
State of the 
Apply Flow
Examining the most overlooked part of 
the candidate experience — the apply flow.



The secret pain of 
candidates
Like you, we’ve been reading a lot about 
candidate experience. There are many good 
reports out there from software vendors 
and organizations like Talent Board. Those 
reports do a great job of broadly covering 
the candidate experience and other vendor 
reports that look at various candidate 
experience technologies. However, we 
always felt like one important aspect of 
the candidate experience was always 
overlooked — the apply flow experience.

This is the one part of your candidate 
experience that everyone has to go 
through. And it is the single, largest 
bottleneck preventing you from capturing 
resumes from the candidates you spent 
time and energy attracting. 

Read on if you’re ready to take a look at 
what candidates are going through when 
they try to apply for jobs.
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Not having any detailed research into the apply flow experience feels 
like a miss because it’s the single, biggest bottleneck in organizations’ 
ability to get applications from highly skilled candidates. Research has 
shown over and over that up to 90 percent of candidates abandon their 
job application because the ATS user experience is frustrating for them.

Think about it. A 90 percent drop-off rate means for every dollar spent 
attracting a candidate and getting them to click the apply button, 90 
cents is wasted because 9 out of 10 people are dropping out of the flow. 

That’s going to drive your cost per application up. It’s going to drive 
your cost per hire up. It’s going to increase your time to fill. It’s hurting 
your quality of hire. Virtually every talent acquisition metric can be 
improved by improving your apply flow conversion rate. And the 
best way to do that, is to make the apply flow experience better for 
candidates.

How much better can the apply flow be? Consider the transformation 
that ecommerce has gone through in the last decade. Through the 
use of analytics, goal tracking, and continuous user experience 
optimization, buying something online has become so streamlined 
it’s frictionless. Taking that same approach and applying it to other 
markets has resulted in a wave of disruption where new entrants shift 
markets solely on the basis of offering a better transaction experience. 

In the competition for talent, its very much the same — disrupt or 
prepare to be disrupted.

Why the apply flow is so important
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Why this report?
This State of the Apply Flow Report 
comes from a desire to make an objective 
measurement of the apply flow experience 
at some of the world’s best companies. 
The goal of the report is to provide detailed 
insights about the apply flow experience 
and to shine a light on areas that could be 
improved for everyone’s benefit.

To that end, we had researchers apply to 
jobs at Fortune 500 companies to see where 
things stand and examine what candidates 
are facing when applying for jobs. We found 
several headline-worthy developments that 
we will be sharing in this report. 

Designing and executing a quantitative study 
on the apply flow that is based on objective 
criteria is an incredibly complicated 
undertaking. In the course of fielding this 
research and compiling the data for the first 
time, we learned a lot and will continue to 
refine the approach and methodology in 
successive reports. 

We have included our methodology in the 
Appendix for complete transparency and 
to give everyone an opportunity to run the 
research against your own jobs or your 
talent competitors’.

Here’s a quick summary of our approach:

• Our researchers went to Google and searched for a software developer 
job at each F500 company in their HQ location. Nearly 70% of job 
searches begin on Google and software developer jobs are one of the 
most commonly posted jobs across F500 companies regardless of 
sector.

• We followed the first link that appeared for the job in Google for Jobs.

• We counted the number of clicks it took from the first time we clicked 
Apply Now in Google for Jobs until the time we got the application 
submitted confirmation page.

• We timed the total experience from first click to confirmation.

• If the company didn’t have a software developer job open, we used 
Gartner’s list of the 19 most commonly posted jobs and ran down that 
list until we found another job to apply to at that company.

• Basically, we tried to approximate what the average job seeker would 
do when looking for a job.

Here’s what we found:

There is obvious effort being made to create better job application 
experiences for candidates. Here are the headlines from this benchmark 
report:

• Job applications are getting shorter but … there are a lot of clicks.

• We are not making the most of our time with candidates.

• Employer brand is clearly important, until … it’s time to apply.

• It appears the people focused on experience are not buying and 
configuring the tech.

• Trend alert: companies are creating new hoops for candidates to jump 
through before they can apply.
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Let’s dive deeper
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The average time to complete an application is 4 minutes and 52 seconds, or 292 seconds. 
For times by ATS see, Appendix 1 and for all sector times see Appendix 2.

Pre-apply
9 clicks

Apply
42 clicks

The most apply clicks we found were in the Food and Drug stores sector with a whopping 
92! Household products had the least with 30 clicks. See Appendix 4 for more click data.

The good news
The average time to complete an application 
for a Fortune 500 company stands at 4:52.

The bad news
It’s 51 clicks to complete.

Job applications are 
getting shorter but there 
are still a LOT of clicks

Finding #1
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On top of that, candidates are frequently asked to enter the same 
information or do the same tasks more than once, such as when being 
asked to join a talent network, create an ATS user account, and provide 
their personal information in the application.

Much of the information could be gleaned from the resume or in later 
interactions with the candidate. For example:

• Are you 18 years or older?
• Have you ever worked here before?
• Do you work with such and such firm?

We could go on here, but you get the idea. We’re asking a lot of 
questions, in a lot of ways, that are of limited value to the candidate, 
and that could be obtained elsewhere or later. We understand many of 
these are knock out questions, but they feel so obscure that they lose 
relevance. The unintended consequence: you’re training job seekers to 
not read or care.

The information being collected in these 42 application 
clicks doesn’t feel relevant, important, or even valuable to 
the candidate. 

Apply Now isn’t very “now” when we ask candidates to click 
51 times. Secret shop yourself: 

 ❒ How many clicks does it take you? Check 
the methodology in the appendix to see 
how we did it!

 ❒ How long did it take you?

 ❒ Publish that time on the first screen of job 
application flow to set clear expectations 
for candidates.

 ❒ Remove any questions where you could 
obtain the information later or from a 
different source.

 ❒ Remove any questions that 80%+ of your 
audience won’t understand.

 ❒ Stop programming your job applications 
for the exceptions.

What to do about this?
Finding #1 deep dive

The average job seeker has to click 9 times before they get to the job 
application. They have to click Apply Now repeatedly (more on that 
later). Once they get to the ATS login/user registration page, it’s another 
42 clicks to get through the application.
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The job application experience at most companies subjects candidates to a rapid fire barrage 
of questions, fields, and clicks. Cognitively, they are hardly processing what they're seeing.

Although completion times are short, click counts are high suggesting it’s not a positive 
experience for candidates and they are barreling through it to minimize the pain.

The good news
Applications don’t take as much time to complete.

The bad news
Shorter doesn’t necessarily mean better.

We are not making 
the most of our time 
with candidates

Finding #2
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Finding #2 deep dive

Rethink the process a bit. If our candidates are 
willing to give us nearly 5 minutes of their time 
to submit an application, how can we best use 
that time?

We need to start asking ourselves, “what clicks 
are valuable?” We only have 4:52 seconds 
to make the best possible impression. How 
are you spending that time? What kind of 
experience are you providing?

How are you preparing your candidates for the 
company, for the job? Are there things we could 
be doing in the apply flow that will help better 
prepare our talent for the culture and the work? 
Going back to our first set of tips: reframe your 
questions to be more useful and to instill your 
company as a unique place to work.

What to do about this?
Job seekers are completing an apply flow in 4:52. We are 
asking them to click 51 times to complete this task.

If we are asking job seekers to click 51 times in 4:52, you have to think, 
“wow, that’s a lot of clicks in not a lot of time.” Just because we are taking 
up fewer minutes than expected, it doesn’t mean that the task is more 
enjoyable. 

That means candidates are only taking 5.7 seconds between each click, 
on average, to move forward through the application. For context, the 
normal pace of conversation delivers just 12 words in that period of time.

The net: the candidate is moving through this experience very quickly, 
so it’s safe to say there is a lot of skimming and outright ignoring of the 
information we’re asking them to consider in the apply flow.
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You’ve spent time and money creating an attractive and competitive employer brand. 
Shared branding can be confusing for candidates and cause them to disengage.

Shared
48%

Exclusive
52%

The good news
Looks like everyone is investing more time and 
energy in their employer brand.

The bad news
As soon as the candidate starts the apply process, 
48% of the Fortune 500 are sharing billing with 
their ATS’ logo. In fact, 8% of companies didn’t 
even have their logo in the application pages.

Employer brand is clearly 
important, until … it’s 
time to apply

Finding #3

Candidate experience sends a strong message about your employer brand. Sharing it with 
another organization can cause candidates to attribute the wrong qualities to you. 10 | State of the Apply Flow



Finding #3 deep dive

1. Spend time carrying the brand through to 
your application. 

• Use your brand tone and voice in the 
screening questions. 

• Find ways to get the calls to action to be 
more aligned with your brand. The out 
of the box appearance is not doing you 
any favors.

• Find ways to make the application 
experience align with your employer 
brand values.

2. Remember, it’s jarring when candidates 
feel like they’ve left your site and gone 
to another less polished one to fill out 
an application. Work with the team that 
manages the ATS to see if you can update 
it to mirror the look and feel as well as 
navigation of your career site.

3. Your apply flow experience should feel as 
unique and as authentic as your employer 
brand. Candidates should feel like they’re 
interacting with your company. 

4. And for the love of candidates, remove any 
branding that’s not your own!

What to do about this?

You’re spending money — good money — on your brand.

You’re investing in putting your best foot forward and appealing to talent. 
This investment is completely lost when you finally get them to transact 
(apply). If you really want to get the benefit of that employer brand 
investment, carry your branding all the way through the transaction. 

If you’re spending money on improving your employer brand, you should 
not share the time that candidates are spending with your company 
during the application.
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Average clicks before getting into the application

“Apply now” click distribution

 Once they click Apply Now, candidates have to navigate a series of different systems as 
they go on their candidate journey. Unless the handoffs are coordinated and seamless, 

they cause frustration. For the full chart, see Appendix 3. 

95% of the Fortune 500 we looked at made candidates click Apply Now more than once!

4 or More Clicks
19%

3 Clicks
47%

The good news
Your jobs are showing up when we search for you.

The bad news
Your career site and ATS might not be the most 
prominently displayed in the Google for Jobs search 
results, which means candidates are being routed 
elsewhere to try applying for your jobs.

You aren’t always 
in control of your 
employer brand

Finding #4
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Finding #4 deep dive

Make sure your career site is optimized for 
Google for Jobs and try to get your career 
site to rank as the first “Apply On” button for 
candidates.

If you can’t do that, it may be time to test 
programmatic ads, AdWords, or other forms 
of job advertising to make sure candidates are 
being routed to legitimate sites to complete 
their application.

Try to minimize the number of clicks 
candidates have to make before getting into 
your ATS apply flow — every pre-apply click is 
an opportunity for candidates to go astray.

What to do about this?

Google for Jobs is indexing your jobs very well.

There are a number of options for job seekers to choose from when it 
comes to where and how to apply. But, your career site and ATS might 
not be the most prominently displayed in the Google for Jobs search 
results, which means candidates are being routed elsewhere to try 
applying for your jobs.

This is creating a Wild West environment for your jobs. There were 
instances in our study where an application couldn’t be completed 
because researchers found themselves on a website that was attracting 
your job seekers and gathering their information to generate a lead for 
their business.

Job seekers are likely to click the first link option that appears.

As soon as they click that link, you lose control of your brand and 
candidate experience unless it takes them to your digital properties. 
In some instances, this causes the job seeker to click 10 times or more 
before they even get to your site. 

Some of the testers in our study reported encountering scam sites. The 
reality is, candidates are forming perceptions about your brand based on 
their experience with entities you don’t even know about. In our study, 
we found several instances where brands were being co-opted.
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The good news
As we’ve noted throughout, strides are being 
made across the candidate experience continuum. 
Applications are shorter, and we are seeing more 
companies keep their brand consistent across the 
application process than we expected. Well done!

The people focused on 
experience are not buying 
& configuring the tech

The bad news
There appears to be a disconnect between the people 
who are designing the experience and the people 
who buy and configure the technology. We came to 
this conclusion because we observed that the level of 
branding doesn’t correlate to application experience 
quality and that branded apply flows had more clicks 
than others.

Finding #5

Total clicks vs. the branding experience

The level of branding doesn't correlate to application experience quality. Organizations 
who carried their branding through the apply flow require the most clicks, which is the 

opposite of what was expected for brand and experience savvy organizations. 

30 32 34 36 38 40 42 44

Average of All Clicks

No Branding (ATS or Company)

Branding Carried Through

Branding Not Carried Through
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Finding #5 deep dive

There is a mistaken impression that the ATS 
user experience is out of the TA team’s ability 
to control. However, there are third-party 
solutions which TA can buy to give them 
more control over the apply flow experience 
and branding. 

Start building relationships internally. Share 
this report with the team who is configuring 
systems and who are your ATS site admins. 
Talk to them about the money that is being 
invested in driving people to this experience. 
If your company is spending hundreds of 
thousands or millions of dollars on job 
boards and less than that on an ATS, you 
should have a voice in that configuration. 
The money you spend driving people to the 
experience is lost if they’re encountering too 
many hurdles to overcome.

What to do about this?
There appears to be a disconnect between the people who are 
designing the experience and the people who buy the tech.

When we were reviewing the data, we expected to see a stronger 
correlation between branding and application experience. For example, 
we examined if navigation stayed the same from the career site to the 
application. We also examined if there was consistency in calls to action, 
fonts, and colors. We anticipated that the inclusion of  these branding 
elements would have a positive impact on the application experience. 
Unfortunately, it didn’t. The table on the preceding page shows that 
even the organizations who were savvy about applying their employer 
brand didn’t really have a better apply flow experience or fewer clicks 
than other organizations. 

We know that many ATSs are bought via a partnership with HR and TA. 
In many cases, the ATS is part of the HCM package bought elsewhere in 
the organization, and TA teams are never consulted about their needs. 
Sometimes, employer brand and candidate experience sit in other 
departments. Sometimes, we don’t even have candidate experience 
people. When systems are set up and configured, we tend to program 
them for 100% of the scenarios and we try to please all the people who 
were stakeholders in purchasing the system — from HR, TA, to Hiring 
Managers. 

What gets lost in this configuration is the voice of the candidate. 
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Trend alert deep dive

The good news
Companies seem to be making an effort to 
streamline applications. With a decrease in time 
spent on applications (frankly far shorter than we 
expected to see), we know you are all focused on 
making this less painful for your talent.

Companies are finding 
new hurdles to put in 
front of candidates

The bad news
Despite improvements, 6% of the Fortune 500 added 
a new barrier for candidates by requiring them to 
authenticate via email before they could log back in 
to complete their application.

Trend alert

When the job market favors talent, there is nothing to 
be gained by adding steps and barriers.

We’ve long advocated (and seen the supporting drop off data) the 
elimination of up front registration and account creation altogether. 
And now, we see that 6% of the F500 are adding an extra step. 

What to do about this?

Continue your efforts in streamlining the application process: 

 ❒ Stop programming applications for the exceptions.

 ❒ See where you can eliminate clicks.

 ❒ Get rid of or combine account creation and authentication.  

 ❒ Find quick apply options with your ATS.

 ❒ Focus on getting an application from candidates first, otherwise 
you risk losing out on the most talented people.
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About InFlight

Want to know your score?
If there is one comprehensive takeaway from this report, it’s that while 
the digital candidate experience has come a long way, there is still work 
to be done. We now have shorter, faster, and more thoughtfully designed 
application processes, but we still have too many clicks, too many 
hoops, and too much friction. As organizations continue to examine and 
refine how candidates interact with them and apply for jobs, more needs 
to be done to put the voice of the candidate front and center.

The goal of this report was to provide new insights about the apply 
flow experience and to shine a light on areas that could be improved 
for everyone’s benefit. And that’s the key here — what’s good for the 
candidate, is good for you too.

Conclusion

From pre-hire to retire, you want user experiences that impact employee 
behavior for the better, enhance your brand, and maximize your existing 
software investments. InFlight is the Employee Experience Platform that 
works with everything you already have to give you absolute control 
over end-user behavior and experiences. It’s your technology. InFlight 
ups the ante on what it can do.

If you are a F500 organization, or run an 
enterprise-grade ATS, we will share our 

data and complete methodology with you.

www.inflightintegration.com/talent-acquisition

marketing@inflightcorp.com

1-800-853-7505

Contact us today to get your analysis 
or click below to take the next step:

Take the next step

©Copyright 2021 InFlight North Corporation and affiliates. All Rights Reserved.17 | State of the Apply Flow
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Appendix
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Appendix 1: time to complete by ATS

Appendix 2: time to complete by sector

Shows the total time it takes a candidate, on 
average, to go from the first Apply Now click to 
completing their job application.

Show the time it takes candidates to complete a 
job application from the first Apply Now click until 
clicking Submit. 0
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Appendix 3: pre-apply flow clicks by sector

Appendix 4: total clicks by sector

Shows the number of clicks that candidates must make 
from the first time they click Apply Now to the time they 
actually enter the ATS job application flow.0
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Shows the total number of clicks that candidates must 
make from the first time they click Apply Now until they 
submit their job application. 
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A group of testers were sent to apply to a job with each company 
in the Fortune 500. These testers were given a common resume 
that complies with the best practices of the most common resume 
parsing companies. Each tester was instructed to: 

1. Start at Google.

2. Search for the company name + software developer + company 
HQ location.

3. Identify the job that most closely aligns with the searched for 
position.

4. Expand that job.

5. Click on the first link in the top left of the Google for Jobs card.

6. Count this as click number 1.

7. Start the timer.

When the tester reached the log in page for the ATS, the tester then:

8. Stopped their pre-apply timer, counted the clicks, recorded the 
time.

9. They restarted their time and started counting clicks when they 
entered in a unique username and a common password that 
meets security criteria.

10. Each tester chose the upload a resume option.

11. They recorded any parsing errors, any branding changes, 
including new logos, button color, navigation changes, and fonts.

12. Each time a drop-down box was given, they counted that as two 
clicks.

13. They followed the path and answered each question as if they 
were the job seeker.

14. Upon confirmation, they stopped their timers and recorded the 
clicks.

15. They then followed this same process on a mobile device.

In instances where the company required email authentication, the 
tester noted it in the record and moved on to the next company as 
unable to complete.

Want our full research guide or help running this test on your own 
apply flow? Email us at marketing@inflightcorp.com.

Disclaimers:

We acknowledge that each click path would be different based on 
where the tester starts.

We also know that different jobs may have different apply flows. 
We chose software developer as the common job based on Gartner 
research of the 19 most common jobs. 

Where there was no software job, we selected another job from this 
list and proceeded in the same methodology.

Methodology
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What to do
Use this quick reference guide as a tool to help 
you evaluate your own apply flow using the 
same methodology we used!

• Remove any questions where 
information could be obtained 
later or from other sources.

• Remove any questions that 
80%+ of your audience won’t 
understand.

• Stop programming 
applications for the exceptions.

• Ask yourself “what clicks are 
valuable?” and see where you 
can eliminate clicks.

• Reframe your questions to be 
more useful and to instill your 
company as a unique and good 
place to work.

• Spend time carrying your 
brand throughout the 
application. 

• Use your brand tone and voice 
in the screening questions. 

• Remember, it’s jarring for 
candidates to feel like they’ve 
left your site to fill out their 
application. 

• Your apply flow steps should 
feel like a seamless extension 
of your career site in terms of 
the visual look and feel and 
tone. That means that your 
apply flow experience should 
feel as unique and as authentic 
as your employer brand. 

• Get your ATS vendor to remove 
their logo from the application.

• Make sure your career site is 
optimized for Google for Jobs 
and try to get your career site 
to rank as the first Apply On 
button for candidates.

• Investigate third-party 
solutions which TA can buy to 
give them more control over 
the apply flow experience, 
branding, etc.

• Get rid of, or combine, account 
creation and authentication.  

• Find quick apply options with 
your ATS.

Quick reference guide: 
summary of key 
recommendations
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