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Postings of a certain kind are everywhere now. One, for an analyst at a security company, asks for a single
person who can read raw network traffic and brief an executive, write code and run a server, follow a
foreign adversary and lead a team, and then stand up at a conference and talk about all of it. Twenty
qualifications. Twenty-two named tools, formats, and protocols. Pieces of at least five occupations, by the
government’s classification. Two of the skills it demands appear nowhere in the work it describes. None of
this is unusual. The average posting now names about 14 skills, and postings in software and project
management name more than 20. [1]

Here is the strange part. A year after that job is filled, nobody at that company will be able to say which of
the twenty mattered. Not because the question is hard, but because no one will have asked it. In a 2025
survey of about 1,300 senior recruiting professionals, one in four said they were highly confident their
organization could measure quality of hire. [2] The other three will know, to the day, how long the position
took to fill and what it cost.

OPINION

That is the condition of hiring now. The description of the person has become precise, the knowledge of
whether the hire worked has disappeared, and the two facts are connected. The precision is the cause of
the blindness.

The reason is a rule about what organizations measure. A company measures what it can find, what moves
this quarter, and what reads at a glance. This author made that argument in an earlier paper. [34]
Everything that passes those tests gets managed. Everything that fails them gets a proxy, and the proxy
gets managed instead. A requirement is a field in a database: it can be found, it fills a role this quarter, and
it reads in a second. Whether the hire worked is none of those things. It arrives a year later, spread across
one manager’s judgment and a few colleagues’ willingness to say so, and it comes as a story rather than a
number. So the posting gets more exact every year and the result gets no clearer, and the first is why the
second never improves: every item added to the list is one more thing the company would have to check
and never will. Peter Cappelli, who has been saying this for years, puts it plainly: firms manage the speed
and cost of hiring because those are the numbers they have. [3]

October 16, 2026 2



What a company can measure about a hire

Three tests a measure has to pass to stay on the chart.

Can be found Moves this quarter Reads at a glance
Time to fill / :
.\/ \V/ \ /
Cost per hire \/ p
Applications received , y
\/ v
Whether the hire worked x x X

The first three are on every recruiting dashboard. The fourth arrives late, spread across people, and in words.

Three tests a measure has to pass to stay on the chart. The first three rows are on every recruiting dashboard. The fourth is not.

The four designed parts of hiring show the rule at work, in order. The fifth part, the one that still knows
whether the hire worked, was never designed at all.

The name

The job title is the most precise thing in the posting and the least informative. It is a field in a database, so
it is counted, searched, and compared in seconds. The federal government recognizes 867 detailed
occupations, up from 821in 2000. [4] One company that collects postings starts from millions of raw titles
and boils them down to about 75,000 standardized ones. [5] That is 86 names for every occupation. Some
of those names are real: one study traced when each title in the Census index first appeared and found
that about 60 percent of 2018 employment sits in specialties that did not exist in 1940. [6] Some are not: in
one profession with good records, the same nursing role carried a wide range of titles, and the title chosen
tracked the pay band. [7] Nobody can say the split, because a title is checked against nothing. It is written
once, at the top of the posting, for the search engine, and it is never compared with the work the person
went on to do. A name that is never checked is free to multiply, and it has.

The list

Below the name comes the list, and the list is where precision does its damage. Applying for a job became
nearly free: a click, a stored resume, now a generated one. At one applicant-tracking company, inbound
applications roughly tripled between 2021 and the start of 2024. [8] Employers had to cut the pile
somehow, and the cheapest knife is a requirement. Require a degree. Require five years. Name the tool.
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Add the certification. Each item is reasonable on its own, each shrinks the pile, and none is ever removed,
because nothing downstream ever reports that it was useless. After enough rounds the posting describes
someone who can do twenty things.

OPINION

Some of those twenty are real. About one posting in eight asks for a combination of skills that used to
belong to different jobs, those jobs pay 20 to 40 percent more, and the firms that ask for technical and
social skill in the same person are the better-paying ones. [9][10] But a specialized job and a badly scoped
one look the same on paper, and the only way to tell them apart, scoring the hire against the list a year
later, is not practical at twenty items. So the list is never scored. It cannot be. The company can know the
employee is doing well and still not know whether it hired for the right reasons, which is the one thing the
list was written to establish.

The evidence that lists describe wishes rather than jobs is not subtle. In 2017, researchers compared 26
million postings with the people already doing the work. For production supervisors, 67 percent of
postings asked for a bachelor’s degree. Sixteen percent of working production supervisors had one. [11]
Then came the test. Between 2014 and 2023, tens of thousands of roles at large employers dropped the
degree requirement, usually with an announcement. In 2024 the same researchers checked the hires. In
the roles that dropped it, non-degree hiring rose by 3.5 percentage points; across the economy, by 014
percent, less than one hire in 700. [12] The posting changed and the hiring did not, because the posting
had never been connected to the decision in the first place. The minority of firms that changed their
process rather than their posting raised non-degree hiring by about 18 percent, and those hires stayed
longer than their degree-holding colleagues. [12] Where someone looked at the outcome, the outcome
moved. Almost no one looked.

The lists move with the market, not with evidence. The share of postings requiring a degree fell from 2019
to early 2024 and has been rising since the market cooled; the share naming years of experience fell
overall while in technology the share asking for five or more years rose. [13][14] A list that lengthens when
applicants are plentiful and shortens when they are scarce is measuring the employer’s leverage, which is
visible this quarter, not the job, which is not. And the cost of the filter never appears on a report. Employers
themselves say that rigid descriptions and automated screening reject people who could do the work. [15]
Those people never become employees whose performance could be measured. They vanish from the
evidence. The employer has solved a measurable problem, too many applications, by taking on an
unmeasured one.

The conversation

The interview should be the correction. It is the one point where a human could set the list aside and ask
what the job is and whether this person can do it. The research on which interviews work is old, large, and
settled: the structured kind, the same job-related questions for everyone and a scoring guide, predicts
performance about as well as anything the field has, and the unstructured conversation predicts it much
worse. A 2022 reanalysis lowered every estimate and kept the order; the structured interview came out on
top. [16][17] The field has known for a generation.
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Most candidates get the conversation anyway, and the measurement rule explains why. A conversation
produces an impression, formed in an hour and held with confidence, and an impression reads at a glance.
A structured interview produces a score sheet that has to be designed, which requires first deciding what
the job is, which is the work the twenty-item list was written to avoid. In a 2013 set of experiments, people
who ran interviews built from deliberately random questions still formed confident judgments, those
judgments made their predictions worse, and when offered the choice they preferred a random interview
to none. [18] Feeling informed is not being informed, and nothing afterward compares the feeling to the
hire. Even a structured interview cannot repair an undefined job. Pointed at twenty requirements, it only
evaluates them more consistently. The process gets more disciplined without getting more accurate.

The numbers that fill the hole

What happens after the hire should be where the company finds out. Instead it is where the emptiness
becomes visible, because the slot where the outcome belongs is filled with figures that sound like
outcomes. A third of new hires leave within 90 days. Nearly half fail within 18 months. A bad hire costs 30
percent of first-year salary, according to the Department of Labor. Every one of those is a proxy wearing a
number. The first is a 2018 vendor survey in which 30 percent of respondents said they had, at some point
in their careers, left a job within its first 90 days. [19] The second is a 2005 poll of managers in which
failure included a poor review. [20] The third has no traceable source at the Department of Labor or
anywhere else. [21] The hiring industry’s statistics about its own failures were never measured either. They
circulate because they read at a glance and nothing better exists to contradict them.

The government data that do exist point the other way and still cannot answer the question. Median tenure
with the current employer was 41 years in January 2026, up from 3.9 two years before, and the share of
workers with a year or less of tenure fell. [22] About five million people are hired every month and about
five million leave, and no public table says how long the leavers had been there. [23] Whether a hire
worked is not a number anyone collects, inside companies or outside them.

One signal comes through, and it comes as a story, from the people who left. In every survey that asks, the
leading reason for leaving a job early is that the work was not what the person was told: 43 percent of
early leavers in 2018, and in 2025, 36 percent of respondents who had left a job within 90 days over the
gap between the interview and the role. [19][24] The remedy is known and old. Telling candidates the
unattractive parts of a job before they take it lowers early turnover by a small, repeatable amount across
roughly fifty studies. [25][26] It works by giving both sides the information the twenty-item list did not
contain. Some postings never meant to contain it. One hiring platform found that in a typical quarter about
a fifth of the jobs on its system were listings with no active effort to fill them, and that seven in ten of its
customers had posted at least one. [27] A posting counts as activity whether or not anyone is hired from it.
That is the measurement rule at its most literal.
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The part nobody designed

Which leaves the referral, and the referral fails every test the rest of hiring passes. It cannot be located; it
happens in a conversation before the company sees the applicant. It does not appear on this quarter’s
report except as a bonus paid. It cannot be read at a glance, because it is one person’s judgment of
another person’s work, delivered late and in words. It is exactly the kind of soft measure that drops off the
chart. It is also the only part of hiring with a record of working.

At the applicant-tracking company whose inbound pile tripled, referrals were about one percent of
applications and 17 to 18 percent of hires, and referred candidates reached interviews and offers at far
higher rates than anyone who came in through the front door. [8] Older benchmarks put referrals at a
quarter to a third of hires. [28] So this is not how most people get jobs; four hires in five come some other
way. It is the one channel whose results differ in kind. The best study of why used personnel records from
nine large firms. In the lower-skill firms, referred employees were about 10 to 11 percent less likely to leave.
They were not consistently more productive. [29] A study inside a single firm’s referral system found the
same, and so did a study that followed 1,700 applicants to one phone service center: referred candidates
advantaged at every stage, from interview to offer to retention, because the employees who referred them
had screened and informed them before the company saw a resume. [30][31]

Referrals: one percent of applications, a sixth of hires

One applicant-tracking company, 2021 to mid-2025. Shares of all applications and all hires.

Share of all applications I 1%

Share of all hires - 17 to 18%

0% 25% 50% 5% 100%

Ordinary inbound applicants were about 94 percent of applications over the same period, and inbound volume roughly tripled
from 2021 to early 2024 while the referral share stayed near one percent. Referred candidates stayed longer; they were not more productive.

Referrals at one applicant-tracking company, 2021 to mid-2025: about one percent of applications and 17 to 18 percent of hires.

OPINION

Better retention without better productivity is what information looks like. The referral does not find a
better worker. It finds a better match, because it is the only step at which two things happen that nothing
else provides: someone who has seen the candidate’s work vouches for it, and someone who knows the
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job tells the candidate what it is. Those are the two facts the twenty-item list was supposed to carry and
cannot. The volume of the last few years sharpened the contrast without changing it: applications tripled,
the referral share stayed flat, and the gap between the two channels in how often an application became a
job widened. [8] The formal channel gained volume, which goes on the dashboard. It did not gain
information, which does not.

The referral is not clean. Networks reproduce themselves. One firm’s hiring records showed employee
networks carrying existing racial disparities into hiring without anyone preferring anyone, and a study of
Brazilian employer records found both things at once: referred hires dismissed less often, and the makeup
of the networks passing inequality forward. [32][33] A channel that runs through friends corrects for fit
and not for fairness, and neither result shows up on the chart either.

What the hire costs

OPINION

Hiring is one instance. The same three tests govern whatever a company knows about itself, and they fail
the same way for anything whose result arrives late, spread across people, and in words: whether training
took, whether the reorganization held, whether the people who know how the place works are still in it.
What passes the tests gets managed. What fails them gets a proxy, and the proxy gets managed instead,
until the proxy is the only thing anyone can see. Companies have become very good at filling jobs quickly
and cheaply, because that is what they can see, and they have become more exact about the person they
want at the same rate, because exactness is cheap to write. Neither of those tells them whether the
person they got was the person they needed. A company knows the cost of filling a position to the dollar.
It does not know the cost of defining the position badly, and the more precisely it defines it, the less able it
is to find out.

OPINION

The referral survived all of this because it carries the one vital sign the chart cannot, in the only form that
sign comes in: one person’s judgment of another person’s work. Nobody designed it. Nobody could have. It
is the part of hiring that still measures the thing the rest of hiring stopped looking at.
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