AHEAD OF THE DATA - 7.6.26

The Hidden
Hiring
Economy

A field signal suggesting that hiring may be quietly decoupling from

traditional job postings—and why it matters before the data catches up.
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The Signal

What if we've been measuring hiring in

the wrong place?

Over the past several months, a quiet pattern has
emerged in conversations with employers across

sectors: positions are being filled before they're ever

posted. Not through luck—through relationships,

referrals, and quiet outreach that never touches a job

board.

O The systems we built to see the labor
market clearly may now be showing us a
reflection of how hiring used to work — not
how it works today.

"We haven't posted a job in six months. Every hire
came through someone we already knew or
someone they introduced us to."

— Operations Director, regional logistics firm

"The applications we get from postings are
mostly noise now. Our real pipeline is LinkedIn
DMs and warm intros.”

— HR Lead, growth-stage tech company

"I stopped posting because I couldn't tell who was
real anymore. Half the applicants felt like they
were written by a bot."

— Owner, professional services firm

"I applied to 47 positions in three months.
Tailored every resume. Heard back from four.
Two were automated rejections. I started to
wonder if the jobs were even real."”

— Job seeker, mid-career professional



Why This Is Ahead of the Data
Our measurement
infrastructure was
built for a world
where hiring was a
public act.

What We Measure

Job openings posted on public boards. Application
volumes. Unemployment claims. Payroll additions.

What We Miss

Hires that never generate a posting. Roles filled
through direct outreach. Positions created for a
specific person.

ot

Why the Gap Exists

That sequence—post, collect, hire—is no longer
universal. The data hasn't caught up to the new
sequence.

Why Waiting Means Reacting Too Late

Published data reflects decisions made weeks or
months ago. By the time a trend appears, the window
to respond has closed.




What's Driving It

Four forces pulling
hiring off the public
record

Al-Generated Applications

Employers report a surge in applications that feel
synthetic—polished, keyword-optimized,
indistinguishable. The signal-to-noise ratio has
collapsed.

Relationship Hiring as Risk Reduction

In an uncertain environment, employers default to
known quantities. A referral hire carries less perceived
risk than an unknown applicant, regardless of
credentials.

Growth-Stage Employers Off the Grid

Smaller, faster-moving organizations hire through
founder networks, Slack communities, and direct
outreach—none of which flows into conventional
workforce metrics.

Changing Organizational Structures

Project-based work, fractional roles, and embedded
contractors blur the line between "hiring" and
"engaging." Many arrangements never appear in job
posting data at all.




What Assumption May No Longer Be True?

Job
postings
are a
reliable
proxy for
employer
demand.

For decades, posting
volume served as a proxy
for hiring intent. If a
growing share of hiring
bypasses the posting stage
entirely, that proxy breaks
down—quietly, without
announcement, and
without an obvious
moment when the old
model stops working.

Second-Order
Effects

Job seekers are
following the rules
of a system that
employers have
quietly abandoned.
They're applying,
tailoring resumes,
waiting — and
hearing nothing. Not
because they're
unqualified, but
because the jobs
they're applying for
may represent only
a fraction of where
hiring is actually
happening.

Workforce boards
measuring
performance
through posting
engagement may be
optimizing for a
metric that reflects
less and less of
actual hiring
activity.

Training programs
designed around
posted job
requirements may
be preparing
workers for a stated
demand that doesn't
fully represent
where employers
are actually hiring.

Economic
development
strategies using
posting data to
assess regional labor
market health may
be drawing
conclusions from an
incomplete dataset.



What It Means
Different implications
for every stakeholder
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the system

Workforce Professionals

Schedule monthly check-ins with 5-10 growth-
stage employers — not to review open postings, but
to ask about recent hires: how they found them,
what the role actually required, whether they're
likely to hire again soon. That conversation is
worth more than a job board alert. On the job
seeker side, help people build a warm network
before they need a job, not after. The relationship
has to exist before the opportunity does. Large
enterprises still run formal HR processes — your
time is better spent with mid-size and growth-stage
companies where informal hiring is most active.

Workforce Agencies and Boards

Consider tracking one new metric: the share of
employer hires that originated outside a job
posting. You don't need a new system to start — just
add one question to every employer touchpoint:
"How did your last hire find you?"Over time, that
builds a parallel data stream the official numbers
don't capture. If posting engagement is your
primary performance measure and hiring is
moving off-platform, you may be optimizing for the
wrong signal. The goal isn't to abandon existing
metrics — it's to stop mistaking them for the whole
picture.

Employers

Relationship hiring feels efficient — and it is, until
you notice your team looks a lot like your team
always has. Referral networks reproduce
themselves. Here's a practical check: look at your
last 10 hires and ask how each one found you. If 7
or more came through referral or internal
connection rather than an open posting, your
pipeline may be narrower than you realize — not
because you intended it, but because informal
hiring has a way of quietly closing doors that no
one decided to close.

Educators

Resume prep is table stakes. The students who land
jobs in a hidden hiring economy are the ones who
were already known before a position opened.
Teach students to identify 3-5 target employers and
start building a relationship now — through
informational interviews, consistent LinkedIn
engagement, or showing up at industry events
before they have a reason to. The goal is to be a
familiar name when a need arises, not a cold
application in a pile. That's a skill, and it's
teachable.

Job Seekers

If a growing share of hiring is happening through
relationships and referrals before a job is ever
posted, then the traditional job search — find a
posting, submit a resume, wait — may be
increasingly ineffective not because you're doing
something wrong, but because you're playing by
rules the market has quietly changed. The practical
direction: stop optimizing your resume and start
building visibility. Identify 10 employers you'd
want to work for and find one genuine reason to be
in contact with each of them before a job exists.
The goal is to be a known quantity before the need
arises — because by the time the posting goes up,
the decision may already be made.



Observation Challenge This is a five-minute conversation, not a research project. You're

question.

"Tell me about your last hire. How did you first
meet them?"

% Notice whether the job posting % Notice how the employer

appears in the story at all — or describes the moment they
whether the hire was already decided to hire this person. Was
known before the role existed. it a credential? A conversation? A

referral from someone they

trusted?

not asking for data — you're listening for a pattern. Most

employers will answer without hesitation. The story they tell you

ASk th re e will be more useful than anything in your dashboard right now.
employers one

Notice whether they mention a
job board, an ATS, or an
application — or whether the
whole story happens entirely

outside those systems.



Signal Scorecard

How strong is this signal right now?

Dimension

Signal Strength

Confidence

Geographic Spread

Time Until Data
Reflects It

Watch Status

Assessment

Moderate —
consistent across
multiple employer
conversations, not yet
definitive

Early-stage —
directionally
credible, requires
broader validation

Emerging in urban
and suburban
markets; less clear in
rural or highly
unionized sectors

12-24 months, if it
surfaces in
conventional metrics
atall

Active — worth
tracking across the
next several issues

What Would Strengthen This Signal?

Multiple employers in different industries
independently describing the same shift away
from postings

Staffing firms reporting a decline in posting-
based search assignments

ATS vendors reporting declining posting volumes
among small and mid-size employers

What Would Weaken It?

Job posting volumes holding steady or increasing
across sectors

Referral hires performing no better than posted-
position hires

HR technology adoption increasing among small
employers, formalizing their hiring processes

O We'd rather be wrong early than confident

late.



The future
rarely
arrives all
at once.

It usually arrives as a conversation most people ignore.

The employers describing their last hire as someone they
already knew aren't announcing a trend. They're just
telling you what happened. The signal is in the
accumulation of those ordinary stories—and in the
growing distance between what they describe and what
our dashboards show.

One Recommendation: Add one question to your next
employer engagement conversation: "How did you
first meet your last hire?" Track the answers over 90
days. You may find yourself holding the most useful
labor market data in your region—data that won't
appear anywhere else for another year.

The workforce professionals who will matter most in
the next decade are not the ones who waited for the
numbers to confirm what they could have heard in the
room.

Ahead of the Data is an intelligence brief for workforce professionals

who want to detect emerging change before it appears in conventional
metrics. 7.13.26 coming next week.

Next issue: Workforce certifications may still look like currency — but

some employers stopped accepting them, quietly, and haven't said so out
Ioud.

If this was useful, forward it to a colleague.
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