
 
  

What Recruiters Wish Graduates Knew 

Idea In Short

A group of recruiters and hiring managers, surveyed directly about what new graduates
most need to know, converged on a consistent set of themes: basic business fluency, the
ability to see the bigger picture, genuine relationship-building, and a wisdom well beyond
years of experience. Their combined advice offers a genuinely useful checklist for anyone
entering the workforce, regardless of industry or geography.

A Direct Survey of What Recruiters Actually Want

A group of recruiters and hiring managers, surveyed directly about what new graduates
most need to know before entering the workforce, converged on a consistent set of themes
spanning business fluency, communication, relationship-building and self-direction. Their
combined perspective offers a genuinely practical checklist for anyone about to start, or
recently starting, a professional career.

Basic Business Fluency Matters More Than Expected

A recurring theme involved basic business fluency: a working understanding of financial
concepts like return on investment and cash flow, familiarity with core financial statements,
and a clear grasp of organizational structures and how a business actually generates
revenue and profit.1 Spreadsheet proficiency came up repeatedly as well, described as the
single most commonly expected productivity skill that surprisingly many new graduates still
lack, regardless of academic major. Demonstrating genuine quantitative ability matters
especially for graduates coming from non-quantitative fields of study.

Seeing the Bigger Picture

A second consistent theme centered on the ability to see beyond narrow technical tasks and
connect work back to broader business outcomes. Recruiters emphasized critical problem-
solving paired with the ability to clearly communicate one's thinking, tying specific technical
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contributions back to how they actually help an organization succeed financially. Strong
storytelling ability, communicated at a clear, digestible summary level, and the capacity to
dissect problems from a genuine root-cause perspective rather than surface symptoms,
both came up repeatedly as differentiators.

Communication Across Every Level

Recruiters consistently highlighted communication skills that scale across audiences, from
peers to senior executives, spanning verbal, written and presentation formats. The ability to
multitask without visible frustration, and to communicate clearly and calmly under pressure,
was mentioned specifically as a trait that distinguishes candidates who thrive from those
who merely survive their first few years.

Building Genuine Professional Relationships

A third major theme involved relationship-building, described consistently as a skill that
compounds enormously over a career.2 Recruiters emphasized networking early and
consistently, not only reaching out when something specific is needed, since genuine
relationships built over time create a kind of reserve of goodwill that pays off later. Finding a
mentor or champion, whether formal or informal, who can support someone's growth and
visibility within an organization, came up as a particularly high-value habit. Grit, self-
awareness, humility and genuine relational skill were named repeatedly as the building
blocks of a strong early career.

Volunteering Beyond a Narrow Specialty

Recruiters specifically valued graduates willing to volunteer for lateral projects outside their
core function, since exposure to other parts of a business demonstrates genuine curiosity
and willingness to learn beyond a narrow comfort zone. This kind of voluntary stretch work
signals ambition without requiring anyone to wait for a formal assignment.

Owning Your Own Growth

A final, consistent theme centered on self-direction: no one else is ultimately responsible for
someone's career but that person themselves, regardless of how supportive an employer's
formal training or development programs happen to be. Recruiters emphasized delivering
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strong results in the current role rather than becoming so focused on what comes next that
present performance suffers, since consistently strong current performance is usually the
actual precondition for future opportunity, not a substitute for it.

Three Traits That Tie It All Together

A few recruiters distilled their advice down to three core traits worth carrying into any early
career: intellectual curiosity that extends beyond one's immediate area of expertise, genuine
persistence in finishing what gets started, and intellectual humility, a real willingness to keep
learning rather than assuming existing knowledge is sufficient.3 Together, these traits
underpin nearly every other piece of advice recruiters consistently offer new graduates
entering the workforce.

Starting Early Matters More Than Starting Perfectly

None of these seventeen habits require years of experience to begin practicing; they require
only the discipline to start early, before formal titles or seniority make the effort feel more
urgent. Graduates who begin building these habits from their very first week, rather than
waiting until a formal review flags a gap, consistently outperform peers who wait for
permission or perfect conditions before starting.

1Financial literacy
2Professional network
3Growth mindset

Summary

Recruiters consistently point to the same core habits in strong early hires: basic business
fluency, the ability to tell a clear story, genuine relationship-building, and a willingness to
own one's own growth. None of these require years of experience to start practicing, only
the discipline to begin early.
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