
 

Do Automated Applicant Tracking 
Systems (ATS) Really Work? 
Automated Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS) have become a standard hiring tool across 
industries, streamlining the recruitment process by filtering thousands of resumes based 
on keywords and criteria set by employers. But as ATS grows in popularity, there are rising 
concerns about whether they are inadvertently filtering out highly qualified candidates due 
to resume formatting issues, keywords, and other superficial factors. This article examines 
whether ATS truly serves the hiring needs of companies or if it's time for employers to 
enhance their tools to capture more capable applicants. 

 

What Is an ATS, and How Does It Work? 

An ATS is software designed to simplify the recruitment process by organizing, filtering, and 
ranking job applicants based on their resume content. Companies set criteria like job-
specific keywords, education, or experience levels, and the ATS scans resumes to find 
candidates that best match these criteria. For roles that receive hundreds of applications, 
ATS can reduce time spent on initial resume review, letting recruiters focus on those that 
best align with the job description—at least on paper. 

 



The Downsides of Relying Solely on ATS 

While ATS technology can save time, it isn’t without flaws, and one of the major criticisms 
is that it may unintentionally filter out strong candidates due to: 

1. Formatting Issues: ATS programs can struggle with non-standard formatting. 
Resumes with graphics, unusual fonts, or unconventional layouts may be flagged or 
rendered unreadable by the system. As a result, highly qualified applicants who 
chose a unique presentation may not make it past the initial review. 

2. Lack of Keywords: Job descriptions often contain specific keywords that 
candidates must include to pass through ATS screening. Many qualified candidates 
may have the necessary experience but fail to include precise terminology, causing 
their applications to be excluded—even if they have relevant skills. 

3. Over-Emphasis on Exact Matches: ATS systems tend to prioritize resumes that 
closely match job descriptions, potentially screening out candidates with valuable 
transferable skills or diverse experiences. This means that applicants who could 
excel in the role but come from a different background may not make it to the 
interview stage. 

Does ATS Miss Out on Qualified Candidates? 

Absolutely. Qualified candidates are frequently overlooked because of rigid ATS criteria. 
Studies show that as many as 75% of resumes are rejected by ATS before ever reaching a 
recruiter. This loss of talent can be a missed opportunity for employers, as candidates who 
may have brought creativity, fresh perspectives, or adjacent skills to a position are 
removed from consideration based on technicalities. 

In fact, many candidates have adapted by creating ATS-friendly resumes—often sacrificing 
personality and originality in favor of keyword-heavy, straightforward formats. While this 
may improve a candidate’s chances of passing through the system, it limits the 
opportunity for employers to see the full breadth of a candidate’s capabilities. 

The Business Impact: Missing Out on Valuable Talent 

For employers, over-reliance on ATS can lead to hiring inefficiencies and missed talent. 
Qualified applicants with unique or cross-functional skills might be overlooked, which 
could ultimately hinder an organization’s diversity, innovation, and adaptability. In 
industries with talent shortages, the inability to recognize non-traditional candidates can 
delay filling essential positions, impacting productivity and business outcomes. 

Additionally, while ATS can screen candidates quickly, it may not be able to evaluate 
qualities like creativity, problem-solving skills, or cultural fit—traits that could be valuable 
in many roles. The business cost of missing out on candidates with these strengths can be 
significant, particularly in fast-evolving fields where adaptability and diverse perspectives 
are crucial. 



Should Employers Enhance ATS for Better Talent Selection? 

Yes, employers could significantly benefit from refining ATS tools to ensure a more 
inclusive approach to resume screening. Here are some improvements that could help: 

1. Incorporating AI for Contextual Understanding: AI can be integrated with ATS to 
interpret context within resumes, identifying skills even if exact keywords are 
absent. AI-driven systems can analyze phrases and work experiences that relate to 
job requirements in a more nuanced way, ensuring broader consideration of 
applicants. 

2. Flexible Formatting Recognition: Updating ATS to recognize various resume 
formats, such as PDF, DOC, or HTML, would allow candidates more freedom in 
presenting their skills and experiences. Enhanced parsing technology could 
interpret different layouts without dismissing unique or creative designs. 

3. Value on Transferable Skills: ATS systems could be programmed to recognize 
transferable skills, even if candidates come from unrelated industries. A wider lens 
for identifying relevant skills can capture candidates who are highly adaptable and 
willing to learn, which is particularly valuable for roles that prioritize soft skills. 

4. Real-Time Feedback to Applicants: Offering feedback on resume optimization 
could help qualified candidates adjust their applications before final submission. 
By showing applicants which keywords or skills they may be missing, companies 
could improve their chances of attracting the best talent without overwhelming 
hiring teams. 

5. Human Oversight in Shortlisting: Incorporating a human review for applicants who 
narrowly miss ATS thresholds can help ensure talented candidates aren’t 
overlooked. By blending automated and manual review, companies can gain 
efficiency without sacrificing talent quality. 

Conclusion 

Automated Applicant Tracking Systems have transformed recruitment, but their current 
limitations may cause companies to miss out on a significant pool of qualified candidates. 
Enhancing ATS tools to better capture diverse experiences, transferable skills, and non-
standard resumes could help companies build stronger, more innovative teams. By 
incorporating contextual understanding, flexible formatting, and real-time feedback, 
employers can create a recruitment process that not only improves efficiency but also 
ensures they attract the best talent available. As the talent market becomes increasingly 
competitive, investing in smarter, more inclusive ATS technology is a strategic move that 
will benefit both companies and candidates alike. 


