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GETTING TO YES IN 
MBA RECRUITING
You said yes. The team said yes. The hiring manager said yes. It’s exciting – you 
have found the right candidate for your open role after many hours spent recruiting 
and interviewing MBA students. You’re about to cross the finish line.

But then after all of those yeses, your candidate says no. 

Suddenly you find yourself back to square one in hiring and wondering what you 
could have done differently. What would have moved the needle for the candidate so 
that you could all get to yes?

The role of a recruiter is multifaceted. You seek out exceptional candidates, educate 
candidates about your organization and career opportunities, connect candidates 
with members of your team, and conduct interviews. Then when you have found 
your person, the one whose skills, experience, and energy will make an impact on 
your organization, you need to successfully transition from offer to accept.

Every part of the recruiting process is critical, but that last step, getting to yes, is 
the goal and for many recruiters, it can be the most challenging. 



4

STUDENT PERSPECTIVE:
RESEARCH METHODS
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It was with this challenge in mind that Harvard Business School Career & 
Professional Development (CPD) undertook research to help recruiters understand 
what matters most to HBS students during the recruiting process, focusing 
specifically on those final critical steps. The CPD team conducted qualitative and 
quantitative research that dug deeply into these questions: What are HBS students 
taking under consideration when weighing offers? What tradeoffs are they willing to 
make when accepting a role? What can recruiters do to make an offer that would be 
difficult to refuse?

To find this information, CPD conducted 1:1 interviews with first-year students. 
Those interviews were used to better understand what factors students were 
considering throughout their internship search from application to offer. 

The team then surveyed approximately 100 first-year students and asked them 
which elements they were considering as part of both the application and offer 
evaluation processes. Students were then surveyed again the following spring 
regarding their full-time job search and offer evaluation. This study followed the 
same themes with the aim of understanding any changes in preferences or priorities 
when it came to the full-time job search.

STUDENT PERSPECTIVE: 
RESEARCH METHODS
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HOW STUDENTS 
EVALUATE 
OPPORTUNITIES
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The Career & Professional Development research found that there were significant 
differences between what was most important to students in evaluating internship 
opportunities versus full-time opportunities, both at the application stage and offer 
evaluation stage.  

Regarding internships “elements with long-term impact topped the list” said 
Christine Van Dae, Associate Director, Market Intelligence at Harvard Business 
School. “Specifically, alignment with long-term career goals, industry, and ability 
to learn something new were ranked most commonly in the top three elements.” 
Alignment with career goals remained at the top of the important element list during 
the full-time application process, but the ability to learn something new shifted 
down the list while compensation and culture were noted as significantly more 
important for full-time.

These findings mirrored what career coaches in the Career & Professional 
Development office have heard anecdotally from students. “The data made sense 
and validated what we thought based on conversations with students, in coaching 
and in programs,” Van Dae noted. The internship specifically is an opportunity 
for students to expand their skillset. Therefore, given that “most of our students 
are career switchers who end up in a different industry, function, and/or location 
learning is key.” 

HBS recruiting partners have found that being open to career switchers and offering 
opportunities for learning is critical. Kim Mosher, MBA Recruiting Specialist 
at Corning Incorporated shared that “most students are looking to be industry 
switchers and want to do something else for the summer. While we are often looking 

HOW STUDENTS EVALUATE 
OPPORTUNITIES
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for a specific background in manufacturing or technology, we need to do a better job 
of focusing on students who have different backgrounds and who are excited to gain 
a new experience.”  

Ken Languedoc, Manager of Workforce Planning at NextEra Energy, Inc., agrees 
and finds that for the students he interacts with it is even more than developing a 
new skillset, it’s an eagerness to keep learning. He finds that “students want to be 
intellectually stimulated. The people who end up coming to NextEra Energy want to 
be working on creative solutions, innovating, and collaborating.”

When students consider a longer term role for after graduation, it is clear why 
compensation and company culture gain importance. This job is a commitment 
that may move them across the country, will impact their personal lives, and will 
set their standard of living at this next stage. All of those factors therefore must 
be considered. Mosher noted that it was important for her organization to evaluate 
compensation. 

“Last year we took a close look 
at our offer and benchmarked 

across top schools. We ended up 
increasing our base salary. We also 
have considered in certain cases 

offering a long term incentive which 
after four years of service with the 
company would be the equivalent 

of tuition reimbursement.”

Kim Mosher
MBA Recruiting Specialist, 

Corning Incorporated



9

WHY STUDENTS 
DECLINE OFFERS
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The difference between what factors matter most for the internship search versus 
the full-time search becomes even stronger during the offer evaluation process. 

When asked why they declined internship offers, 86% indicated that another 
role was a better fit. Specifically, excitement about the role and not feeling a 
connection with the people at the company became important in determining 
this fit. Excitement included the ability to learn and being engaged in impactful 
projects, but it also referred to people and relationships. “Don’t underestimate the 
importance of personal connections,” Van Dae encourages recruiters. Even for a 
short term role, students want to be connected to the people they will be working 
with and feel valued as an individual. 

Regarding full-time offers, students also chose to decline certain offers because 
another opportunity offered a better fit. Factors that determined better fit included 
excitement about the role and alignment with career goals, similar to the internship 
search and offer evaluation process. However, items like culture, compensation, 
needs of the student’s partner or spouse, and work-life balance became significantly 
more important. Students are deeply considering their career and life criteria and 
making decisions on their full-time roles not solely based on compensation, but on 
how this job will fit into their lives.

This finding mirrored what Languedoc has experienced in recruiting and the changes 
he has noticed over the course of his career. There is a greater emphasis on way of 
life, what they are going to do, and their impact on the world. It’s refreshing.”

WHY STUDENTS 
DECLINE OFFERS
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WHY STUDENTS 
ACCEPT OFFERS
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WHY STUDENTS 
ACCEPT OFFERS
The reasons why students accept certain offers closely aligns with the reasons that 
they decline others. 

“80% of the Class of 2019 interned in an industry where they didn’t have previous 
full-time experience.” says Van Dae. The opportunity for students to test out a new 
industry and apply their previous work experience in a new setting is very appealing, 
so there is a heavy focus on the ability to learn something new and excitement about 
the role. In addition, students are also considering company culture, people, and 
brand perception. These factors are also part of the learning experience because 
students want to evaluate if the company culture and people could be a good long-
term fit for them. They also want to be affiliated with an organization that has a strong 
reputation for success from which they can learn and grow professionally.

Brand perception and learning remains high on the list when students were asked 
what aspects were most important when accepting full-time offers. Not surprising, 
compensation, alignment with career goals, and location were also important 
factors. Previous experience with a company was not listed as a top factor, but it was 
significantly more important when students were accepting full-time offers as opposed 
to internship offers. If recruiters are planning to use their internship program as a 
feeder to full-time roles, this finding reinforces the assumption that the internship 
experience can have a significant impact on a student’s decision to accept full-time.   

Mosher finds that for internship to full-time yield, a great project and a great 
supervisor make all the difference. “Students who are assigned in a division that has 
really engaged alumni, that’s the biggest thing. If they feel they are needed and they 
can make an impact, that honestly has so much to do with (if interns accept a full-
time offer). The salary and long term incentive is a nice bonus, but you need the right 
manager and the right work.”
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WHAT DOES THIS 
MEAN FOR YOUR 
ORGANIZATION?
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Two other factors that made their way to the top of these important element lists 
are industry and location. It matters to students what industry the company is in 
because of their interests and career goals, and the location matters because it’s 
so central to life outside of work. Unless your company has focus areas in different 
industries or has multiple locations, these factors cannot be controlled by recruiters.

However, there are other ways that recruiters can have a real impact on students and 
move the needle on yield.

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN 
FOR YOUR ORGANIZATION?

Building a rapport with candidates and welcoming open dialogue about the 
role is an important place to start. 

Furthermore, throughout the recruiting process Van Dae encourages 
companies to seek out opportunities to connect candidates with various 
members of the organization who can speak to the company culture, life in 
this city/region, exciting projects the teams are working on, and day-to-day 
life in the company. By expanding the group of individuals the student has 
access to, recruiters create opportunity for shared experiences and interests 
to create impactful connections. 

At Corning, focusing efforts on building personal connections starts from the 
beginning. “In the past, HR would go through the resumes and reach out to 
students with a flyer about our on-campus presentation. Now we get more of 
our alumni involved in some of the initial outreach specifically highlighting 
how the student would be a good fit for Corning. Corning has also offered 
company conversations on-campus multiple times during the year with early 

1 Make personal connections with students
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Each individual student is going to have different factors that matter most to 
them throughout the recruiting process. Therefore recruiters are encouraged 
to get to know candidates and find out what matters to them. 

This study found consistent themes regarding what constitutes an exciting 
role for students. These include high-impact projects that are important 
to the company, growth opportunities, management responsibility, 
enhancing skills, and exposure to different functions and departments. Yet 
understanding where an individual student is placing the highest level of 
importance, and asking him or her directly what is exciting to them about 
the role is extremely beneficial. This can help recruiters determine if there 
is a right fit at their organization and consider how they can potentially craft 
an opportunity that aligns with the students goals while also meeting the 
company’s needs.

Mosher finds while Corning has valued sticking to tradition, in recruiting 
there is so much change. “There are new trends with the student body 
and changes in recruiting practices. We need to be flexible year to year, 
get to know students, and help them to learn something new in their role.” 
Corning is also focusing on crafting their job descriptions to make them more 
specific. “Students want to have a good understanding of what the day-to-
day would look like and what they could contribute.”

2 Take a vested interest in candidates

to mid-career employees. Mosher has noticed that “students appreciate 
having honest conversations with relatively new alumni to learn about the 
company culture.”

NextEra Energy has found success by bringing candidates to their offices 
for second round interviews so that students can meet the team personally 
and interact with former interns who now work full-time for the company. If 
a candidate from HBS is extended an offer, the CEO then reaches out to the 
student individually welcoming him or her to the company.
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When asked about what has been most effective in yielding candidates, 
Languedoc said simply, “honesty.” Being transparent about what your 
company can and can’t offer to candidates further establishes the 
connection between the organization and the candidate, while also ensuring 
that the right people are in the room. When recruiters are honest about what 
they can offer students, they attract candidates who are looking for that type 
of experience and culture.

Transparency also relates directly to the recruiting process. Outline steps and 
timing of the hiring process and be clear about expectations. Van Dae also 
recommends that recruiters respond in a timely manner to student inquiries 
and keep students in the loop when possible so that they feel valued 
throughout the process. Doing so reduces confusion and anxiety around an 
often stressful time. 

3 Be transparent
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Contact our office to discuss how to create a compelling package unique 
to your organization.

Getting from offer to accept may be the final hurdle in recruiting. The Career & 
Professional Development research finds recruiting practices that impact yield can 
and should be implemented from the earliest stages of the process. Furthermore, 
getting to yes in a way that incorporates the whole person, and the multiple factors 
that play into the decision process, yields long term success both for the individual 
and organization. Making adjustments to the recruiting process and focusing on the 
individual takes time, but ultimately this effort yields powerful results.

IN CLOSING

cpd@hbs.edu  •  www.hbs.edu/recruiting  •  617.495.6232


