different levels of skill, knowledge, or responsibility, or because they contribute to company goals in different 
ways  
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 Pay Establishment and Pay Equity requires that jobs are sufficiently defined so that an appropriate of amount of 

pay can be paid for a job. It also helps to ensure that employees performing jobs with similar levels of skill, effort, 
risk and responsibility are paid equitably.  

 
Performance, Planning, Training and Development 
 

 
 Goal and Expectation Setting - The expectation of performance is established by identifying the duties and 

responsibilities required by the job and detailed in the job description. As such, the job description becomes the 
starting point for the discussion that follows with the employee.  
 

• Performance Reviews - While performance appraisals enable managers to make decisions in many areas other 
than compensation, the link between describing the job and developing appropriate performance standards cannot be 
overlooked. These performance standards, in turn, are critical factors when it comes to evaluating an employee’s 
readiness for pay increases, promotions, succession opportunities, etc.  

 
• Career Planning and Progression and Succession Planning - Job descriptions reveal the relationship among 

certain jobs and the education, experience, or skills needed to advance from one job to another. With that 
understanding, a link between jobs and the employees who occupy them is made which facilitates the succession 
planning process.  

 
• Training - Understanding the requirements of the job in terms of education, skills, knowledge, etc. enables a 

manager to determine the gap between what employees currently have and what is required to be able to perform 
their current jobs more competently or move to another within the same or different job families.  

 
 
Regulatory Compliance 
 

o 
• The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Although the ADA does not require job descriptions, it does require 

that applicants and employees are able to perform the ―essential functionsǁ of the job, with or without reasonable 
accommodation.  
 

• Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA). Job descriptions are often used as supporting documents when it comes to 
establishing a job’s exempt status. 

 
• Equal Pay Act (EPA). The job description should clearly identify the level of skill, effort, risk and responsibility 

required by the job as well as the conditions under which it is performed. This can be a vital piece of evidence when 
asked to support pay differences that may exist between genders. 
 

• Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This Act makes it unlawful for an employer to discriminate against any 
individual with respect to hiring, compensation, or other terms, conditions, and privileges of employment because of 
race, color, religion, sex, national origin.  The job description defines the requirement of the job and sets the 
standards for job performance, both of which are crucial considerations in such cases. The job description is also 
important as far as testing regulations are concerned. Any employment or pre-employment tests that are 
administered must be strictly in line with job requirements, which in turn, are spelled out in the job description.  

 
• Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) Act. Many job descriptions have a section that discusses working 

conditions, especially when these conditions are considered uncomfortable or dangerous. It is important that any 
unusual or adverse job condition be specified within the job description so that an employee coming into the job 
knows what to expect.  
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• Age Discrimination in Employment Act (ADEA). The job specifications section of the job description, which 

states what the job requires of the job holder in terms of education or work experience, skills, physical characteristics, 
personal characteristics, etc., should not discriminate on the basis of age unless there is valid reason.  

Regulatory Compliance  
 
 

III. The Do’s and Don’ts of Writing Job Descriptions 
 
 
DO - Give Specifics - Rather than stating that a maintenance worker "keeps up equipment," it is better to spell out the 
position’s requirements, which might include performing routine maintenance on assembly machines, including adjusting 
settings; cleaning and lubricating shafts, gears, and bearings; and dismantling and replacing defective parts, etc. Be careful, 
however, not to begin describing the work process or instructions for doing the work, for example, "Pick up the tool, select 
the proper size fitting, and gently burnish …"  
 
 DO – Use Accurate Adjectives - Include adjectives that describe the pace of work ("deadline-driven," "fast-paced") or the 
work environment ("enclosed area," "noisy setting"), but avoid flowery and overly long descriptions ("cozy but 
comfortable work environment that encourages creativity").  
 
DO – Focus the job description on the job not the incumbent It’s easy to think about the individual in the job and write 
about how he or she has chosen to do the work. A good job description focuses purely on job expectations and 
outcomes, not how the job is handled by the person who happens to be in it.  
 
Do – Allow for Flexibility The job description should never restrict supervisors from assigning additional duties not 
specified in the job description. (However, these extra duties and responsibilities should not be considered "essential 
functions" of the job; if they are, list under the ―essential functionsǁ heading). So rather than writing "Assists 
Department G on request," (when that only occurred once 2 years ago) organizations tend to include a statement like the 
one that follows:  
This job description in no way states or implies that these are the only duties to be performed by this employee. He or she 
will be required to follow any other instructions and to perform any other duties requested by his or her supervisor. 
 
Do – Keep job descriptions current - Change happens. There aren't many jobs that haven't changed significantly in the past 
few years. If job descriptions haven't kept up, confusion and legal challenges are headed your way. Courts pay little attention 
to job descriptions written after lawsuits are filed. The time to write them—or update them if needed—is now 
 
Don’t – Use subjective, opinions or recommendations - Avoid using words that are subject to differing interpretations such 
as "this job is the hardest job in the plant, computerizing the inventory will make this job more efficient." Just talk about 
the job with reference to how it is currently done, not how it might be done. Instead of saying you seek a certain attitude, 
cooperation, or initiative, describe expected outputs, different constituencies with whom this position interacts, and the 
nature of those relationships (such as "reports to," "provides support to," "supervises"). 
 
Don’t – use words that raise questions of discrimination - Avoid language that would be questionable in a job listing. For 
example, don’t use words such as "youthful" or "able-bodied." 
 
Don’t - use vague, general working or jargon or technical terms - Spell it out. It is tempting to rocket through writing job 
descriptions by inserting vague language like "takes care of employment." Does that mean routine recordkeeping, labor 
negotiations, or executive recruiting? Does that entail responsibility for employment or just participation in the process? 
"Handles emergencies." This could range from simply calling 911 to being site coordinator for the entire emergency 
operation during a major meltdown. Clarify what you mean!  
"Performs Gaj-Jac reroll if random SIT readings exceed PPLT." Even if their meanings are well known to the jobholder and 
the supervisor, spell technical details out, so that those who might refer to the job description in the future, (including 
outside authorities), will know what it is saying. 
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Don’t – include anything derogatory or specific about a person who previously held the position - Job descriptions are not 
the place to air grievances or disappointments about individuals who previously held the position. Talk about what the 
jobholder does, not what he or she doesn't do. (That could be a long list!) 
 
Don’t – gloss over essential versus non-essential functions - With the advent of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), 
it became "essential" to separate essential functions of a job from those less so. This allows persons with disabilities to still 
be hired if they can carry out those key tasks (sometimes with reasonable accommodation), even if they can’t do lesser 
tasks. Every job-description must make this separation to be ADA-compliant. If your job descriptions are fuzzy about 
essential functions, things won't go your way in court. 
 
Don’t- describe duties to be performed in the future - ("When the conversion is done, employee will handle task X." The 
general rule is that a function must have been performed for a period of 3 months before being included in a job description, 
for the worker to be familiar enough with it to provide the job analyst creating the description with the necessary 
information. 
 
 
 

IV. Drafting Essential Functions 

What are Essential Functions? 

Essential job functions are job duties that an employee must perform.  Essential functions are not incidental job duties, 
which are extra or secondary duties.  A function may be essential if: 

 The position was created for the purpose of performing the function, or job duty; 
 There are a limited number of employees available who could perform the function or job duty; and/or 
 The function or job duty is highly specialized, and the position requires a special expertise or ability to perform he 

job duty. 

Essential functions are specific to the individual position, not the position’s job class.  Essential functions are based on the 
work performed, not the ability of the employee.  It is also critical to separate the function from the method of 
performing the function. 

How do I determine which job functions are truly essential functions? 

 Is it important to the department’s/court’s operation? 
 If it performed with frequency? 
 Is there insufficient staff to reassign it? 
 Can it be redesigned or performed in another way? 
 Does the function require any specialization or expertise? 
 Would not requiring the function to be performed eliminate the need for the position? 

There are specific questions to ask when determining which functions of a position are essential. 

If any of the above criteria are met, the function is likely essential.  An understanding of the essential job functions aids in 
the process of selection legal and appropriate interview questions.  In addition, an employer may refer to those functions 
should an employee initiate a request for a reasonable accommodation or FMLA leave.  

The employer has the right to determine the essential functions, educational training requirements, and the performance 
standards of the job, as long as the standards and requirements are consistently applied and are not established 
specifically to discriminate against people.  
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 How do I draft essential functions? 
 
When drafting statements of essential functions, the statements need to be dynamic and active. 
 

1. Determine if the position is working with data, people, or with goods/items. 
2. Determine what function or job duties the position would perform. 
3. Determine the amount of time spent on each function or job duty. 
4. Determine if there are other positions available to perform that function or job duty or among who the 

performance of that function or job duty can be distributed. 
5. Determine the degree of expertise or skill required to perform the function or job duty. 

 
Important information: 
A function may be essential regardless of the amount of time spent performing it if it is critical to the reason for the 
position. 
 
Drafting Essential Functions 
 
The following is a tool to help you produce the essential land marginal functions of each job before preparing your job 
Description and PDQ.  The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires that employees and job applicants can only be 
evaluated based on his or her ability to perform essential job functions. 
 
Good Example: Prepares daily statistical reports for agency director (The essential function, or significant reason the 
position exists, is to produce statistical reports used daily by the director.). 
Bad example:  Ability to type and read. 
Good Example:  Prepares meals daily for all internal residents (The essential function, or significant reason the position 
exists, is to prepare daily meals for residents.). 
Bad Example:  Ability to cook food. 
Good Example:  Copies all monthly invoices (The main reason this position exists is not to make copies of all invoices, 
However, this is a marginal function of this position and could be reallocated to another employee at any time.). 
Bad Example:  Ability to use a copy machine. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities (Wikipedia) 
A KSA, or Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities, is a series of narrative statements that are 
required when applying to court job openings. KSAs are used to determine who the 
best applicants are when several candidates qualify for a job. The knowledge, skills, and 
abilities necessary for the successful performance of a position are contained on each 
job vacancy announcement. 

 

What are KSAs? 

 KSAs are knowledge, skills, and abilities that a person must possess to perform 
the duties of his or her position. KSAs are listed on each position’s job description 
and serve as a guide for applicants, employees, and departments to evaluate 
and assess a person’s likelihood for success in a job. 
 

 Knowledge – the subjects, topics, and items of information that an employee 
should know at the time he or she is hired or moved into the job. Knowledge 
represents bodies of information that are applied directly to the performance of 
work functions. 
 

 Skills – technical or manual proficiencies which are usually learned or acquired 
through training. Skills should be measurable and observable. 

 
 Abilities – the present demonstrable capacity to apply several knowledge and 

skills simultaneously to complete a task or perform an observable behavior. 
Abilities may also relate to personal and social attributes which tend to be innate 
or acquired without formal instructions. Abilities are enduring talents that can 
help a person do a job.  

 

Examples: 
 
Clerical: 

 Knowledge of office procedures and of spelling, grammar, punctuation, and arithmetic. 
 Knowledge of records administration and maintenance techniques and procedures. 
 Knowledge of inventory control principles and methods. 
 Skill in data entry with minimal errors. 
 Ability to accurately prepare and maintain records, files, and reports. 
 Ability to maintain records of materials, supplies, time, and work performed. 
  

Communications: 
 Knowledge of the structure and content of the English language including the meaning 

and spelling of words, rules of composition, and grammar. 
 Skill in editing documents for correct grammar. 



 Skill in giving full attention to what other people are saying, taking time to understand 
the points being made, asking questions as appropriate, and not interrupting at 
inappropriate times. 

 Skill in communicating effectively in writing as appropriate for the needs of the 
audience. 

 Skill in talking to others to convey information effectively. 
 Ability to communicate effectively in both oral and written form. 
 Ability to handle difficult and stressful situations with professional composure. 
 Ability to maintain effective interpersonal relationships. 
 Ability to understand and follow instructions. 

 
Critical thinking & Problem-solving: 

 Skill in collecting and analyzing complex data. 
 Skill in analyzing and organizing technical data. 
 Skill in using logic and reasoning to identify the strengths and weaknesses of alternative 

solutions, conclusions, or approaches to problems. 
 Ability to process information logically. 
 Ability to recognize, analyze, and solve a variety of problems. 
 Ability to exercise sound judgment in making critical decisions. 

 
Financial/Accounting & Budget: 

 Knowledge of generally accepted accounting procedures and principles. 
 Knowledge of budget control methods, policies, and procedures. 
 Ability to prepare financial and accounting records. 
 Ability to analyze, consolidate, and interpret accounting data. 
 Ability to compile, organize, interpret, and communicate accounting data and results 

concisely. 
 Ability to manage a budget and work within the constraints of that budget. 

 
Managerial or Supervisory: 

 Knowledge of business and management principles involved in strategic planning, 
resource allocation, human resources modeling, leadership technique, production 
methods, and coordination of people and resources. 

 Skill in monitoring/assessing the performance of self, other individuals, or organizations 
to make improvements or take corrective action. 

 Ability to plan, implement, and evaluate programs. 
 Ability to direct and organize program activities. 
 Ability to establish goals and objectives. 
 Ability to establish program goals and objectives that support the strategic plan. 
 Ability to effectively plan and delegate the work of others. 
 Ability to plan, assign, and/or supervise the work of others. 
 Ability to train others. 

 
 



General: 
 Skill in managing one’s own time and the time of others. 
 Skill in completing assignments accurately and with attention to detail. 
 Ability to work under pressure and meet close deadlines. 
 Ability to analyze, organize and prioritize work while meeting multiple deadlines. 
 Ability to analyze and prepare documents, reports, and correspondence. 
 Ability to process and handle confidential information with discretion. 
 Ability to review work for accuracy. 
 Ability to work evenings, nights, and weekends as necessary. 
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Human Resources 

Minimum and Preferred or Desirable Qualifications 

Minimum Qualifications: 

Minimum qualifications are the minimum amounts of education or experience and the minimum level of 

knowledge, skills, abilities, licensures, certifications and other job-related requirements that must be 

met for a candidate to be considered for a position. 

Listing reasonable levels of minimum qualifications, in part to meet the requirements of the Americans 

with Disabilities Act and to allow us to create a reasonably large and diverse pool of applicants meets 

many business and compliance-related needs of the University. It should not affect negatively the 

classification level of a position . 

We must be careful about creating minimum qualifications that are not directly related to the essential 

functions of the job. The risk of minimum qualifications that are too high potentially creates a disparate 

impact on underrepresented and protected group or groups. 

For example- by stating that a Master's degree is required, you are essentially stating that even if 

someone had 15+ years of directly related experience, we would not consider them without a master's 

degree. 

Requiring a Master' s degree for a financial technician or administrative specialist would probably not be 

defensible. But, there are times when requiring higher levels of education or specific experience and 

skills is acceptable. 

There are many positions that by their nature legitimately require different educational levels, 

certifications and/or license. They key is tying the minimum qualification to an essential function- to 

the reason the job exists in the first place. 

Although qualifications will vary by position, it is good to have approximately the same number of years 

and same level of educational requirements for positions within the same pay grade. The type of 

experience or education can and will vary. 

Don't despair- any qualification not included in minimum qualifications may be included or expanded 

in the preferred qualifications section and be taken into serious consideration. 

Using Equivalencies - An equivalency is a minimum qualification that allows for experience to substitute 

for some education or education to substitute for some experience. For example: Five years' 

experience is required or a combination of experience and education totaling five years. Here is the 

dilemma. How much does education count? What type of education? Does a Master' s degree 
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Recruitment 
Human Resources 

substitute for all the experience? Are we saying that it's OK if the candidate has no experience 

whatsoever? Is it OK if the candidate has experience and just a high school diploma? It is just not clear. 

The problem with equivalencies is that they ultimately don't define what the minimum qualification is 

and therefore, a person screening for minimum qualifications is left to guess what the equivalency 

means. This can create challenges for the Court when asked to defend the screening out of a candidate 

based on something in the equivalency. 

The advantage to equivalencies is they create flexibility and broaden the applicant pool. We can still do 

this by listing clear and reasonable minimum qualifications and then adding desirable experience or 

education into the preferred qualifications. 

Preferred or Desirable Qualifications: 

Preferred or desirable qualifications: Preferred or desirable qualifications are a great tool to use in 

searching for the right candidate . 

One myth we would like to dispel is that a candidate must meet all the preferred qualifications to be 

considered or hired. This is just not true. Hopefully they meet some or most, but there is no 

requirement to meet all of them . Preferred qualifications should never be used to screen candidates 

out. They should be used to screen candidates in and to help narrow down the selection process. HR 

strongly recommends not using them the same way we use minimum qualifications- as a hard and fast 

disqualifier. Doing so would limit our flexibility and risk compliance-related problems. 

Listing experience, education, skills, abilities, licenses etc. under preferred qualifications has many 

benefits: 

- It communicates the qualifications that are important to the Courts for an employee's long-term 

success 

- It allows for flexibility in hiring because many times, the "perfect" candidate has many but not all of 

the preferred qualifications 

- Having fewer minimum qualifications and more qualifications in the preferred qualifications broadens 

the applicant pool and makes it easier for candidates from underrepresented groups to qualify and be 
considered 

- It provides guidance (not hard requirements) to a hiring manager or search panel on the types of 
qualifications to watch for and evaluate in the hiring process 
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Examples of Open Ended Interview Questions 

1. Give me a general view of your current (or most recent) responsibilities. 

2. If you could have the perfect job, what would it be? 

3. Think of a problem you had to deal with at your last (or present) job. Tell me exactly what 
happened and how you handled it. 

4. Describe a situation in which you might find it justifiable to break company policy or alter 
standard procedure. 

5. In your past job experience, tell me about a time when you stuck to company policy to solve 
a problem when it might have been easier or more immediately effective not to. 

6. Give me an example of a time when communicating with a customer (or fellow worker) was 
difficult. Give me an example of how you handled it. 

7. Think of a day when you had many things to do and describe how you scheduled your time. 

8. Tell me about something you've done in your current (or most recent) job that is creative. 

9. Tell me about a time when you made a quick decision that you were proud of. 

10. Tell me about an important goal you have set in the past and how successful you were in 
accomplishing it. 

11. Think of a time when you had to do a task that was particularly uninteresting. How did you 
deal with it? 

12. What experience have you had with a miscommunication with a customer (or fellow 
employee). How did you solve the problem? 

13. Tell me about a time when an upper-level decision or a policy change held up your work. 

14. Have you ever had to make a sticky decision when no policy existed to cover it? Tell me 
what you did . 

15. Describe a time when you communicated some unpleasant news or feelings to a supervisor. 
What happened? 
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16. What has been your experience in dealing with poor performance of subordinates? Give me 
an example. 

17. In your current (or most recent} position, what types of decisions do you make without 
consulting your boss? 

18. Can you give me an example of when you came up with a clever way of motivating 
someone? 

19. Give me an example of a time when you got really motivated at work. 

20. What have been major obstacles which you have had to overcome on your most recent (or 
current} job. How did you deal with them? 

21. What types of things have made you angry? How did you react to those situations? 

22. Describe a situation in your last (or current} job where you could structure your own work 
schedule. What did you do? 

23. Describe for me a time when you made a mistake that illustrates your need for 

improvement in a certain area. 

24. You have heard the expression, "being able to roll with the punches." Describe a time when 
you had to do that. 

25. If you could be "supervisor-for-a-day" at your current (or most recent} position, what 
changes would you make? 

HR-OCTOBER 2018 JJD 2 


	POSITION DESCRIPITON WIRTING GUIDE
	KSAs
	Minimum and Preferred or Desirable Qualifications
	Examples of Open Ended Questions

