
 

PHP Tips and Tricks 
 
 
1 Introduction: 
 
The information in this document is derived from information sessions provided by 
the Human Resources Department of the United Nations (UN) Secretariat, in May 
and June 2013.   
 
United Nations spouses who wish to apply for a position with the United Nations 
Secretariat need to complete a Personal History Profile (PHP) using INSPIRA, the 
UN Secretariat’s personnel database.   
 

 
2 Family members at the UN 
 

• You can work in the same department as your spouse at the UN. However 
you cannot have the same reporting line as your spouse. You spouse cannot 
be your manager either. 

 
• You cannot work in the same UN agency as any immediate family members 

(e.g.: father/mother/brother/sister/children/step-children or step siblings).  
 
3 General rules about PHP in INSPIRA 
 
Before applying for a position, create a draft profile in INSPIRA.   

 
Unlike the typical one-page long American resume, in INSPIRA you are encouraged 
to recount every one of the deeds and miracles you have performed. 

 
When applying for a job, adapt your draft PHP to suit the requirements of the 
position.  Try to get as good a match as possible between the duties and 
responsibilities required in the job and those specified in your new PHP.  
 
4 Screening questions 
 
For some jobs, applicants are required to answer 10 screening questions.  Screening 
questions must be answered “YES” or “NO”.  If you cannot reply “YES” to a minimum 
of 8 questions, do not bother applying as the INSPIRA system will automatically 
reject you. 
 

• Eliminatory questions 
 
Some screening questions may be “eliminatory” ones and must be answered “YES” 
or the application will fail.  There are a maximum of two “eliminatory” questions.   
 
Questions relating to minimum years of experience are automatic eliminatory 
questions.  If, for example, you answer “NO” to the question, “Do you have a 
minimum of 5 years progressively responsible experience in law, administration, or a 



related area?” you will automatically be eliminated. Note: If you answer: “YES” and 
you do not have the required years of experience, you will be eliminated later by 
Human Resources. Even if you answer “YES”, make sure that the dates of the 
beginning and termination of your contract match the demanded minimum 
experience.  If you have 4 years and 11 months’ experience at the date of 
application, you won’t qualify. In this regard, part-time and internships are counted as 
50% positions (i.e. 1 year internship counts as 6 months’ experience). Internships do 
not count as experience if they took place when you were an undergraduate, unless 
you’re applying for a general position.  For G positions, experience is counted from 
the date you finished high school. For P positions, it is from the date you finished 
your bachelor’s or master’s degree. So, make sure you check both dates. 
 
Depending on the wording of the question and you experience as a UN spouse, you 
could legitimately answer: “YES” to screening questions relating to UN policies and 
regulations –  
 
5 Other restrictions on applications 
 
If you have been employed by the Secretariat as a consultant, you will not be 
permitted to work for them in a professional position until at least 6 months have 
elapsed since the completion of your consultancy.  However, you can still apply for 
positions at UNDP, UNICEF etc.  
 
If you are employed on a Temporary Vacancy Announcement (TVA) and the 
position you are filling genuinely becomes vacant i.e. is advertised on INSPIRA, you 
cannot apply for the role until 6 months have elapsed since your TVA was 
completed. However, you can freely apply for other TVAs while occupying a TVA. 
 
If you withdraw your application for a position, you can never re-apply for the same 
position. Of course, you can apply for others. 
 
 
6 Education  
 
If an advertisement states an advanced university degree is required, you must have 
a master’s degree. However, a first-level degree with an additional two years of 
experience is considered equivalent.  
 
If you are applying for a General level position, you must remember to include your 
high school diploma; otherwise you will be automatically eliminated.  
 
If you are working full time and completing your master’s part time, the INSPIRA 
system automatically calculates your employment experience as part time, 
regardless of what you input. 
 
7 Achievements 
 
Achievements must be quantifiable, e.g.: increased productivity by 20%. You can 
make approximations if the actual answer is unknown.  
 



Achievements should be something that you are proud of.  If an achievement was 
due to a team effort, you should indicate what you contributed.  
 
 
8 Work Experience 
 
When inputting your previous work experience, you must enter the finish date of 
each job, otherwise the system cannot calculate your length of service and your 
application will be eliminated.  
 
If you have held a variety of roles within the same organisation, separate them into 
individual roles on the PHP. This shows progressively responsible experience and 
more accurately represents your circumstances.  
 
Currently overlapping jobs are not double counted (i.e.: if you held 2 jobs at the 
same time, the system will only count them as one full time job).  
 
If there is no suitable job category or description for a role you have held, you can 
use “the profession for which no job family exists” descriptor.  
 
Only internships for 3 months or longer are counted towards professional work 
experience. 
 
Only experience at General Service level 6 or higher is counted towards your 
professional work experience. Lower level roles can still show your skills and 
experience; however, these roles do not contribute to your years of work experience.     
 
In the past, the Human Resources (HR) service verified previous experience by 
contacting a candidate’s supervisor. Now, HR tell the candidate to ask their 
supervisor to send an e-mail to them to verify your experience.  You, therefore, have 
to make sure that you can reach the person who can verify your experience in 
advance, especially if the company doesn’t exist anymore, or if your supervisor has 
moved to another company. 
 
 
 
9 Skills and Training 
 
Factors identified in a job advertisement as “desirable” may be re-classified as 
“required” should a large volume of applications be received. (For example if a job 
states French language skills are highly desirable and there has been a large 
number of applications, you may be eliminated if you do not have French). 
 
Even if you only speak English, you must still specify as much under “Languages”; 
otherwise, the system will automatically reject you for an English-speaking role. 
Don’t forget to indicate your native language.  
 
Being able to read a language (even with a dictionary) means that you have a basic 
knowledge of that language. 

 



If the role requires English (or any other language), then you must be able to state 
that you are fluent in all four language areas: (reading, writing, listening and 
speaking); otherwise the system will automatically reject you. If you are uncertain 
about whether you would be considered fluent, but believe you would be able to 
undertake the interview in the required language, you can probably safely state in 
your application that you are fluent. Don’t forget to practise!  
 
United Nations Training and Learning.  Put down everything, even a mandatory 
course, such as “Security in the Field”. 
 
10 Attachments 
 
In the “Attachments” section, you can include letters of reference, etc. 
 
11 Cover Letter 
 

• Start with “I am applying for (name of job) (Job level).  
• Summarise the work you have completed, with the most relevant first. 
• Summarise your technical expertise and skills.  

 
12 Information about Rosters 
 

General Service (G level positions) 
To be admitted into the General Service, you need to pass the ASAT test.  If you do 
so, you will be placed on the general service roster. This roster is outside INSPIRA. 
You will normally be requested to submit a PHP when you are placed on this roster.  
 
There are two ASAT tests for spouses per year.  If you have taken the ASAT in 
English in another duty station, you can still answer “YES” to the screening question. 
 
 

Professional Level (P level positions) 
 
Candidates who apply for a position advertised on INSPIRA and then pass both a 
technical test and the competency based interview but who are not selected as the 
final candidate for the position will be placed on a professional level roster.  
 
Being on the professional level roster means that you can apply for similar positions 
without having to undertake the same technical and competency-based 
tests/interviews. If you are on the roster, you will receive an e-mail for similar 
positions. 
 
There are no part time jobs in professional positions. If HR wants to select somebody 
for a position who only wants to work part time, they will look for somebody else on 
the roster with the same profile and the job will be shared by two different people.   
 
Note: 
Only positions 1 year or longer will be advertised on INSPIRA for competitive 
recruitment.  
 



 
13 Competency based interview tips 
 
When answering a question about past experiences, remember the acronym STAR 
(Situation, Task, Action, Results).  What was the situation?  What task(s) needed to 
be performed? What action(s) did you take? What were the results?  Look at the job 
advertisements to identify the key competencies required. (Eg: teamwork, 
communication, planning & organising etc). Then develop some responses around 
the areas required for your specific job. Please see 
https://careers.un.org/lbw/home.aspx?viewtype=AYI  
and https://careers.un.org/lbw/media/cbi-course/en-US/low-speed/ for further 
information. 
 
Basically, you have to give an example from your past experience that will show the 
panel that you are a good team player, a good communicator, etc.  

 
14 Further Information 
 
For further information, please see the INSPIRA instruction manual 
https://careers.un.org/lbw/attachments/ManualfortheApplicant.pdf 
 
Information compiled by Louisa Kobylinski, José Antonio Blàzquez Morera and Paul 
Henderson  
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