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Introduction

2025 has been a year of extremes. Tariffs, conflict, and trade friction have unsettled
markets. Major layoffs have continued across tech, logistics, and finance. At the
same time, companies are paying record sums for scarce Al talent, including a
24-year-old researcher who reportedly landed a $250 million offer from Meta.

It is a strange mix. Most of the market has stayed quiet, weighed down by caution
and cost control, yet a few isolated areas are moving at incredible speed. The overall
picture is uneven. The appetite for efficiency is strong, but the real challenge is
how to keep hiring grounded in people and purpose while the systems around it
keep shifting.

That was the backdrop for this year's Shape of Hiring survey. | reached out to our
Inner Circle, a community of HR and talent leaders across different industries, to
ask what they are seeing and what matters most to them heading into 2026. The
goal was not to confirm a theory or chase hype, but to get an honest read from the
people doing the work every day.

In previous years, clear patterns always emerged. We could give each year a label
such as recovery, realignment, or reinvention. This time there is no single story.
The responses are varied, the mood is mixed, and the sense of direction depends
entirely on where you sit.

Maybe that is the real story of 2026. It is not a year of big declarations but one of
rebuilding. A time when hiring is becoming more about infrastructure, skills, and
human judgment, and less about whatever the trend of the moment happens to
be.

James Galvin
CEOQ, Starcircle
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Key Themes

The Rapid Erosion of Trust in Talent
and Hiring Data

Trust in candidate information is
deteriorating rapidly. Gartner (2025)
highlights growing employer concern
about applicant fraud, noting that it
is increasingly difficult to verify both
skills and identity. The World Economic
Forum similarly identifies Al-driven
misinformation as the most severe
short-term global risk, signalling a
broader collapse in confidence in digital
information. At the candidate level, Luo
et al. (2025) show that applicants are
less willing to engage with Al-enabled
hiring when transparency is low and
data interpretation feels opaque,
reinforcing that trust in talent data
is now a critical constraint for both
employers and jobseekers.
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Organisations Struggle to Keep Pace
as Al Capability Accelerates

Recent workforce research shows Al
capability is outpacing organisational
readiness.  Linkedln's  Future  of
Recruiting 2025 reports that while most
TA leaders expect Al to reshape hiring,
adoption is constrained by data-quality
issues, privacy concerns and limited
budget capacity, slowing practical
integration. Deloitte's 2025 Global
Human Capital Trends highlights a
broader execution gap, noting that over
80 percent of workers have received no
meaningful training on generative Al
and that most organisations lack the
skills and operating models needed to
use these tools effectively. The result is
a widening mismatch between rapidly
advancing Al systems and the ability
of organisations to embed them into
everyday workflows.
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Skills are Becoming the Organising
Logic of Work

Research shows a decisive shift toward
skills-based workforce models as
organisations struggle to keep pace.
McKinsey's 2025 workforce analysis
highlights that skills now evolve faster
than job architectures can track,
making traditional roles too static for
modern operating demands. BCG's
2025 Skills in the Age of Al report finds
that companies with active skills-
mobility systems outperform because
they can redeploy talent into emerging
needs rather than hire reactively.

IBM  (2025) similarly notes that
organisations investing in  skills
taxonomies, internal marketplaces and
continuous reskilling are significantly
more resilient to technology-driven
change. The combined evidence
points to the same conclusion: skills are
becoming the core organising layer for
talent decisions, enabling more fluid,
mobile and adaptive models of work.



Voices from the Inner Circle
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Lorraine Donnery
Head of HR
National Beauty Distribution

“The strongest differentiator in 2026 will be how
companies show up for people.

Those who prioritise candidate experience, culture,
and genuine human connection won't just hire faster,
they'll hire better, retain longer, and build teams who
feel invested in the business.”
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“A lot of leaders I'm speaking with are being asked to
do more with fewer resources. It's essential to work
smarter, not harder and to focus on what truly drives
impact. Find creative solutions when resources are
tight and use constraints to spark innovation rather
than limit it.

Al won't solve everything, so it's critical that
organisations understand its limits and invest wisely

INn the people and resources that make it work.”

Glenn Coughlan
Independent Consultant
ex Udemy and Google
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Survey Findings

Where does Hiring Get Stuck? (Top Bottlenecks)

People and Data emerge as the primary bottlenecks,
suggesting that stakeholder alignment and actionable
insights are now more critical than the underlying tech.

People
Data

Decision-Making

Process ‘

Tools / System ‘

Other

The New Reality: Lean, Cautious, and Data-Driven

Al in Hiring: 2026 Outlook

The industry is moving toward a state of cautious optimism.
Rather than a blind sprint toward automation, 60% of
respondents foresee a balanced approach.

- A Mix of Both

More Cautious

|:| More Aggressive

fairer, faster, personal

scrap the CV!

Hiring has shifted from a high-volume growth activity to a high-stakes strategic

hurdle. As headcount approvals slow and permanent roles are traded for flexible strategic TA enablement
contracts, companies are demanding “multi-hyphenate” talent—candidates ' N .
who can cover multiple skill sets at once. With fewer resources, TA teams are data-driven decision making

pivoting away from administrative tasks toward a “data-enablement” model,

human connection

using market insights to justify quality and efficiency in an increasingly risk-

averse environment.

over speed manager-led
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Continuing the Conversation

Starcircle is focused on building the infrastructure and intelligence needed for modern
hiring. Our work centres on helping organisations move from reactive, execution-heavy
hiring toward approaches that are:

grounded in talent intelligence and real market data

built on strong, trusted data foundations

designed for manager-led hiring and better decision-making
adaptive to change rather than fixed to static roles

Continue the conversation and explore how organisations are addressing these challenges
at starcircle.com, follow on LinkedIn, or join us in person at Supernova in 2026.




