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Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex I

Guide to Completing the
Vetting Questionnaire

This reference sheet provides information for individuals completing a personnel vetting
questionnaire. It was developed by RAND researchers for the U.S. government (USG) and
reported in Insights and Tools to Improve the Applicant Experience in the Personnel Vetting
and Security Clearance Process." If you have additional questions regarding personnel vetting,
security clearances, or your specific case, contact your organization’s security office.

In no way should the information contained in this document be substituted for the U.S.
National Security Adjudicative Guidelines or U.S. government laws and policies, nor should
this document be considered any form of legal advice.

About the Vetting Questionnaire

The vetting questionnaire is a key part of the personnel vetting process. It asks for
information about an applicant’s background so investigators and adjudicators can determine
an individual's suitability or eligibility for a clearance or sensitive position. An individual
typically receives the questionnaire from their employer’'s security office or sponsoring
agency and is given a deadline for submission. An applicant is usually directed to an online
portal where they can enter, save, and submit the requested information. When an applicant

"The full report and the Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit annexes can be found at
www.rand.org/t/RRA3923-1.


https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA3923-1.html
https://www.rand.org/
http://www.rand.org/t/RRA3923-1

is filling out the questionnaire online, the system should tailor the form to show just the
sections of the questionnaire that are required for the level of vetting the applicant is
receiving.

Before You Begin

Begin the questionnaire well before your submission deadline to allow enough time to
gather the required information, clarify any questions, and complete all sections of the
questionnaire carefully. The questionnaire includes multiple sections, and the parts you must
complete vary depending on the position and whether you are seeking a security clearance.
Collecting the information required for the questionnaire—such as past addresses, previous
employment details, and contact information for family members and other references—can
take considerable time. This is especially true if you are being vetted for a high-risk public
trust position or a security clearance, which requires providing a greater level of detail.
Depending on the sections that are assigned to you, completing the questionnaire can take
many hours—or even longer—even if you have collected and organized all the information
you need ahead of time. Before filling out the questionnaire, take the following steps:

e Review employer guidance: Read any instructions or materials provided by your
employer or the organization conducting your background investigation.

e Confirm access: Make sure you can log in to the online portal (such as eApp) or have
a physical copy of the questionnaire you need to complete.

¢ Understand the questionnaire: Read the entire form carefully and make a list of the
information required for each section. Pay close attention to the following:

— Time frames: Note how far back each question asks you to report (e.g., in the past
seven years, in the past ten years, or ever in your lifetime). Using a spreadsheet
can help you track information by year.

— Contacts: For each section, identify the people you will need to list (e.g., people
who can verify education, family members, and foreign contacts) and the details
requested. Pay attention to which types of contacts are excluded from specific
questions: Contacts that are used in one section typically cannot be used in
another section. (See "Section-by-Section Tips for Completing the Questionnaire”
below for more information.)

e Seek clarification when needed: If you are unsure what a question means or how to
answer a question, consult official government resources or your organization’s
security officer.

e Gather information in advance: If you do not have a physical copy of the
questionnaire you need to complete, create an account and log in to the online portal.
At this point, you should be able to see all the sections of the form you need to
complete and the exact wording of the questions. Collecting the information you need
before starting the questionnaire can help you stay organized and complete the form
more quickly.



¢ Review the adjudicative criteria: Familiarize yourself with the standards that will be
used to evaluate your case:

— For suitability and fitness determinations, the criteria can be found in the section
on "“Criteria for Making Suitability and Fitness Determinations” in the Code of
Federal Regulations.?

— For sensitive positions and security clearance eligibility, the criteria can be found in
the U.S. National Security Adjudicative Guidelines (also known as SEAD 4).3 A
reference sheet related to these guidelines can be found in the Personnel Vetting
101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex lll: Security Clearance Guidelines in Brief.

General Tips for Completing the Questionnaire

o Be accurate, transparent, honest, and complete with your responses. Falsifying or
omitting information can result in delays, denial, or other serious consequences.

¢ Complete each question carefully. Make sure you understand what is being asked and
how far back in time you must provide information.

¢ Avoid gaps in time. Ensure that your employment, residence, and other timelines are
continuous—missing periods can slow application processing.

e Stay within the requested time frame. Do not include information outside the period
specified in the question. Submitting extra information may result in the questionnaire
being returned to you for correction.

¢ When updating a prior questionnaire, provide only the information required for the
current reporting period (e.g., in the past seven years) and remove older entries that
fall outside that time frame.

e Avoid abbreviations. Spell out names, addresses, and organizations unless an
abbreviation is officially recognized.

e Provide complete responses. Do not use “unknown” or “not applicable” unless those
are explicitly listed as acceptable options.

e Answer every question to the best of your ability; do not submit the questionnaire with
unanswered questions. If you are unsure how to respond, contact your employer's
security office or another official source. When information is truly unknown or cannot
be obtained, state that clearly in your answer and include a brief explanation wherever
the form provides a space to do so.

¢ Do not use placeholders or guess at missing details. If you do not have a detail yet,
leave the field blank and return to it later. Submitting inaccurate or made-up

2 Code of Federal Regulations, Title 5, Personnel; Chapter I, Personnel Management; Subchapter B,
Regulations; Part 731, Suitability and Fitness; Section 202, Criteria for Making Suitability and Fitness
Determinations.

3 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, “National Security Adjudicative Guidelines,” Security
Executive Agent Directive 4, June 8, 2017a.



information—even unintentionally—can delay your investigation and cause
unnecessary complications.

e Remember that an investigator will read your answers. If you have unusual
circumstances or mitigating factors that the form does not fully capture, use the
comment sections to provide context. For those applying for security clearance
eligibility, the Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex Ill: Security Clearance
Guidelines in Brief includes a summary of mitigating conditions adjudicators may
consider when evaluating potential security concerns.

Section-by-Section Tips for Completing the Questionnaire

The sections you see on your questionnaire—and the level of detail required—will vary
depending on the type of position you are seeking and whether you are applying for a
security clearance. Applicants undergoing vetting for high-risk public trust positions or a
security clearance will have more sections to complete than other applicants. If you are
filling out the questionnaire online, the system should only display the sections you are
required to complete. The following tips draw on RAND researcher findings and discussions
with government and contractor security officers. The tips apply to all applicants unless
otherwise noted. Additional resources for completing the questionnaire are listed at the end
of this reference sheet.

General Personal Information

¢ Provide all of the full names, aliases, and nicknames that you have ever used, including
maiden names and past married hames.

¢ If your legal name includes initials only, provide them and write “initial only.”

¢ If you do not have a middle name, write “no middle name.”

e If applicable, include such suffixes as “Jr.” or “Sr." under “suffix."”

Additional Citizenships

¢ Dual citizenship is not disqualifying. For more information, see Addressing Common
Questions and Concerns from Dual or Naturalized Citizens Regarding the Security
Clearance Process.*

e For higher-risk positions or security clearances, dual citizens must provide foreign
passport or identity card information. You are not required to destroy or surrender
your foreign passport or renounce your foreign citizenship.

4 Stephanie J. Walsh, Sina Beaghley, David Stebbins, Theiline Pigott, and Nikolay Maslov, Addressing
Common Questions and Concerns from Dual or Naturalized Citizens Regarding the Security Clearance
Process, RAND Corporation, RR-A3461-2, 2025b.



Residence History

List your current and previous residences for the required time frame with no gaps.
Post office boxes are not acceptable.
Do not list the following:

— temporary residences of fewer than 90 days (unless they were permanent mailing
addresses)

— residences before your 18th birthday, unless needed to meet the minimum two-
year history requirement.

Some examples of special cases are as follows:

— If you were stationed on a ship, list the ship’s home port address.

— If you were deployed overseas, provide the country and the Army Post Office or
Fleet Post Office (APO or FPO) address.

— If you were away at college, list the dormitory, apartment, or relative's address
where you lived during semesters.

— If you split time between two residences, list both and include an explanation
where space is provided to do so.

Education

Report all degrees or diplomas you have earned, even if they fall outside the reporting
period for school attendance.

Employment History and Military Service

List all employment—including unpaid internships, summer jobs, and informal (under-
the-table) work—for the required time frame with no gaps.

Periods of unemployment must be clearly noted.

List each military duty station separately (including reserve or National Guard) with a
physical address; avoid abbreviations.

References and Relatives

Personal references (i.e., people who know you well) could include friends, peers,
colleagues, roommates, or associates from community or religious organizations. Your
references should be able to speak to your character and history. Do not list
coworkers, family members, or anyone listed elsewhere on the form.

For higher-risk positions or security clearances,

— provide your current relationship status if it is a legally recognized union, domestic
partnership, or civil marriage
— list all former spouses



— list relatives (living or deceased), including parents, stepparents, foster parents,
guardians, children (including adopted children, foster children, or stepchildren),
siblings, stepsiblings, half-siblings, and parents-in-law

— for relatives who were born abroad or who are not U.S. citizens, provide
information on their residency, naturalization, and/or citizenship.

Police Records

Report all incidents, even if the case was sealed, expunged, dismissed, or stricken
from the record.

Do not list traffic tickets that are under the dollar amount instructed in this section
unless drugs or alcohol were involved.

Always report any felony, domestic violence, alcohol, drugs, firearms, or explosives
charges, regardless of when it occurred.

lllegal Drug Activity and Alcohol Use

Some questions ask whether you have ever engaged in certain activities. Read those
questions carefully to ensure that you provide complete information.

Answer questions honestly regarding potential excessive alcohol use or alcohol-
related incidents (e.g., arrest, driving under the influence, workplace issues). If you
have taken actions to address the concern (such as undergoing treatment or
maintaining sobriety after the incident), be sure to indicate that in the comments
section.

Report any marijuana or cannabidiol (CBD) use, even if such use is legal where it was
used. Federal employment follows federal law, under which the possession or use of
marijuana remains a criminal offense. Note that past drug use is not necessarily
disqualifying. Adjudicators apply the whole-person concept when reviewing a case
and will consider such factors as frequency and recency of past use and whether you
intend to use again in the future. Failing to disclose drug use can raise more serious
concerns than the use itself because honesty and integrity are central to clearance
eligibility.

Past Investigations and Clearances

List all prior investigations and clearances.
Include any denied, suspended, or revoked clearances or access authorizations, even
if you disagreed with the action or it was later mitigated or reinstated.

Financial Records

Answer all financial questions fully.

Disclose any failure to file or pay federal, state, or other taxes or any delinquent
federal debt. Include the reason for the issue, when it occurred, the amount owed, and
the actions taken to resolve it.



¢ If the questionnaire asks for account numbers, failure to provide those numbers
without an explanation may result in the questionnaire being considered incomplete
and returned.

The following sections apply only to applicants for higher-risk positions or a security
clearance.

Foreign Contacts

e Read carefully: You must list foreign nationals (non-U.S. citizens or non-U.S.
nationals) with whom you or your spouse/partner have “close and/or continuing
contact” or to whom you "are bound by affection, influence, common interests, and/or
obligation.”

¢ Include contacts with whom you

— share affection or common interests

— have been influenced by

— have a romantic relationship

— are bound by social, moral, or legal obligations

— have shared personal information that could be used to influence you to act
against the interests of the USG.

e Do not list dual U.S. citizens or naturalized U.S. citizens.

e Do not list foreign contacts you interacted with only on official USG business.

e Provide as much contact information as you have. If you lack contact details, review
the question to determine whether the person qualifies as a “close and/or continuing
contact.” If you plan to list the person but lack full information, do not contact the
person to obtain it. Instead, select “I don't know" where appropriate.

Foreign Travel

e List all nonwork foreign travel with dates, even if your passport was not stamped.
¢ If you were stationed abroad, list only personal travel to other countries during that
time.

Foreign Financial or Business Interests or Government Activities

e Do not list international mutual funds and investments that are listed publicly on a U.S.
exchange.

¢ Do list any foreign bank accounts you or your spouse have opened.

e Some questions about contact with foreign governments can apply to both you and
your immediate family members—read those questions carefully.



Psychological and Emotional Health

¢ Answer all questions honestly.

¢ Note that seeking or receiving mental health treatment and counseling is not a reason
to deny or revoke a clearance on its own. In fact, pursuing mental health care for
personal wellness and recovery is viewed positively because it demonstrates
proactive efforts to address challenges responsibly.

Related RAND Resources

e Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex I: The Personnel Vetting Process

e Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex Ill: Security Clearance Guidelines in
Brief

e Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex IV: Frequently Asked Questions and
Common Misperceptions

o Addressing Common Questions and Concerns from Dual or Naturalized Citizens
Regarding the Security Clearance Process®

Additional Questions?

Applicants with additional questions should contact their organization’s security office,
human resources representative, or sponsoring agency. Official government websites,
including those of the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, the U.S. Office of
Personnel Management (OPM), and the Defense Counterintelligence and Security Agency
(DCSA), also provide information about personnel vetting.? DCSA maintains an Applicant
Knowledge Center support line that can be reached at (878) 274-5091.

5> Walsh et al., 2025b.

8 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, "Security Clearance Reform—-Overview," webpage,

undated; OPM, “Suitability Adjudications,” webpage, undated-a; DCSA, “Personnel Vetting,” webpage,
undated.



About This Annex

This annex is part of the Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, a set of practical
resources to help applicants better understand and navigate the personnel vetting process.
The toolkit resources are intended to provide easy-to-understand information to make the
process more transparent, predictable, and understandable for applicants. The toolkit
contains the following four resources:

e Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex I: The Personnel Vetting Process

e Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex Il: Guide to Completing the Vetting
Questionnaire

e Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex Ill: Security Clearance Guidelines in
Brief

e Personnel Vetting 101 Applicant Toolkit, Annex IV: Frequently Asked Questions and
Common Misperceptions.

In this annex, Guide to Completing the Vetting Questionnaire (Annex ll), we offer
strategies and tips for completing the personnel vetting questionnaire, explain what key
sections of the questionnaire are asking for, and identify common pitfalls to help applicants
plan efficiently and reduce errors and omissions.

In the main report, Insights and Tools to Improve the Applicant Experience in the
Personnel Vetting and Security Clearance Process, we present our analysis of how applicants
experience the U.S. government’s (USG's) personnel vetting process and identify practical,
evidence-based strategies for improving that experience while maintaining the USG's ability
to effectively assess applicant trustworthiness. To do this, we reviewed past RAND research
on personnel vetting, interviewed stakeholders, attended industry listening sessions, and
assessed select USG and industry websites to understand applicants’ experiences with the
vetting process and the resources available to them. On the basis of this research, we
developed a conceptual framework to capture and analyze those experiences, as well as
insights and suggested actions for the USG to consider to improve applicants’ experiences
with the PV process. The main report is available at www.rand.org/t/RRA3923-1. There,
readers will also find the abbreviation and reference lists for this annex.

RAND National Security Research Division

This work was conducted within the Personnel, Readiness, and Health Program of the
RAND National Security Research Division, which operates the National Defense Research
Institute, a federally funded research and development center sponsored by the Office of the
Secretary of War, the Joint Staff, the Unified Combatant Commands, the Navy, the Marine
Corps, the defense agencies, and the defense intelligence enterprise.

For more information on the RAND Personnel, Readiness, and Health Program, see
www.rand.org/nsrd/prh or contact the director (contact information is provided on the
webpage).
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This publication documents work completed in December 2025, which underwent security
review with the sponsor and the Defense Office of Prepublication and Security Review before
public release.
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