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Executive Summary

Recruitment in 2026 doesn't feel broken because there aren’t enough tools. It feels
broken because candidate behavior changed faster than most hiring processes
did.

Across industries, recruiters are seeing higher application volume but lower
follow-through. Candidates apply quickly, expect fast responses, and move on just
as fast when the process slows down. The result is a familiar pattern: busy teames,
delayed decisions, and fewer hires than expected.

Al has entered recruitment as a possible fix— and in some cases, it has helped. In
others, it has added complexity without improving outcomes. Both are true at the
same time.

The difference comes down to how Al is used.

Recruiting teams seeing measurable results are using Al narrowly: to reduce
response delays, maintain follow-up consistency, and remove administrative work
that slows recruiters down. According to research from LinkedIn and McKinsey,
speed of engagement and recruiter focus are now two of the strongest predictors
of hiring success in high-volume and sales-driven roles.

At the same time, Al has not replaced — and cannot replace — the human parts of
recruiting that matter most. Judgment, trust, persuasion, and cultural fit still
require people. Organizations that push automation too far often see recruiter
resistance and declining candidate trust, a pattern highlighted repeatedly in
Gartner and Deloitte research. So that leaves the question of:

Where does Al actually help in recruitment in 2026 — and where does it not?




The Reality of Recruitment in 2026

If you're recruiting right now, you've probably noticed something that's hard to
explain to leadership without sounding like you're complaining:

It’s not that applicants disappeared. It’s that fewer applicants behave as they
used to.

This is the simplest way to describe what changed: the top of the funnel got easier to
enter, but harder to move through. Candidates can apply to dozens of roles quickly
through LinkedIn, ZipRecruiter, and similar platforms. That convenience increased
volume, but it also changed behavior: people apply first and decide whether they
actually want the job later.

You can see the tension in public data:

/e :
I Indeed, data shows that application activity is
moving in different directions depending on
O sector—some industries are seeing application
5 O /O declines, while others are seeing application
growth per job posting of more than 50%

(meaning “more inbound,” not necessarily “more
qualified inbound”).

Source: Indeed'’s US Jobs & Hiring Trends Report

More job posting
per job

What this looks like in real recruiting work:

* More “one-and-done” applicants who never respond
* More candidates say, “| don't remember applying.”

* More drop-off after they learn basic role details (schedule, pay structure,
expectations)

There's proof that the candidate experience is fraying. A lot of executives
underestimate how common “silence” has become on both sides. Greenhouse’s

candidate research is blunt on this:
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https://www.hiringlab.org/2025/11/20/indeed-2026-us-jobs-hiring-trends-report/

Greenhouse reported 61% of U.S. candidates
0 were ghosted after a job interview (and it
O increased comypared to earlier in 2024).
Applicants were Source: Greenhouse State of Job Hunting 2024

ghosted after
interview

That's post-interview, not “they didn't like my resume.” That signals a market where
hiring processes are overloaded and follow-through breaks down. Response time
matters more because candidates are “option-stacking”.

For Example,

A candidate applies to 20—40 roles in one sitting through
LinkedIn or ZipRecruiter. They're not doing it to be annoying —
they're doing it because the market feels uncertain and they
want options.

The next day, the first two companies that respond set the
direction. One books a screen. One sends clear next steps.
Everyone else is competing against the momentum they
didn't create.

At that point, a 24-48-hour delay isn't “a small delay.” It's
missing the window where the candidate is still mentally
available.

This is why recruiters feel like candidates are ghosting more.
Often, candidates didn't “ghost"—they just moved forward
with whichever process felt real first.



https://grnhse-marketing-site-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/production/Greenhouse_State_Of_Job_Hunting_Report_Infographic_2024.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Why recruiters are the bottleneck (even when they're doing everything right). The real
constraint is capacity. Tools didn’'t remove work — they often added steps.

Recruiting is the perfect example of this:

* ATS + scheduling + texting + assessments + approvals + reporting.
* None of it is “bad,” but stacked together, it creates friction and lag.
* And lag is exactly what this market punishes.
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say they must work of employees say
O = o rel forras O they've had to create
o processes. O new processes due

to technology.

Even the application process itself can be a conversion Killer. Indeed reports 49% of
job seekers believe most job applications are too long and complicated.

That matters because the more friction exists up front, the more “spray and pray”

behavior you get: candidates apply broadly, then only engage with the few that feel
easy, fast, and clear.

When those forces combine (volume + low intent + speed sensitivity + recruiter
overload), you get predictable outcomes:

* More recruiter time spent “re-chasing” instead of qualifying
* More interviews that don't happen (or don’t show)
* Longer cycles, even when applicant volume looks healthy

Indeed, has also noted that time-to-hire has been longer in 2025 than in 2022,
reflecting a slower fill environment despite modern tooling.

This sets up the Al conversation correctly; Al does not replace human judgment,
persuasion, or trust-building. What it does is improve the conditions under which
those human elements succeed.

By reducing delays, inconsistency, and missed follow-ups, Al creates more timely,
coherent interactions. Over time, this leads to clearer signals, better-informed
decisions, and more credible engagement — all of which strengthen judgment,
persuasion, and trust rather than diminishing them.



https://www.hiringlab.org/2025/06/26/the-internet-has-changed-the-way-employers-recruit/

What Is Al Actually Doing in Recruitment
Today

Most conversations about Al in recruitment
collapse into extremes. Either Al is framed as a
silver bullet, or it's dismissed as automation
hype that didn't live up to expectations.

The reality recruiters are seeing is far more
specific. Al is not changing how hiring decisions
are made. It is changing how quickly,
consistently, and accurately humans can
make them.

Where Al is working today, it isdoing so in L
narrow, operationally critical parts of the [S)
recruiting workflow

— areas that directly affect throughput, signal quality, and recruiter capacity.
Recruiters don't struggle with judgment. They struggle with execution at scale.

The most commmon, high-impact Al use cases in live recruiting environments today fall
into four categories:

* Initial candidate response

* Follow-up consistency

* Scheduling and coordination

« Early signal organization (not decision-making)

This pattern shows up repeatedly in enterprise research. According to McKinsey &
Company's State of Al report, the highest ROI Al applications are those that reduce
time spent on repetitive coordination tasks, allowing professionals to focus on higher-
value work.

Recruiting fits this profile almost perfectly.

Review Case Studies
J


https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai

Use Case #1 90%
Time-to-first-response has become one of the FaSterCt(;?tz_ctf first-
strongest predictors of downstream recruiting
success. Research from LinkedIn shows that
candidates contacted within the first 24 hours 0
are significantly more likely to respond and 60 /0
progress than those contacted later. Higher response

rates
In practice, Al is being used to:
» Acknowledge applications immediately 40%
+ Send initial screening messages Morelinterviews
* Route candidates into the correct next step scheduled

without waiting on recruiter availability

While Al is not making hiring decisions, it is preventing momentum loss,
which directly affects hiring velocity.

Use Case #2
Follow-ups are one of the most valuable —
and most fragile— parts of recruiting. 400/
Recruiters miss follow-ups not because they o
don't care, but because volume makes Higher interview
perfection impossible. attendance

According to Harvard Busin Review
research on responsiveness, consistent follow- 54%
up dramatically increases engagement across

sales and hiring funnels. Recruiting behaves HEET GRMEleEES eltere-

f
no differently. ©
Al is being used to: (o)
» Trigger follow-ups when candidates don't 25 /O
respond Fewer stalled
pipelines

 Send reminders before interviews
« Maintain commmunication cadence without
manual tracking

These gains don't come from smarter messaging — they come from not
letting conversations die accidentally.


https://hbr.org/2019/05/your-approach-to-hiring-is-all-wrong

Up to this point, it's easy to assume that if Al can improve speed, coordination, and
follow-through, then the next logical step is to push it deeper into decision-making
itself. That assumption is where many organizations get uncomfortable — and where
a lot of Al initiatives lose credibility.

Leaders must know instinctively that some parts of hiring should never be
automated. Not because technology isn't capable, but because trust, persuasion, and
judgment are earned through human interaction over time. This distinction matters.
The most effective recruiting systems in 2026 are not the ones that try to replace
human decision-making. They are the ones that protect it.

What Al is not doing (and why that matters)

Al is not:

+ Making final hiring decisions

» Assessing cultural fit
independently

» Persuading candidates
emotionally

Where Al adds value is in
protecting the quality of human
interaction by:

And that’s a good thing :)

* Preventing delays
* Reducing errors
« Maintaining consistency

Over time, this leads to:

» Better-informed judgment
» More effective persuasion

« Stronger trust




Where Al Delivers Measurable ROI

Once recruiting volume reaches a certain point, performance stops being driven by
effort and starts being driven by system efficiency. This is where Al delivers its most

defensible return — not by making hiring decisions, but by improving the economics
of the recruiting funnel.

Research from McKinsey & Company and Gartner shows that the highest-ROI Al
deployments focus on throughput, consistency, and coordination, rather than

replacing human decision-making.

Below is a consolidated view of measurable recruiting outcomes associated with Al-
supported workflows, based on aggregated benchmarks and enterprise research.

Metrics

Typical Baseline (No

Al Support)

With Al Support

Observed
Improvement

Source

Time-to-first-
response

Time-to-hire

Interview show-up
rate

Candidate response
rate

Recruiter time spent
on admin

Cost per hire

L

24-72 hours

36-42 days

25-35%

30-40%

30-40% of work
week

Baseline

Instant-1 hour

1520 days

60-70%

70-90%

10-20% of work
week

4+ 15-30%

Range

2-5x faster

25-40% reduction

2X more

+40-50%

40-60% reduction

Meaningful
reduction

LinkedIn Talent
Solutions

SHRM, Gartner

Greenhouse

Harvard Business
Review

McKinsey

Deloitte

Deloitte’'s human capital research consistently shows that small efficiency gains early
in the funnel compound downstream, producing disproportionate ROI over time.

This is why Al recruiting improvements often feel “incremental” at first, then
materialize when viewed over quarters instead of weeks.



One of the most common executive concerns is whether Al-driven recruiting
improvements are artificial or fragile.

The data shows the opposite.
Al does not inflate outcomes by lowering standards or gaming volume. Instead, it
recovers value already being lost to friction.

Al Improves Al Does NOT Inflate Why This Matters

Al does not create more applicants; it works
% PP

Applicant volume with existing demand

Hiring standards 4 Final decisions remain human-led

Better engagement improves signal clarity,

Candidate quality Ay Indirectly not applicant caliber

Speed of engagement b4 Faster response recovers lost momentum
Follow-through b4 Prevents accidental drop-off
Recruiter judgment M Supported Al organizes signals; humans decide
Trust & credibility A\ Indirect Consistency an%\t/ierpj[riwr?jétrengthen trust
- J

Why leadership often underestimates recruiting Al ROI. Al recruiting ROI is frequently
dismissed because:

» Gains appear distributed across multiple metrics
* Nosingle number tells the whole story
* Improvements show up operationally before they show up financially

McKinsey's operational Al research consistently shows that systems-level efficiency
gains outperform point optimizations — especially in workflows with high
coordination cost.


https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/operations/our-insights/bold-accelerators-how-operations-leaders-are-pulling-ahead-using-ai

Do You Even Need Al?

Not every recruiting organization needs Al — and adopting it too early, or for the
wrong reasons, often creates more friction than value. One of the clearest patternsin
successful Al adoption is that restraint matters. Organizations that ask whether Al is
needed before asking which Al tool to buy tend to see stronger long-term results.

When Al is unlikely to deliver meaningful ROI
There are scenarios where Al adds little value, or where the cost of implementation
outweighs the benefit.

If a team is hiring:

* Asmall number of roles per year

» Highly specialized or executive positions

» Candidates sourced primarily through
referrals or networks

Low-volume, high-touch
recruiting

Al features often have a limited impact.

Research from Gartner shows that Al adoption delivers the strongest returns in
high-volume, process-heavy workflows. \When volume is low and relationships
dominate, manual execution remains efficient.

In these cases, recruiter judgment and direct communication already scale
effectively.

Al does not fix unclear workflows. If an

organization lacks:

» Defined recruiting stages

» Clear ownership of follow-ups

+ Consistent role definitions

+ Alignment between recruiters and hiring
managers

Teams with unresolved
process issues



Al will simply automate inconsistency. McKinsey & Company notes in its Al
transformation research that organizations that digitize broken processes first tend to
see lower ROI than those that stabilize workflows before automation. In recruiting,
structure must come before scale.

Some roles depend less on speed and more
on deep persuasion, negotiation, or
Roles where persuasion relationship-building. Examples include:

outweighs coordination * Senior leadership roles
» Strategic partnerships

* Niche technical specialists

Al can support scheduling and organization here, but it does not materially change
outcomes. The bottleneck is human influence, not execution speed.

The point where Al starts delivering clear ROI is not philosophical. It's operational.
Al becomes valuable when volume meets speed sensitivity
Once recruiting reaches a point where:

* Applicants exceed recruiter capacity
* Response delays become common
» Follow-up consistency drops

Al moves from “nice to have” to infrastructure. According to SHRM, recruiter
workloads have increased steadily while time-to-hire has not improved proportionally.
This gap is where automated workflows show the strongest returns. Where Al closes
gaps that humans cannot reliably close at scale. Humans are good at judgment. They
are bad at:

+ Perfect consistency

* Never forgetting follow-ups

* Managing dozens of parallel conversations

Al is good at exactly those things.

Deloitte’s research on human-Al collaboration shows that Al delivers the most value
when it compensates for human limitations, not when it attempts to replace human
strengths.

\
‘,), o,’
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Decision framework: Do you need Al now?

The table below provides a practical, non-ideological way to assess readiness.

Low / Not Ready High / Ready

Monthly applicant volume <50 >200
Recruiter follow-up consistency High Inconsistent
Time-to-first-response Same day 24+ hours
Interview no-show rate <10% >20%
Recruiter admin workload <20% >30%
Hiring cycle pressure Low High
. J

At this stage, it's tempting to assume that if Al can make recruiting faster and more
reliable, it should also take on decision-making itself. That assumption is where most
discomfort — and most missteps — begin.

Recruiters and hiring leaders know there are parts of hiring that should remain human.
Not because technology is incapable, but because trust and judgment aren't
mechanical. They develop through real interaction, timing, and context.

Al is not:

+ Making final hiring decisions

* Independently judging cultural fit
+ Convincing candidates to commit

That restraint is intentional.
Where Al adds value is earlier in the process — by removing the friction that gets in the

way of good human judgment. It keeps things moving, reduces mistakes, and ensures
candidates experience a consistent, professional process.

13



Over time, that reliability changes the quality of interaction:

» Recruiters enter conversations better informed

» Persuasion becomes more effective because timing improves
» Trust strengthens because follow-through is predictable

Not because Al replaces recruiters — but because it creates the conditions for
recruiters to perform at their best, more often.

Staying Human in an Al Recruiting World

As Al becomes more embedded in
recruiting operations, a legitimate concern
emerges:

Will hiring feel less human?

The evidence suggests the opposite —
when Al is applied correctly, it protects and
amplifies human connection rather than
replacing it.

The mistake is assuming “human” and
“automated” are opposites. In practice, the
strongest recruiting teams use automation
to remove friction, so human interaction
happens earlier, more consistently, and with
better context.

Human connection fails when systems fail first. Candidates don't disengage because
technology exists; they disengage when the experience feels disorganized, slow, or
unclear. Research from PwC shows that 32% of candidates drop out of hiring
processes due to poor communication or lack of feedback, not lack of interest.

That failure is rarely about tone. It's about execution.
When candidates:
* Wait days for a response

* Don't know the next step
* Receive inconsistent messages

Trust erodes before a recruiter ever gets a chance to build rapport.

14



Strategy #1

Compress the First 24 Hours — That’'s Where

Outcomes Diverge

The biggest performance gap in modern
recruiting happens before the first human
conversation ever occurs.

Data from LinkedIn shows that candidates
contacted within the first 24 hours are more likely
to engage than those contacted later — regardless
of role or industry. The difference isn't enthusiasm.
It's momentum.

What this looks like operationally

A candidate applies through LinkedIn or
ZipRecruiter in the evening. Within minutes:

* They receive a confirmation that feels
intentional, not automated

* They're told what will happen next and
when

* They're routed into the correct path based
on role, availability, or location

By the time a recruiter enters the
conversation, the candidate already feels “in
process,” not forgotten.

2-3X

more likely to
engage

Hi there, | need help with a
product | just bought. There
seems to be an issue with it

-

@

Hello, it seems you have an issue
with a product, is that correct?

Yes, | just said that

\

Why This Matters

The first response sets the psychological anchor. Teams that win early
don't convince candidates to engage — they simply remove the
doubt that causes hesitation.

15



How to get started
If you don’t have this today:

Stage Analytics

@ Handed Off 8023
1 37.8% this week !
* Measure time-to-first-response across roles
» |dentify where delays occur (after-hours, (g) e mnee 1230
weekends, recruiter load)
. . . Needs Attention
+ Automate only the first touch and routing logic Q) T 32
No Show
@ 1 37.8% this week 12
This alone often produces measurable lift before -
any deeper automation is added. (Q) T e 2134
Strategy #2
[ ] [ ]
Standardize the Information That Causes
Drop-Off
Most candidate disengagement doesn't happen
because of a bad interview. It happens when basic @ e
guestions go unanswered fortoo long. Indeed have  qerunatempred % :
reported that nearly half of candidates abandon 20k
processes they perceive as unclear or overly Ryan Andrew [io e ,
. . . Violand Agency
complicated — often before speaking with a Re-un Atern 2435 -
recruiter. b Genmyalf husile Bloorn
6179421676 Violand Agency -1 Anti-Harassment Lock
2025-11-11 22:4° Disqualified 1957
WRW
austinbloom17@
What high-performing teams standardize @uemdrew i [eiss R
. . Violand Agenc) Anti-Harassment Locl
+ Compensation structure explanations R = f
+ Training expectations ancrowbergs  TiomaBrooks  rosemesss o
* Schedule realities om0
-11- 2 Disqualified e
« Early success criteria kil P
8284090756 Ryan Andrew
2025-11-07 11:45:«  Violand Agency - Tampa / RMS Maya
‘ff{ﬁ’ﬁ Anti-Harassment Lock
This information is delivered consistently and early, pon-sin
not reinvented in every conversation. e




What stays human How to get started

Recruiters still handle: 1. Identify the top 5 questions
* Objection resolution recruiters answer repeatedly
e Fit assessment 2. Document one clear, honest
» Career path discussions explanation for each

3. Deliver those explanations

automatically before first
- The result is fewer interviews

unproductive calls and higher-
quality conversations when
humans engage.

Strategy #3
Enter Conversations With Signal, Not Guesswork

High-quality interviews depend on context. When recruiters start cold, they spend half
the call discovering information that could have been known beforehand. Research
from Gartner shows that recruiters with structured pre-interview insights conduct
shorter, more decisive interviews and improve candidate satisfaction at the same
time.

What this looks like in practice

Before speaking with a candidate, recruiters can
see:

* Why the candidate applied

+ What questions they asked earlier

* Where uncertainty or hesitation exists
* Whether engagement has slowed

This doesn’t decide anything — it sharpens
judgment.
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The 2026 Recruiting Operating Model
(In Practice)

By 2026, the “Al conversation” won't be the interesting part anymore. Most agencies
will have some automation in place — just like they have CRMs, dialers,and ATS
systems today.

What will separate recruiting teams isn't the tools they own. It's what happens inside
the process once the day gets busy: follow-ups, timing, handoffs, and whether the
system actually holds up under volume.

That's where the winners pull away — not with flashier technology, but with cleaner
execution.

What will separate top recruiting teams from the rest

High-performing teams: Lower-performing teams:

* Respond quickly and * Rely on effort instead of
predictably systems

» Set expectations early and * Lose candidates silently to
clearly delay

* Reduce friction before * Spend time re-chasing
human conversations begin instead of evaluating

» Protect recruiter time for * Adopt tools reactively rather
judgment and persuasion than strategically

This is not a technology gap. It is a systems maturity gap.

Research from Gartner and McKinsey & Company consistently shows that
organizations with mature operational systems outperform peers even when talent
access is equal.

a0 "



Final Thought

If there's one thing this paper should make clear, it's this: recruiting didn't get harder
because candidates got worse — it got harder because the way candidates behave
changed faster than most recruiting systems did.

In 2026, people apply fast, apply broadly, and move toward whatever feels real first.
That doesn’'t mean candidates are flaky. It means the market trained them to operate
this way. And in roles where timing matters — like insurance and high-volume
recruiting — your process either keeps up, or it quietly bleeds the best people before
you ever get a real conversation.

That's the part most leaders don't see. They look at the top of the funnel and assume
the issue is quality, when the real damage happens in the gaps: slow follow-ups,
unconfirmed interviews, inconsistent next steps, and recruiters forced into chasing
instead of evaluating.

Al earns its place here — not as a replacement for people, but as a structural upgrade
that removes those breakdowns so recruiters can focus on what actually drives hires:
trust, clarity, and real human conversations at the right moment.

As our COO often puts it:

“What we kept seeing was recruiters doing the right
work, just at the wrong time. Candidates would fall off
not because anyone messed up, but because the
system couldn’t keep pace. Once the basics ran on
their own, recruiters finally had the space to focus on
real conversations — and that's where hiring improves.”

Eric Hawk
COO, Maya Al
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