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About this report

Every substantive claim in this report carries an evidence classification and, where applicable, a
numbered source. Facts are separated from vendor claims, third-party estimates, the author’s
assessments, and untested hypotheses. Forward-looking sections use scenarios with observable
tripwires rather than point forecasts. Stated assumptions are listed before the analysis begins.
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Market Assessment reports are published and commissioned at davidsoden.com/market-assessment. This
document is analysis, not investment, legal, or procurement advice.

Eleven applications and no reply

You are qualified. That is the part that makes it feel personal. You read the posting twice and it
describes work you have done for years, at the scale you have done it. You tailored the resume,
wrote something specific rather than something flattering, and submitted it at 9:40 on a Tuesday.
The confirmation email arrived in four seconds and told you your application was important.

Nothing came back. Not a rejection, not a screening call, not even an automated no. Three weeks
on the posting is still up, which you have checked more often than you would say out loud. You did
this ten more times that month. Two rejections arrived within an hour of applying, which means
nobody read anything. The other nine are still, technically, under consideration.

Then somebody you worked with four years ago mentions your name to a hiring manager, and
there is a call on your calendar inside two days. Same resume. Same person. Same market. Same
week.

That contrast is the subject of this report. It is not evidence that you are bad at applying, and it is
not evidence that there are no jobs. It is evidence about where the machinery breaks, and the
break sits in one identifiable place.

The experience is close to the median one rather than bad luck. Greenhouse reports
roughly 254 applications for the average posting across its platform. Enhancv's April 2026 survey
of 1,066 US job seekers found 50.5 percent had been rejected at least once in the previous year
with no human contact at all. Nationally, 1.8 million people have now been unemployed for 27
weeks or more, a quarter of everyone counted as unemployed. €141

Two things are true at once in that story, and most of the advice aimed at job
seekers this year survives only by ignoring one of them. There are open roles, and employers are
hiring more than they were a year ago. And an application submitted through a posting is close to
inert, while a name handed to a human is not. Holding both at the same time is what changes
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where you spend your hours, and it is the reason this report spends more time on retrieval than
onresumes.

My positionis stated in full two sections from here, under The call, and everything after that walks
the evidence. What sits in between is a short note on how to read this document. It is worth the
two minutes, because every claim here carries a label saying how much weight it can hold, and the
labels are doing real work.

Scope and evidentiary standard

This assessment covers the United States white-collar hiring funnel as it stands in August 2026:
how many roles are open, how many applications reach each one, what screens those
applications, and what a person outside a company can do to be retrieved from the pile. It is
written for someone who needs a job, not for someone building a company or selling a hiring
product.

The evidence base here is unusually uneven, and pretending otherwise would be the fastest way
to mislead a reader who is making real decisions under pressure. Government labor statistics are
solid and slow. Payroll-processor and applicant-tracking data are good but describe one vendor's
customers rather than the economy. Almost everything else circulating about the 2026 job
market comes from companies that sell resume tools, interview-fraud detection, or recruiting
software, and their surveys measure the problem they are selling against. Several numbers
repeated everywhere this year trace back through three blog posts to a source that never
published a methodology.

So the numbers in this report are graded. Government and company-primary figures are labeled
as fact. Survey figures from firms with a commercial stake are labeled as estimates and their
sponsor is named in the sentence, not hidden in a footnote. Where a widely circulated statistic
could not be traced to a methodology, it is either excluded or flagged and no conclusion rests on
it. The percentages in the scenario section are subjective; the tripwires beside them are the part
worth keeping.

One thing this report does not do is treat the hiring system as a morality play. Recruiters are not
lazy and employers are not uniformly cynical. Both sides are responding rationally to a volume
problem that neither created alone, and the outcome is bad for almost everyone init.

Label Definition How to treat it

Verifiable in the cited primary source: Reliable as stated. Check the source if the exact
a filing, press release, official wording matters.
documentation, or standards body
announcement.
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Label Definition How to treat it
Reported by a vendor about its own The vendor said it. Directionally useful, not a
business or product. Self-measured measurement. Definitions of the metric are
and not audited by any third party. usually undisclosed.
A research firm forecast or survey Use for direction and order of magnitude only. Do
Zenrllolinls result. Methodology is proprietary and not build a model on it.

generally not reproducible.

The author’s reasoned judgment from  This is analysis, not reporting. Disagree with it
the cited evidence. Falsifiable, and the where your evidence differs.
reasoning is shown so it can be argued

with.
A proposition offered for testing. Not ~ Treat as a research question, not a conclusion.
currently supported by sufficient Each one names what would confirm or refute it.

evidence to assert.

A structured future state with a stated  Use the leading indicators attached to each, not
subjective probability. The probability the probability. The indicators are observable; the
is the author’s judgment, not a probability is not.

calculated figure.

Assumptions this analysis rests on

Four premises are assumed rather than proven. Each one is stated here with what breaks if it
turns out to be wrong.

First, that applicant-tracking vendor data on application volume is directionally right about the
wider market even though it describes one platform's customers. If Greenhouse and Robert Half
customers are unrepresentative and volume elsewhere is flat, the throughput argument in this
report weakens considerably and the problem reverts to being ordinary weak demand.

Second, that announced layoffs and announced hiring plans track actual behavior with a lag of a
quarter or two. If announcements have decoupled from execution, which happens when firms
announce for investors rather than for operations, then the improvement visible in the 2026
layoff data is cosmetic and the section on the reversal is wrong.

Third, that the referral advantage is a real causal effect and not just selection, meaning referred
candidates would have been hired anyway because they were better. If it is mostly selection, the
central recommendation in this report still holds but for a weaker reason: referral would be a
signal of quality rather than a lever a candidate can pull.

Fourth, that no step-change in model capability or inference cost lands before mid-2027. A large
enough drop in the cost of running an agent would flip the current economics and reopen the
displacement question that this report treats as receding. That assumption is the one | hold with
the least confidence, and it is the subject of Scenario D.

That is the ground the next paragraph stands on. It is one paragraph, it is the whole position, and
everything after it is the argument for why.
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The call

The 2026 hiring problem is not that Al took the jobs. Announced layoffs are down
sharply and announced hiring plans are up. The problem is throughput: each open role now draws
hundreds of applications into a screening function that was cut roughly in half, so qualified people
go unread rather than rejected. Submitting a resume is a filing action, not a marketing action, and
the only reliable retrieval mechanism is a human who already knows your name. Build public,
searchable evidence of competence and spend your hours on retrieval rather than volume. |
would change this call if the national hires rate moves above 3.8 percent for two consecutive
quarters.

My judgment on the evidence assembled here, nothing more. There is data |l can't see and data | may have missed.
New evidence can move me, including to the opposite position, and | reserve the right to move.

Executive summary

The public conversation about work in 2026 has been arguing about the wrong variable. It has
been arguing about whether Al is taking jobs. For a person who needs to be employed by
December, the more useful question is why an open role that wants exactly them will never
surface their name, and that question has a different and more tractable answer.

FINDING 1 The layoff wave is receding while the hiring freeze is not.
Challenger, Gray and Christmas counted 477,033 announced US job cuts through July
2026, down 41 percent from 806,383 in the same period of 2025, and announced hiring plans
rose 25 percent to 107,500 positions. Over the same stretch the national hires rate sat at 3.4
percent and the quits rate at 2.0 percent, both consistent with a market where few people are
being fired and few are being hired.

FINDING 2 Alis cited in about a quarter of announced cuts, and the count is falling.
Challenger attributes 112,713 cuts to Al year to date, roughly 24 percent of all
announced cuts,and 184,538 since it began tracking the reason in 2023. Al has led the reason
list for five straight months, which is the headline most outlets ran. The number underneath
that headline fell from 38,579 in May to 10,970 in July.®

FINDING 3 The screening capacity on the employer side collapsed faster than volume
grew.

Greenhouse reports about 254 applications per posting across roughly
175,000 live jobs, application volume up 111 percent between 2022 and 2025, applications per
recruiter up 412 percent, and recruiter headcount down 56 percent over the same window.
Those are one vendor's platform figures and they are self-reported, but they describe the
mechanism better than any survey does. =1

FINDING 4 Both sides now automate against each other, and the system got worse for
both.
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Robert Half's November 2025 survey of more than 2,000 US hiring managers found
67 percent saying Al-generated applications are slowing hiring, 20 percent reporting delays
of more than two weeks, and 65 percent saying Al-enhanced resumes make skills harder to
verify. Employer Al screening roughly doubled in a year on survey evidence. Greenhouse's

chief executive calls the result a doom loop, and that is a fair description of the incentives.
[71113] [5]

FINDING 5 The cost case for replacing people with Al is weaker than the 2025 narrative
assumed.

Independent reporting this year documents Uber exhausting an annual Al
coding budget in four months, a single enterprise accruing a 500 million dollar model bill in a
month, and an Nvidia executive saying his team's compute now costs more than the people
using it. A 2026 MIT analysis put the share of roles where automation is economically viable
atabout 23 percent. Read together, these support a narrower and more expensive automation
frontier than boards were sold. te1e

FINDING 6 Thereversalis real, documented, and much narrower than the headlines.
Robert Half found 32 percent of US hiring managers who cut a role
primarily for Al later rehired for the same or a similar role, rising to 44 percent in finance.
Orgvue's survey of 1,000 senior decision makers found 39 percent had made redundancies
because of Al and 55 percent judged it a mistake. Gartner's much-quoted prediction that half
of such cuts reverse by 2027 applies specifically to customer service, not to hiring generally,
and most coverage dropped that qualifier. =11

FINDING 7 Interview integrity has degraded enough to change how you will be assessed.
Google, McKinsey, Deloitte and Cisco reintroduced mandatory in-person
rounds this year. Gartner predicts one in four candidate profiles worldwide will be fake by
2028. The vendor-produced cheating rates circulating this year come from companies selling
detection and should not be taken at face value, but the employer response is observable and
it means longer processes, more rounds, and a rising premium on evidence that exists before
the interview. 21w 22

FINDING 8 Referralis the only lever with a large measured multiplier, and its cost is time,
not applications.

Referrals are roughly 7 percent of applications and somewhere
between 30 and 50 percent of hires depending on whose aggregate you read, and those
aggregates are weak. The direction is corroborated by the mechanism rather than the data: a
referral is the only path that bypasses ranking entirely, because a named human retrieves you
rather than a system surfacing you. 241251

FINDING 9 Using Al as an editor helps. Using it as an author hurts.
A randomized trial of 480,948 job seekers, published in Management Science, found
algorithmic writing assistance on resumes raised hires 7.8 percent and wages 8.4 percent with
no drop in employer satisfaction. The treatment was editing the candidate's own prose.
Separately, roughly half of surveyed hiring managers say they discard resumes they believe
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were machine-written. Both can be true, and the distinction between the two is the whole
game. 11s1126]

FINDING 10 The correct response is to stop optimizing for the parser and start
optimizing for retrieval.

At 254 applications per opening, a well-formatted resume changes your rank
inside a queue nobody has time to read. What changes the outcome is being the name a human
already has when they go looking. That makes public, searchable, specific evidence of
competence the highest-return use of a job seeker's hours in this market, and mass
application close to the lowest. 51©

Two different failures wearing the same name

Almost every argument about the 2026 job market collapses two separate problems into one.
Separating them is the single most useful thing a job seeker can do, because they have different
causes, different timelines, and completely different responses.

The firstis ademand problem. In June 2026 there were 7.4 million job openings, 5.3 million
hires, 3.2 million quits and 1.8 million layoffs and discharges. The hires rate was 3.4 percent, the
quitsrate 2.0 percent, the layoffs rate 1.1 percent. Indeed's Hiring Lab described this as a low-hire,
low-fire market and characterized it as calm on the surface with hard paddling underneath. @«

In July 2026 nonfarm payrolls fell by 23,000, unemployment stood at 4.1 percent, and 1.8
million people had been unemployed for 27 weeks or more, 25.5 percent of the unemployed. ™

FIGURE 1 Monthly labor market flows, June 2026

lob openings 7.4M

Hires

Quits

Layoffs and discharges

- 1-8M

Levels, not rates. Openings are a stock and the others are monthly flows, so the bars are not directly comparable to
each other. What the picture shows is a market where separations are low and hiring is low at the same time.
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Alow quits rate is the number worth watching, and it is the one least often reported
to job seekers. People quit when they are confident of landing somewhere else. At 2.0 percent
they are not confident, and that has a second-order effect: fewer voluntary departures means
fewer backfill openings, which is a large share of ordinary hiring in a normal year. The freeze is
partly self-reinforcing. @

The second problem is throughput, and it is the one that makes an individual search
feel personally insulting. Demand being soft explains why there are fewer doors. It does not
explain why a person with a decade of directly relevant experience applies to eleven open doors
and hears nothing at all, not even a rejection. That requires a separate mechanism, and there is
one.

The queue grew, the readers left

Greenhouse, whose applicant-tracking system carries roughly 175,000 live jobs,
reports an average of 254 applicants per posting. On the same platform, application volume rose
111 percent between 2022 and 2025, applications per recruiter rose 412 percent, recruiter
headcount fell 56 percent, and monthly hires per recruiter rose 122 percent. These are the
vendor's own platform statistics, unaudited, and they describe companies that buy modern
recruiting software rather than the whole economy. =16l

FIGURE 2 What changed inside the recruiting function, 2022 to 2025

Applications per recruiter 412%

Monthly hires per recruiter 122%

Application volume 111%

Recruiter headcount

Percentage change across Greenhouse's customer base, self-reported by the vendor and not
independently audited. A vendor reporting that its own customers are drowning has an interest in the finding, and the direction
should be read more confidently than the magnitude. 15! (€

Set aside the exact percentages and the arithmetic still lands somewhere brutal. If
a recruiter's inbound rose fivefold while the team halved, the time available per application falls
by roughly an order of magnitude. Whatever that recruiter used to do to a resume, they are no
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longer doing it. Nobody sat down and decided to stop reading applications. The reading capacity
was simply consumed.

Robert Half's survey of more than 2,000 US hiring managers, fielded in November 2025
and published in March 2026, found 67 percent reporting that Al-generated applications are
slowing their hiring process, 20 percent with delays exceeding two weeks, 84 percent of HR
teams reporting heavier workloads, and 65 percent saying Al-enhanced resumes make a
candidate's actual skills harder to verify. Robert Half sells staffing services into exactly this pain,
which is worth holding in mind when reading the 89 percent who found a staffing partner
effective.™

Note what that survey describes. Employers are not reporting a shortage of good
applicants. They are reporting that they can no longer tell which applicants are good, and that
verification now costs more than it used to. That is a different complaint, and it points at a
different solution than writing a better resume.

The proposition worth testing is that the bottleneck moved from filtering to
verification. If true, employers should be adding assessment steps, extending processes, and
paying more for pre-verified candidates rather than tightening filters. Robert Half's own numbers
point that way: 38 percent report increasing the number of interviews per candidate and 42
percent report spending more time reviewing applications. This would be refuted if employers
were instead shortening funnels and raising automated rejection thresholds. ™

A widely repeated figure this year holds that LinkedIn now takes more than 14,000
job applications per minute, up 58 percent in two years. | could not trace that to a LinkedIn
publication with a stated methodology, only to secondary posts citing each other. | am recording
it here as unverified and building nothing on it, which is what should happen to a statistic that
cannot be traced. The platform-level trend it describes is corroborated elsewhere; the specific
number is not.

The ATS is not the machine you think it is

An entire consumer industry exists to sell protection against the applicant tracking
system, and it has taught a generation of job seekers to believe in arobot that reads their resume,
scores it against a keyword list, and deletes it. That model is mostly wrong, and believing it wastes
the scarcest thing a job seeker has, which is time.

What is true is that automated screening has grown quickly. Resume
Genius surveyed 1,500 US hiring managers through Pollfish in June 2026 and found 58 percent
using Al to screenresumes, up from 35 percent ayear earlier,and 87 percent using Al somewhere
in recruiting. The firm sells resume products, the panel was online and self-selected, and hiring
managers are being asked to characterize systems they may not administer. Treat the direction
as sound and the levels as soft. 1=
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FIGURE 3 Employer Al adoption in hiring, self-reported

Any Al in recruiting

Resume screening

Writing job descriptions

Candidate communication

N 2025 W 2026

Share of surveyed hiring managers, n=1,500, fielded 4 to 6 June 2026 by Resume Genius via
Pollfish. Self-selected online panel, sponsor sells resume products. The flat candidate-communication line is the most
interesting number here: employers automated the reading, not the replying. 3

The distinction that matters is between rejection and ranking. A system that
deletes you produces a decision. A system that ranks you produces an order, and then a human
with forty minutes works down from the top. If you are 180th of 254, you were never rejected.
You were simply never reached, and no amount of keyword tuning changes an outcome that was
determined by queue position and available attention rather than by fit.

The candidate-side experience is consistent with that. Enhancv
surveyed 1,066 US job seekers through Prolific in April 2026 and found 50.5 percent had
received at least one rejection with no human contact in the previous year, 63.8 percent of those
believed a machine decided, and only 9.7 percent were clearly told Al was involved. Enhancv sells
resume tools. The margin of error is stated at 3 percentage points and the panel is a reasonable
one, which puts this above most of what circulated this year. 14

Gartner's 2025 survey of job applicants found 26 percent trust Al to evaluate them fairly.
Whatever the systems actually do, the people going through them have concluded the processis
not on their side, and that belief drives behavior including the mass-application behavior that
made the queue worse. "2

The arms race that made everyone poorer

Greenhouse's chief executive Daniel Chait described the 2026 dynamic plainly in July:
candidates buy a twenty dollar tool and fire applications indiscriminately, employers respond with
automated screening, and, in his words, everyone is using their own Al to solve their own problem
while making the whole system worse. He also said it is the first time both sides have been
unhappy at once. !
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This is a straightforward tragedy of the commons and it does not require anyone
to behave badly. Automating your applications is individually rational when your response rate is
under one percent. Automating your screening is individually rational when your inbound went up
fivefold. Both moves are correct in isolation and together they destroy the information content
of the channel, which is the thing that made it work.

If the channel's information content is what collapsed, the market should reward
whatever restores it: verified identity, work samples that cannot be generated, in-person contact,
and reputations that predate the application. Each of those is observable and each is already
appearing. The proposition would be refuted if hiring instead converged on cheaper and faster
automated screening with no verification layer.

A randomized controlled trial of 480,948 job seekers in an online labor market, published
in Management Science after circulating as NBER working paper 30886, found that algorithmic
writing assistance on resumes increased hires by 7.8 percent and wages by 8.4 percent, with no
evidence that employers were less satisfied with the people they hired. The treatment was
editing: grammar, clarity and style applied to the candidate's own text. 13!

Set against that, a survey of 3,000 US hiring managers reported by
Resume.io found 49 percent automatically dismiss resumes they identify as Al-generated, and

Resume Now found 62 percent more likely to reject Al-written resumes that were not
customized. Both sponsors sell resume services. The pattern across them is consistent enough
to act on evenif no single number is reliable. 26

The reconciliation is not complicated. Editing your own material with a model raises
quality without destroying the signal. Generating the material with a model removes the only thing
the document was carrying, which is evidence that a specific person did specific work and can
describe it. A hiring manager who can tell the difference is not being precious. They are correctly
identifying that the artifact no longer tells them anything.

The cost reversal, and how much of it should change your plans

The most important shift of 2026 is that the automation case stopped being an
article of faith and started being a line item that finance people examine. That is a genuine change
in the direction of the argument, and it is also being over-read by people who badly want good
news.

Reporting by Jemma Green in Forbes in July 2026 assembled the cost picture: Uber
exhausted its annual Al coding budget within four months at 84 percent engineering adoption;
one company accrued a 500 million dollar model bill in a single month after failing to set a usage
cap; an Nvidia executive said computing costs for his team now exceed what it spends on the
employees using the technology; and Big Tech announced 740 billion dollars of capital
expenditure, up 69 percent on 2025. A 2026 MIT analysis cited in the same piece put the share
of roles where automation is economically viable at roughly 23 percent. 22
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MIT's Project NANDA reported in 2025 that about 95 percent of
enterprise generative Al pilots produced no measurable effect on profit and loss, drawn from
more than 300 disclosed initiatives, 52 interviews and 153 survey responses gathered between
January and June 2025. It was not peer reviewed and it leans on self-reported outcomes. It has
been quoted far past what its method can bear, including by me until | read the method.

The rehiring evidence is more directly relevant to anyone job hunting.
Robert Half found 32 percent of US hiring managers who had eliminated a role primarily because
of Al subsequently rehired for the same or a similar position, with finance at 44 percent, human
resources at 35 percent and technology at 32 percent. Orgvue's survey of 1,000 C-suite and
senior decision makers found 39 percent had made people redundant because of Al and 55
percent concluded it had been the wrong call, with expectations of future displacement falling
from 54 to 48 percent year on year.©@

FIGURE 4 Roles cut primarily for Al that were later refilled, by function

Finance 44%

Human resources 35%

Technology 32%

All functions 32%

GG DRY AW ERIL Y-S Share of US hiring managers reporting a rehire into the same or a similar role, from a Robert

Half survey of more than 2,000 hiring managers fielded April 2026. Self-reported and retrospective, which tends to
understate reversals that are still in progress and overstate ones the respondent has already rationalized. 1°!

Gartner's February 2026 press release predicted that by 2027, 50 percent of companies
that attributed headcount reduction to Al will rehire for similar functions under different job titles.
The prediction is scoped to customer service, and Gartner's own October 2025 survey of 321
service leaders found only 20 percent had actually cut staff because of Al. Most of the coverage
that reached job seekers dropped both qualifiers and reported it as a general forecast. 1o

This is what interrogating a number looks like in practice. The Gartner forecast is
real, it is directionally useful, and it says something narrower than what people are repeating. A
customer service organization discovering that automation cannot handle the hard six percent of
contactsis not evidence that a mid-level finance manager's role is coming back.
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Individual employers have moved visibly. IBM said in February 2026 it would triple US
entry-level hiring this year, with job descriptions rewritten to cut the tasks Al absorbs and to
weight customer contact and judgment more heavily. Its own HR automation had handled roughly
94 percent of routine requests and stalled on the remainder. o1

FIGURE 5 Announced US job cuts and announced hiring plans, January through July

Job cuts, 2025 806,383

Job cuts, 2026 477,033

Hiring plans, 2025 86,132

Hiring plans, 2026 107,500

Challenger, Gray and Christmas tracks public announcements, not payroll records. Announcements can be timed for
investors and are frequently executed slowly or partially, so this measures corporate intent rather than employment. Cuts and
hiring plans are on the same scale here, which is itself the point: the hiring side of the ledger is an order of magnitude smaller. !

The industry distribution is where the improvement stops looking universal. Technology
accounted for 149,023 announced cuts year to date, up 67 percent on 2025, while government
cuts fell 93 percent and services cuts fell 55 percent. The aggregate improved because the 2025
comparison included an extraordinary federal contraction, not because technology recovered. &
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FIGURE 6 Announced US job cuts by industry, 2026 year to date

Technology 149,023

Transportation 41,748

Health care and products 34,426

Services 23,942

Government 20,752

Through July 2026. Transportation is up 303 percent year on year and government is down 93 percent, so a single-
year snapshot flatters some sectors badly. Technology is both the largest bar and the one growing. 3!

My read: the displacement narrative peaked, the correction is genuine, and neither
fact will produce a hiring boom in the next two quarters. Layoff announcements and rehiring
decisions move at the speed of headcount planning. The application funnel does not clear
because a board changed its mind about automation, and a job seeker who waits for the macro
story to rescue their search will wait through it.

Early-career workers remain the exception where the displacement evidence is strongest.
Brynjolfsson, Chandar and Chen document a decline in employment among 22 to 25 year olds in
Al-exposed occupations since late 2022, with an average annual decline of about 3.8 percent in
high-exposure roles against 2 percent growth in low-exposure ones. Stanford's own policy
briefing is careful to say that attribution to Al specifically is contested and that macroeconomic
conditions explain part of it. ze1u7

The four gates, and which one you are actually stuck at

Most job-search advice is written as though there were one gate. There are four, they fail
differently, and the response to each is different. Diagnosing which one is stopping you is worth
more than any single tactic in this report.
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Gate What it actually does How you fail it What moves you past it
Existence Confirms a real, funded, open You applied to a pipeline Recency of posting, named
role behind the posting posting or arole already filled  hiring manager, evidence the
internally team is growing
Rank Orders 254 applications so a You are ranked below where A human retrieving you by
human can start somewhere anyone reads, on relevance name, which bypasses the
the system inferred ordering entirely
Verification Establishes that the personis  You are indistinguishable Public work, a traceable
real and the claims are true from generated applications, record, a person willing to
so you cost too much to vouch
check
Fit Decides between three Nothing here is broken; thisis  Preparation, specificity, and
finalists who could all do the the gate the process was the interview skills that
job designed for always mattered

Nearly all of the anguish in this market is concentrated at gates one and two, and
nearly all commercially available job-search advice addresses gate four. That mismatch is why so
much of it feels useless to people who are following it correctly. Interview coaching does not help
someone whose applications are not being reached, and a better resume format does not help
someone applying to a posting with no funded role behind it.

On gate one, ghost postings are real but the published rates are
unusable. Estimates this year range from about one in seven active posts to 27.4 percent of US

LinkedIn listings, and a Resume Genius survey found 90 percent of hiring managers believe
companies intentionally post unfilled roles, with 47 percent citing pipeline building. The estimates
disagree because they measure different things: employer intent, listing characteristics, and
candidate perception. | would not quote any single figure, and | would treat the phenomenon as
established and its scale as unknown. 3

The practical consequence of an unknown ghost rate is that your response rate is
not a clean measure of your quality. Some share of your silence is coming from postings that were
never going to hire anyone. That is worth knowing for morale, and it is a further argument against
volume, because volume maximizes exposure to exactly the postings that are cheapest for an
employer to leave open.

What the interview became

Google, McKinsey, Deloitte and Cisco reintroduced mandatory in-person interview rounds
during 2026. McKinsey asks hiring managers to schedule at least one in-person meeting; Google
requires at least one in-person round. The stated reason in each case is that remote interview
integrity is no longer enforceable. 2"

Gartner predicts one in four candidate profiles worldwide will be fake by
2028, and a 2025 Gartner survey of 3,000 candidates found 6 percent admitting to some form
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of interview fraud. The FBI has documented more than 300 US companies that unknowingly hired
North Korean operatives using stolen identities. ™

The much-quoted claim that 38.5 percent of candidates are caught cheating
comes from Fabric, a company that sells interview-integrity software, based on its own detection
flags across 19,368 interviews. A detection vendor reporting the detection rate of its own
product is not a measurement of candidate behavior, it is a measurement of the product. | am
naming it because it appeared in most coverage this year without that qualifier, and because the
underlying trend does not need an inflated number to be worrying. 22

For an honest candidate, the second-order effects matter more than the fraud
does. Processes get longer, rounds get added, travel returns, and the assumption of good faith
that used to carry a phone screenis gone. You will be asked to prove things that used to be taken
on trust, and you should arrive able to prove them.

There is also a straightforward tactical conclusion. Do not use Al assistance during
a live interview. Roughly half of hiring managers already discard applications they believe are
machine-written, employers are moving the assessment into rooms where the tools do not work,
and the downside is not a rejection, it is a permanent one at that company. The people selling
interview copilots are selling the thing the market is actively building defenses against.

As live assessment becomes less trustworthy, evidence that predates the
interview should rise in value: published work, a traceable body of output, conference talks, code,
writing, anything a person can inspect without you present. If this holds, hiring will visibly shift
weight toward portfolios and referrals over the next 24 months. It would be refuted if employers
converge instead on proctoring and identity verification while keeping the same assessment
design. 29

The pay problem

Indeed's Hiring Lab reported that real earnings growth turned negative in the second
quarter of 2026, the first time since 2022. Salary increase budgets for the year were planned in
the low three percent range.

Monster's 2026 job security research found 54 percent of US workers
would accept a pay cut for greater job security and 61 percent would give up at least one element
of their compensation or working conditions. Monster sells job-search services and self-selected
career-site surveys skew anxious, but the direction is consistent with a 2.0 percent quits rate. 23

Employers are not lowballing because they became worse people in 2026. They
are lowballing because a 2.0 percent quits rate and 254 applications per posting tell them,
correctly, that they can. Understanding it as arithmetic rather than as insult is worth something,
because it tells you which of your levers still work.

My decision rule on a low offer, and it is a judgment rather than a finding. Take it
when the alternative is continued unemployment beyond about six months, because the long-
term unemployment penalty compounds and 25.5 percent of the unemployed are already past
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27 weeks. Refuse it when you are employed, when the role would reset your title downward in a
way the market will read as a demotion, or when the number is being justified by a market
condition the employer expects to persist and you do not. Negotiate on everything that is not
base salary, because that is where a manager under a flat merit budget still has room: title, start
date, review timing, remote days, education budget, severance terms. ™

What actually moves you, ranked by expected return

This sectionis the point of the report. The ordering is my assessment, built from the mechanisms
established above rather than from any single study, and | have said where the evidence is thin.

1. Convert applications into retrievals

Referrals are roughly 7 percent of applications and something between
30and 50 percent of hires. Compiled figures put referred candidates at four to seven times more
likely to be hired than job board applicants. Every one of those numbers comes from recruiting-
software aggregators reusing each other's citations, and | would not defend any specific multiple.
What survives the weak sourcing is the shape: a small share of applications produces alarge share
of hires, and the mechanism is obvious enough that the data does not have to carry the argument
alone. 2423l

FIGURE 7 Referrals as a share of applications and of hires

Share of all applications 7%

Share of all hires 35%

Compiled from recruiting-industry aggregates that trace back to a small number of vendor
datasets and disagree with each other by 20 percentage points on the hires figure. The gap between the two bars is the
finding; the exact height of the right-hand bar is not reliable. 241 23]

This reframes what a submitted application is for. It is a filing action. It puts a
retrievable document in a system so that when someone inside the company is told your name,
they can search the pile, find you, and pull you out. On its own it is close to inert. Treat the
submission as one minute of work and spend the next forty on finding the person who will go
looking.

The practical version: for every application, identify one named human at that
company, ideally the hiring manager or someone on the team rather than a recruiter, and contact
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them directly with something specific about their problem. Not a request for a referral from a
stranger, which fails and should. A short, concrete observation that demonstrates you understand
what the team is dealing with. Twelve of those a week beats two hundred applications, and itis a
harder week.

Resume Genius found 39 percent of hiring managers have hired
someone who reached them through an unconventional channel such as a direct message. That
is a soft survey number from a self-selected panel, and it is the only quantified support | found for
direct outreach. | amincluding it labeled rather than leaning on it. =

2. Build evidence that can be retrieved without you

The single structural change in this market is that the interview no longer
establishes competence reliably, and the resume never did. What is rising in value is evidence a
stranger caninspect on their own time: work you published, problems you solved in public, a body
of output with your name on it that predates any application. This is the argument for a personal
site and for posting substantively in your field, and it is not the argument that career influencers
make for it.

The distinction is between visibility and evidence. Posting career commentary
builds an audience of other job seekers, which is the wrong audience. Posting the actual work,
meaning what you built, what broke, what you measured, what you would do differently, builds a
record that a hiring manager can read and form a judgment from. One is a following. The other is
a portfolio that happens to be public, and only the second one survives the verification gate.

Own the canonical copy. A site you control, with your work on it under your own
domain, is the version that persists when a platform changes its ranking or your account is
restricted, and it is indexable by search engines that recruiters actually use. Mirror it outward to
the platforms rather than the reverse. The effortis a weekend and the asset compounds for years,
which makes it one of the few things in a job search with a return that does not reset when the
search ends.

The testable version of the personal-brand claim is narrower than the usual pitch,
and | want to state it as a hypothesis rather than dress it as a finding. Published, specific evidence
of competence raises inbound contact and shortens the verification step for people who already
have your name. It does not, on any evidence | found, reliably generate cold inbound from
strangers for most professionals. Anyone selling the second version is selling the outlier case.
This would be confirmed by inbound that cites your published work and refuted by three months
of posting that produces engagement and no conversations.

3. Optimize for the search, not for the parser

Since ranking rather than deletion is the mechanism, the useful goal is to be
findable by the specific query a person will run. That means writing your material in the words the
field actually uses, including the unfashionable ones, being explicit about tools, scale and
outcomes, and repeating the terms that identify you in the places a search reads first: headline,
title lines, the top third of the document. This is not keyword stuffing, which reads as machine
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output and fails the verification gate. It is making sure the words a human will type are words you
have used.

Standard formatting still matters for the boring reason that malformed documents
parse into nonsense: one column, real text rather than images, no tables in the header, a
conventional file name with your actual name in it. Do this once, correctly, and then stop thinking
about it. The returns beyond that are close to zero, and the industry selling further optimizationis
selling against a gate you have already passed.

4. Use Al as an editor, never as an author

The strongest single piece of evidence in this report supports doing this: 480,948 job
seekers randomized, 7.8 percent more hires and 8.4 percent higher wages from algorithmic
editing of the candidate's own writing, published in Management Science, with no drop in
employer satisfaction. s

The operational rule follows from the study design. Write it yourself, badly if
necessary, then have the model fix clarity, structure and grammar. Never let it generate the
substance, because the substance is the only thing being evaluated and roughly half of hiring
managers say they discard what reads as machine-written. Auto-apply tools fail this test
completely, and they are also the specific mechanism that created the queue you are stuck in. 2

5. Aim at the reversal, not at the ruins

The rehiring data is a targeting list. Finance functions reversed Al-driven cuts at
44 percent, humanresources at 35 percent, technology at 32 percent. Customer service is where
Gartner expects half of the cuts to reverse by 2027. Companies that announced Al-driven
reductions in 2025 and have since gone quiet are worth approaching directly, because the roles
come back under new titles and frequently without a public posting. That last part is the
opportunity: arole that is being quietly refilled is a role where the queue does not exist yet. @11

Entry-level and early-career candidates should target the small number of
employers making explicit counter-cyclical commitments. IBM's tripling of US entry-level hiring
is the clearest one, and the rewritten job descriptions tell you what to emphasize: customer
contact, judgment, the work that survives when the codifiable tasks are absorbed. Applying as
though the job were still the 2022 version of itself is a losing position. AWS has made a similar
commitment, with its chief executive calling the replacement of young employees with Al one of
the dumbest ideas available to a business. 2011281

6. Manage the clock

1.8 million people have been unemployed for 27 weeks or more, 25.5 percent of the
unemployed. Median time from starting a search to a first offer is reported at roughly 108 days in
practitioner surveys, which are self-selected and skew toward active searchers rather than the
whole population. @7

Because duration itself becomes a screening signal, the value of contract,
fractional and interim work goes up sharply in this market beyond the income it provides. It keeps
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the record continuous, it produces recent verifiable work, and Robert Half's data shows
employers actively routing volume through staffing firms to solve their verification problem.
Going through a staffing firm is, right now, a way of borrowing someone else's verification.

Why point forecasts fail here

Anyone giving you a date for when this market improves is guessing. The variables
that would move it are the cost curve of inference, the pace of rate policy, the Al capital
expenditure cycle, and whether the platforms impose friction on application volume. Those are
four independent processes, at least two of which are subject to decisions by a handful of
companies that have not made them yet. The honest form of a forecast here is a set of scenarios
with tripwires attached, and the tripwires are the part you should actually use.

Scenarios to 2028

The grind continues 45 percent
Application volume stays high, screening capacity does not recover, the hires rate holds

between 3.2 and 3.6 percent, and nothing structural changes on either side.

Consequence. Search duration stays long and referral remains the dominant path. Individual
outcomes are determined almost entirely by network access, which entrenches existing
advantage.

Earliest visible sign. Two more quarters of a hires rate under 3.6 percent with no platform-
level change to application mechanics.

Frictionis imposed 30 percent
Platforms or employers impose real cost on applying: verified identity, application caps,

mandatory screening steps, or paid signals. Volume falls sharply and the queue clears.

Consequence. Thereferral premium shrinks and ordinary applications start working again for
candidates who can pass verification. Best outcome available for people outside strong
networks.

Earliest visible sign. A major job platform or ATS vendor shipping verified-applicant or per-
candidate application limits as a default rather than an option.

Demand actually recovers 15 percent
Rate cuts, capital expenditure digestion and post-reversal rehiring combine to push the hires
rate back above 3.8 percent and quits above 2.3 percent.

Consequence. The throughput problem persists but stops mattering as much, because more
doors are open per applicant. Wage growth for switchers returns first.

Earliest visible sign. Two consecutive months of the quits rate rising while announced cuts
keep falling.
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A second displacement wave 10 percent
Inference costs fall or capability rises enough that automation becomes economically viable

well beyond the roughly 23 percent of roles where it is viable today.
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Consequence. Thereversal narrative ends, mid-level knowledge work follows entry-level, and

everything in this report about targeting the rehiring becomes wrong.

Earliest visible sign. Frontier-capability model pricing falling by an order of magnitude for the

same task quality, followed by a quarter of rising Al-attributed cuts.

These probabilities are the least reliable content in this document. They are my
subjective weights, they do not come from a model, and | would not defend a ten point difference
between any two of them. The tripwires beneath them are the useful part, because each one is
observable in public data by anyone who chooses to look.

Leading indicators worth watching yourself

All of these are published, free, and checkable without access to anything private. Watching four
numbers monthly is a better use of an hour than reading another opinion about the job market,

including this one.

If this happens

Quits rate rises above 2.3

percent

Hires rate exceeds 3.8
percent for two quarters

A major platform ships

verified applicants or per-

candidate caps

Al-attributed cuts rise
for three consecutive
months

Technology-sector
announced cuts fall
below 10,000 per month

Employers publish Al use
disclosure in hiring at
scale

© 2026 David Soden - davidsoden.com/market-assessment - Share complete and unmodified with attribution.

It means

Employed people regain
confidence, which
reopens backfill hiring

The freeze has genuinely
broken, not just the layoff
wave

The volume problem is
being solved by friction
rather than by filtering

The reversal has stalled
and the automation
frontier is moving again

The largest single source
of white-collar
displacement is easing

Verification is being
addressed by
transparency rather than
by more screening

Moves toward

Scenario C

Scenario C, overturns the

call

Scenario B

Scenario D

Scenario C

Scenario B

Where to watch

BLS JOLTS, monthly

BLS JOLTS, monthly

LinkedIn, Indeed,
Greenhouse, Workday
product announcements

Challenger monthly job
cut report

Challenger monthly job
cut report

Company careers pages,
state Al hiring law
compliance notices
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What this document cannot answer

Five questions matter to the argument here and could not be settled from published sources.
Each would need primary research, and eachis a place where | would change my mind if someone
did the work.

Whether the referraladvantage is causal or selection. Every published figure compares outcomes
for referred and non-referred applicants without controlling for candidate quality, so the multiple
may be measuring who gets referred rather than what referral does. A within-company study
comparing referred and non-referred candidates matched on interview performance would
settle it, and it would change how much of a job seeker's time the referral strategy deserves.

What share of postings are genuinely unfunded. The published ghost-job estimates range from
14 percentto 27 percent and measure three different things. Nobody has matched a large sample
of postings against actual requisition funding records, which is the only method that would
produce a real number.

Whether public professional content produces measurable hiring outcomes for ordinary
professionals. There is abundant advice and no evidence. A tracked cohort study, publishing
consistently against a matched control, would answer the question that the entire personal-brand
industry rests on. | could not find one and | looked hard.

How much of the 2026 layoff decline is real versus a base effect from the 2025 federal
contraction. The aggregate improvement is large and the composition is strange, and
disentangling the two requires the underlying announcement records rather than the published
totals.

What actually happens inside Al resume screening. Every claim about it comes from either
vendors selling the systems or vendors selling protection from them. An audit of a production
screening configuration, comparing scored rankings against outcomes, would be the highest-
value research in this whole area and it will probably never be published, because the party who
could runitis the party with the most to lose from the result.

Half-life of this assessment

The flow statistics decay fastest. Every JOLTS and Employment Situation number in this report is
superseded within a month and the direction can reverse within two quarters. Read them as of
August 2026 and replace them rather than updating them.

The reversal evidence has a half-life of roughly six months. Rehiring rates, regret surveys and the
Gartner customer service prediction are all measuring an adjustment in progress, and by early
2027 the question will have resolved into either a durable correction or a pause. The specific
percentages will look dated quickly. The observation that boards over-corrected and are walking
it back will not.

Application volume and screening adoption run about twelve months. Both are moving fast and
in the same direction, and either a platform-level intervention or a plateau in candidate tool
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adoption would change the shape within a year. The doom loop dynamic itself lasts as long as
nobody imposes friction, which is the substance of Scenario B.

Interview integrity is a two-year question. The in-person reversal, identity verification and the
shift toward pre-interview evidence are structural responses to a problem that is not going away,
and they will still be shaping hiring in 2028.

Three things here are architectural and will outlast all of it. Attention is finite and rationing it
produces ranking, not rejection. A trusted human who retrieves your name will always beat a
document in a queue. And evidence that can be inspected without you present is worth more as
live assessment becomes less trustworthy. Those hold regardless of which scenario runs.

Limitations

No vendor, employer, platform or recruiting firm named in this report commissioned it, reviewed
it, or contributed toit. | hold no position in any company mentioned and receive no compensation
from any of them.

The evidence base has three specific weaknesses that a reader should hold against the
conclusions. Most of the hiring-funnel data comes from firms with a commercial interest in the
finding: applicant-tracking vendors, resume services, staffing firms and interview-integrity
companies. | have named the sponsor in the sentence wherever this applies, but naming a conflict
does not remove it, and the levels in this report are less trustworthy than the directions.

Second, survey panels dominate. Self-selected online panels of hiring managers and job seekers
over-represent the engaged and the aggrieved, and the same panel provider appears behind
several of the numbers here. Where a government statistic and a survey disagree, believe the
government statistic.

Third, this is a United States analysis using US federal data and mostly US employer behavior. The
application-volume dynamic appears in UK and European reporting too, but the labor market
structure differs enough that the pay and duration sections should not be read across.

The recommendations carry less evidentiary weight than the diagnosis. The mechanism analysis
rests on data. The ordering of what to do about it is my judgment as someone who has run hiring
processes and read the research, and the personal-evidence recommendation in particular is a
hypothesis with confirm and refute criteria stated, not a finding.
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