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Recent Employer Interactions

Hiring in the U.S. has transitioned into a "conversion-first" and "precision-targeted" model.
Employer interactions reveal that traditional open market hiring is being replaced by
closed-loop pipelines. Referrals are now a major driver for interview selection, and
students must prioritize case performance and networking early.

 Financial Services (BlackRock, BBVA, FTI): These firms are increasingly rigid with
their structured timelines. BlackRock, in particular, has made its summer internship
the primary, and often exclusive, gateway for full-time roles. For students, the takeaway
is that the recruitment cycle effectively ends before their final year starts. Financial
institutions like BBVA are mirroring this, prioritizing their "Analyst" and "New
Generation" programs to ensure long-term talent retention rather than filling
immediate vacancies.

e Technology and Startups (LG, Traba): There is a divergence between Big Tech and
Startups. While LG remains highly structured—recruiting for 2025/2026 roles as early as
January with a focus on specific business units like Home Solutions—startups like
Traba are hiring with extreme speed. Traba's one-week interview process for sales roles
targets grit and resilience, providing an ideal alternative for students who missed the
long lead times of finance or consulting.

» Professional Services (BCG, McKinsey, WPP): Consulting and advertising firms are
shifting toward specialized generalists. Interactions with BCG and McKinsey alumni
highlight a challenging market where general strategy roles are scarce, but specialized
practices remain active.

Hiring Signals & Market Sentiment (Local & Observed)

Market sentiment is characterized by hiring for impact rather than growth. Employers are
currently more discerning, leading to a low-hire, low-fire environment.

» Actively Hiring Functions: Demand is concentrated in Applied Al, Cybersecurity,
Health-Tech, and Renewable Energy. There is a specific surge in Compliance and
Regulatory roles (noted by BBVA and Fintech recruiters) as firms navigate new
government oversight.

» Paused or Slowing Functions: Entry level roles are seeing significant pauses for
international talent due to regulatory uncertainty.

» Profiles in Demand: Employers are seeking cross-functional candidates who can
bridge the gap between two domains (e.g.: Sustainability + Finance or Al + Business
Analytics).

» Typical Seniority Levels: While junior programs exist, employers are increasingly open
to mid-career professionals who bring years of prior work experience.

 International workers are essential to these trends. Immigrants now make up about
18% of the U.S. labor force, and more than 40% of graduate-level STEM roles are held by
foreign-born professionals.



Changes in Employer Behavior

The most drastic change in 2026 is the shift from "Credentialism" to "Demonstrated
Competency."

« Skills-Based Hiring: Nearly 70% of employers have moved away from degree-only
filters.

* Recruitment Velocity: The market has split into "Fast" and "Slow" tracks. Startups are
operationalizing Al to complete hiring in days, while large corporations have extended
their interview processes to include more stakeholders, reflecting a higher fear of mis-
hiring.

» The "Stability" Premium: After the volatility of 2024-2025, candidates are now
prioritizing employer financial health and culture over high-growth equity. Conversely,
employers like BBVA and BlackRock are emphasizing talent retention, specifically
looking for domestic candidates to avoid the risk of mid-tenure departures.

Upcoming Opportunities & Pipeline

Forward-looking intelligence suggests a spring-heavy recruitment cycle for 2026.

* 1-6 Month Outlook: A significant percentage of recruiting is shifting to the spring as
companies wait for more economic clarity. Seasonal and sales-heavy roles are expected
to peak in April-May.

* Intern to Full-Time Conversion: Conversion expectations have risen to approximately
51% across the U.S. as companies try to lower their recruitment costs through testing
candidates first during 10-12 week summer stints.

* NYC remains one of the most attractive hubs, but it is important to watch out
growing hubs in the country:

o Texas is the biggest magnet:
= Austin is booming in tech, startups, and semiconductors.
= Houston dominates energy and healthcare.
= Dallas is a logistics, finance, and corporate HQ.
o Florida continues to grow fast:
= Miami is becoming a financial and tech gateway to Latin America.
= Orlando and Tampa are growing in aerospace, healthcare, and logistics.

o The Southeast — especially Georgia and North Carolina — is seeing major
investments:

» Atlanta in fintech, film/media, and supply chain.
= Raleigh-Durham in biotech, research, and banking.

o Midwest “reshoring corridor”: Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan are attracting new EV
and advanced manufacturing plants.

o Traditional hubs — New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Washington DC —
remain powerful but face high living costs and tighter competition.

Strategic Notes for Advisors & Career Team

Guidance must move away from volume applications to referral driven precision.

o Realistic vs. Unrealistic: It is currently unrealistic for an international student
without an OPT or STEM OPT to target the U.S. Domestic change of status roles
(OPT to H1B) remain difficult.



» Advice to Avoid: Stop advising students to apply to jobs via LinkedIn. In 2026, the
volume of Al-generated applications has made cold applying effectively useless.
Advisors should emphasize 1-on-1 alumni coffee chats and niche portfolio building.

« Skills that matter most
o Data literacy
o Al tools
o Communication and stakeholder management
o Problem solving
o Industry knowledge
e High Growth Sectors:
o Technology and Al — Applied Al, data analytics, cybersecurity
o Healthcare and Life Sciences — Health tech, pharma, operations
o Energy and Sustainability - Renewables, ESG, infrastructure
o Consulting and Professional Services — Strategy, analytics, risk

o Finance and FinTech - Risk, compliance, payments, analytics

Red Flags & Risks

Early warnings for the 2026 cycle are dominated by visa volatily and Al displacement.

» The OPT Freeze: Multiple tier-1 employers have temporarily paused OPT/H-1B hiring.
This is not just a policy shift but a reaction to the new Wage-Weighted Lottery and a
$100,000 supplemental fee for certain H-1B hires. These regulations make entry-level
international talent statistically riskier and more expensive.

e Al Exposure: Entry-level roles in data analysis, coding, and basic copywriting are
shrinking as companies integrate Al agents. A recent 13% decline in employment for
the 22-25 age group in Al-exposed fields serves as a stark warning.

» Process Cancellations: \We are observing a trend of ghost postings, roles that are
advertised but never filled—as companies use listings to gauge market talent without
having the budget to actually hire. Students should be warned to verify a role's active
status through a contact inside the company before investing time in the application.
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