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INTRODUCTION

About This Guide

This guide is designed for HR Directors, Talent Acquisition Leaders, and Operations Managers who are

evaluating applicant tracking systems (ATS) for the first time - or looking to switch from a legacy system

that no longer serves their needs.

Inside, you will find:

- A structured framework for evaluating ATS vendors

- A 47-point evaluation checklist

- ROI calculation worksheets with real benchmarks

- An implementation timeline and migration checklist

- Questions to ask every ATS vendor

Who This Guide Is For

- Companies with 20 to 2,000 employees

- Teams hiring 10 to 500 people per year

- HR teams ready to move beyond spreadsheets and email

- Companies experiencing growing pains with their current ATS

How to Use This Guide

Read Chapters 1-2 to build your business case. Use Chapter 3 as your evaluation scorecard. Use

Chapters 4-5 to plan migration and calculate ROI. Use Chapter 6 as your question script in every

vendor demo.
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CHAPTER 1

Why Your Current Process Is Costing You
More Than You Think

The Hidden Costs of Manual Recruitment
Most HR teams dramatically underestimate what inefficient recruitment actually costs. Consider these

typical scenarios:

Scenario A: The Spreadsheet Recruiter

A mid-sized company with 200 employees manages recruitment through a shared Excel spreadsheet.

Three recruiters spend an average of 4.5 hours per week maintaining it, chasing status updates, and

manually emailing rejection notices.

That is 702 hours per year - nearly 18 full working weeks - wasted on administrative work that an ATS

handles automatically.

Scenario B: The Email Inbox Pipeline

CVs arrive via email. Someone manually downloads attachments, renames files, and copies data into a

database. For every 100 applications, this takes approximately 8 hours. If you receive 1,000

applications per year - not unusual for a company hiring 20+ roles - that is 80 hours of manual CV

processing annually.

The True Cost of a Bad Hire
Research consistently shows that a bad hire costs between 30% and 150% of the employee annual

salary. The costs include:

- Recruiting and onboarding costs for the replacement

- Lost productivity during the vacancy period

- Impact on team morale and performance

- Management time spent on performance management

An ATS with AI screening does not eliminate bad hires, but it significantly improves candidate quality by

ensuring the right people reach interview stage.

Time-to-Hire: Your Competitive Advantage
The best candidates are typically off the market within 10 days of starting their job search. Companies

with slow hiring processes lose top talent to faster competitors.

Company Size Without ATS With Modern ATS Time Saved
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20-50 employees 28 days 14 days 50%

50-200 employees 35 days 18 days 49%

200-1,000 employees 42 days 22 days 48%

Industry benchmarks: average time-to-hire by company size
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CHAPTER 2

Understanding ATS Features - What
Actually Matters

Not all ATS platforms are created equal. This chapter breaks down the features that deliver real value

versus marketing noise.

Tier 1: Must-Have Features
These are non-negotiable for any modern ATS. Evaluate every platform against this baseline before

proceeding.

1. Job Creation and Publishing

- Step-by-step guided workflow with smart defaults

- AI-powered job description generation

- Bias detection for inclusive language

- One-click publishing to multiple job boards

- Salary benchmarking against live market data

2. Candidate Pipeline Management

- Visual drag-and-drop Kanban interface

- Customisable pipeline stages per role or team

- Bulk actions on multiple candidates

- Candidate notes and activity history

- CV parsing and structured data extraction

3. Automated Screening

- Custom screening rules (minimum experience, skills, location)

- Automatic rejection with professional email templates

- AI match scoring for candidate-job fit

- Flagging of incomplete applications

4. Communication Tools

- Templated email sequences with personalisation tokens

- Automated status updates at each pipeline stage

- Interview scheduling with calendar integration

- Offer letter generation with e-signature

Tier 2: High-Value Features
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These features separate good ATS platforms from great ones. Prioritise vendors that include these

without significant additional cost.

5. AI Capabilities

- Natural language queries such as show me the top 5 candidates for this role

- CV analysis and red flag detection

- Interview question generation based on job requirements

- Onboarding plan generation for new hires

6. Multi-Level Approval Workflows

- Configurable approval chains per role, department, or location

- Automated notifications to approvers

- Escalation rules for delayed approvals

- Full audit trail of all approval decisions

7. ATS-to-HR Integration

- Automatic transfer of candidate data to employee profile on hire

- No re-entry of data when a candidate becomes an employee

- Onboarding checklists triggered automatically

- Single source of truth for all people data

Tier 3: Nice-to-Have Features

8. Career Page Builder

Branded career pages matching your company website are valuable for employer branding, but can be

configured after initial go-live.

9. Advanced Analytics

Funnel conversion analytics, source tracking, and time-to-hire by department help optimise recruitment

over time - valuable, but not critical in the first 6 months.

10. LinkedIn and Social Integrations

Direct posting to LinkedIn, automatic candidate sourcing, and employer brand tracking add significant

value for companies hiring at volume.
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CHAPTER 3

The 47-Point ATS Evaluation Checklist

Use this checklist when evaluating any ATS vendor. Score each item: 0 (not available), 1 (partially

available), or 2 (fully available). Maximum total score: 94 points.

Section A: Job Management Max 20 pts

1. Guided job creation wizard with smart defaults [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

2. AI-powered job description generation [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

3. Bias detection in job descriptions [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

4. Salary benchmarking tool with live market data [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

5. Multi-level job approval workflow [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

6. Configurable approval chains (department, level, location) [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

7. Approval notifications via email and in-app [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

8. Real-time approval status tracking [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

9. One-click multi-board publishing [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

10. Minimum 5 major job boards supported [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

Section B: Candidate Management Max 20 pts

1. Visual Kanban pipeline view [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

2. Customisable pipeline stages per role [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

3. Drag-and-drop candidate movement between stages [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

4. Bulk actions on multiple candidates [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

5. CV parsing and structured data extraction [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

6. Candidate duplicate detection [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

7. Bulk CV upload (PDF, DOCX, 50+ files) [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

8. Candidate notes and internal comments [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

9. Activity history log per candidate [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

10. Advanced candidate search and filter [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

Section C: AI and Automation Max 16 pts

1. AI match score for candidate-job fit [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]
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2. Automated screening rules [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

3. Smart auto-reject with professional templates [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

4. Natural language AI assistant [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

5. AI interview question generation [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

6. AI job description generation [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

7. Automated email sequences by pipeline stage [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

8. Calendar integration (Google, Outlook, Calendly) [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

Section D: HR Integration Max 12 pts

1. ATS-to-HR data transfer (zero re-entry) [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

2. Automated onboarding triggers on hire [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

3. Employee profile creation from candidate record [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

4. Document management for new hires [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

5. Onboarding checklist generation [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

6. E-signature capability for offer letters [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

Section E: Security and Compliance Max 16 pts

1. GDPR compliance with Data Processing Agreement [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

2. ISO 27001 certification [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

3. SSL/TLS encryption in transit and at rest [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

4. Two-factor authentication (2FA) [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

5. Audit trail and immutable data logs [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

6. Data export and deletion (Right to be Forgotten) [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

7. Role-based access controls (RBAC) [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

8. SOC 2 Type II compliance [ 0 ] [ 1 ] [ 2 ]

Scoring Guide

Score Range Interpretation Recommendation

70-94 points Excellent - best-in-class ATS Proceed to contract negotiation

55-69 points Good - strong with minor gaps Clarify gaps before signing

40-54 points Adequate - needs workarounds Negotiate roadmap commitments



The Complete ATS Buyer Guide 2026 treegarden.io

(c) 2026 Treegarden  |  contact@treegarden.io Page 10 treegarden.io

Below 40 Insufficient Eliminate from consideration
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CHAPTER 4

ROI Calculator - What an ATS Is Worth to
Your Business

Use the inputs below to estimate your return on investment. These calculations are based on

aggregated data from companies with 50-500 employees.

Step 1: Your Current Recruitment Time Cost

Recruitment Activity Hours/Year Cost at EUR 35/hr

CV screening and sorting ___ ___

Status update emails to candidates ___ ___

Interview scheduling and coordination ___ ___

Updating spreadsheets and trackers ___ ___

Rejection email management ___ ___

Internal reporting and dashboards ___ ___

TOTAL ___ ___

Step 2: Estimated Time Savings with a Modern ATS

Activity Typical Saving How It Works

CV screening 75% less Automated rules eliminate manual review

Status communications 90% less Automated templates and triggers

Interview scheduling 70% less Self-service calendar booking

Pipeline management 60% less Visual Kanban replaces spreadsheets

Rejection management 95% less Fully automated with templates

Reporting 80% less Real-time dashboards, no manual exports

Benchmark ROI by Company Size

Company Size Annual Hires Time Saved Cost Saving Payback

20-50 employees 15-30 180 hrs/yr EUR 12-18k 2-3 months

50-200 employees 30-80 420 hrs/yr EUR 25-45k 2-4 months

200-500 employees 80-200 900 hrs/yr EUR 55-95k 1-3 months

500+ employees 200+ 2,000+ hrs/yr EUR 120k+ < 2 months
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Typical ATS Payback Period

Most companies recoup their ATS investment within 2-4 months of active use. Time savings begin

immediately from the first job posted and the first batch of CVs screened.
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CHAPTER 5

ATS Migration - Moving from Your Current
System

Common Migration Scenarios

Scenario 1: From Spreadsheets (Excel or Google Sheets)

Estimated migration time: 1-2 days

- Export all current candidate data to CSV

- Map spreadsheet columns to ATS field structure

- Use bulk import to load historical candidates

- Archive old spreadsheets - do not delete, keep for audit

- Brief the team in a 2-hour training session

Scenario 2: From Another ATS

Estimated migration time: 3-5 days

- Request a full data export from your current vendor before giving notice

- Identify which data to migrate - recommended: last 24 months of candidates

- Clean and standardise the export file

- Run a test import with 5 percent of data first to validate field mapping

- Run the full migration on a Friday to minimise disruption

- Verify 20+ key records in the new system before go-live

Scenario 3: From Email Inboxes

Estimated migration time: 1-2 days

- Set up ATS career page and apply link on day 1

- Forward existing active candidates to the new platform

- Update all job board postings to point to the new apply URL

- Set up an email auto-reply on the old inbox directing candidates to the new page

- Archive your email folders

4-Week Migration Timeline Template

Week Phase Key Activities

Week 1 Configuration Company settings, branding, user accounts and permissions, pipeline stage configuration, email template creation, integration connections

Week 2 Migration and Training Historical candidate import, active role setup, 2-hour team training session, approval workflow configuration
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Week 3 Parallel Running New applications managed in ATS, active candidates tracked in both systems, team feedback gathered and configuration adjusted

Week 4 Full Cutover Legacy system retired, all processes exclusively in ATS, post-migration review meeting, success metrics baseline recorded
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CHAPTER 6

Questions to Ask Every ATS Vendor

Before signing any contract, prepare these questions for your demo. How a vendor responds tells you

as much as what they actually say.

On Product
1. What does the job creation workflow look like, end-to-end - can you show me now?

2. How does auto-reject work? Can we preview the outcome before enabling it?

3. What AI features are included in base price and what requires an add-on?

4. How does candidate data transfer from ATS to HR when someone is hired?

5. What integrations are included out of the box vs requiring custom development?

6. What is on your product roadmap for the next 6 months?

On Data and Security
1. Where is our data stored, and in which specific country or region?

2. Are you GDPR compliant? Can you provide your Data Processing Agreement today?

3. What is your SOC 2 or ISO 27001 certification status?

4. What happens to our data if we cancel - and how long does retrieval take?

5. Can we export all data at any time in CSV or JSON format?

6. What was your uptime percentage over the past 12 months?

On Support and Onboarding
1. What does onboarding look like after we sign?

2. Is there a dedicated customer success manager or shared support?

3. What is your average response time for support tickets by priority level?

4. Do you offer structured team training or only self-service documentation?

5. Can we speak with 2-3 existing customers at companies our size?

On Pricing and Contracts
1. What is included in the base price vs what costs extra?

2. Are there limits on job postings, active users, or candidate records?

3. Is job board posting included or do we pay per posting per board?

4. What does pricing look like as we scale from our current size?

5. Is there a free trial or proof-of-concept period before commitment?

6. What is the minimum contract length and what are the exit terms?



The Complete ATS Buyer Guide 2026 treegarden.io

(c) 2026 Treegarden  |  contact@treegarden.io Page 16 treegarden.io

Red Flags to Watch For
These warning signs, if present, should give you serious pause before signing.

[!] Hidden per-user or per-seat fees - that make the platform prohibitively expensive to scale

across your hiring team.

[!] Proprietary data export formats - making it difficult to retrieve your data and switch vendors in

the future.

[!] Custom pricing with no transparency - price quotes that vary wildly between demos without a

clear pricing model.

[!] No EU data residency option - critical for GDPR-regulated companies who must store personal

data within the EU.

[!] Support only via ticket system - a sign of understaffed customer success - no phone or video

support.

[!] Vague AI claims - any vendor claiming AI features should be able to demo them live, on your

actual data.

[!] Long lock-in contracts with steep exit fees - a major risk if the platform does not work out for

your team.
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CHAPTER 7

Implementation Best Practices

A successful ATS implementation is 20 percent technology and 80 percent change management. The

first 30 days determine whether your team adopts the system or abandons it.

Days 1-5: Configuration

- Set up company profile, logo, and branded career page

- Add team members with appropriate roles and permissions

- Configure pipeline stages to match your existing recruitment process

- Set up 5 email templates: acknowledgement, rejection, phone screen, interview invite, offer

- Connect your calendar (Google Calendar, Outlook, or Calendly)

- Connect job board accounts for automatic publishing

Days 6-10: First Live Job

- Create your first job in the new system using the full workflow

- Enable auto-reject rules for clear disqualifiers and test with sample CVs

- Publish to 2-3 job boards and verify listings appear correctly

- Share the career page internally for feedback before external promotion

- Process the first batch of applications as a team to build confidence

Days 11-20: Team Adoption

- Run a 2-hour training session for all hiring managers

- Set up a weekly pipeline review to reinforce the new workflow

- Address questions and confusion early - first-week momentum is critical

- Celebrate the first hire completed through the new system

- Gather structured feedback from each team member

Days 21-30: Optimise

- Review auto-reject rules - are they filtering the right candidates?

- Check email open rates on automated candidate communications

- Gather structured feedback from hiring managers on the approval workflow

- Adjust pipeline stages if initial configuration needs refinement

- Set baseline metrics: time-to-hire, applications per role, source quality

Common Implementation Mistakes

Mistake 1: Migrating too much historical data

Focus on the last 12-18 months and active candidates. A cleaner system is far easier to adopt and

maintain.
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Mistake 2: Skipping team training

A 2-hour training session dramatically improves adoption rates. People who do not understand the

workflow will revert to email and spreadsheets within days.

Mistake 3: Not setting up email templates on day 1

If templates are not configured immediately, automated candidate communication - one of the

highest-ROI features - goes unused.

Mistake 4: Over-configuring before going live

Start with basic configuration, go live, and refine based on real-world usage. A perfect setup is the

enemy of a live system.

Mistake 5: No designated internal ATS champion

Designate one person as ATS administrator and internal expert for configuration, training, and vendor

communication.



The Complete ATS Buyer Guide 2026 treegarden.io

(c) 2026 Treegarden  |  contact@treegarden.io Page 19 treegarden.io

CHAPTER 8

Making the Final Decision

The Decision Framework
When you have completed your vendor evaluations, use this weighted scoring framework to make an

objective final decision across your shortlisted vendors.

Criterion Weight (1-5) Vendor A Vendor B Vendor C

Core ATS features (checklist score) 5 ___ ___ ___

AI capabilities and quality 4 ___ ___ ___

ATS-to-HR integration depth 4 ___ ___ ___

Ease of use (team trial feedback) 5 ___ ___ ___

Implementation support quality 3 ___ ___ ___

Price-to-value ratio 4 ___ ___ ___

Security and compliance posture 4 ___ ___ ___

Vendor reputation and stability 3 ___ ___ ___

Customer support responsiveness 3 ___ ___ ___

WEIGHTED TOTAL (max 350 pts) 35 ___ ___ ___

The Human Factor
The best platform in the world fails if your team will not use it. Before making your final decision,

complete these human-centred validation checks:

- Ask for a team trial - let 2-3 actual users work with it for a full week on real hiring tasks

- Watch how the sales team handles your difficult questions - support teams behave similarly

- Speak to 2 existing customers at companies your size before signing

- Trust your instincts - if the demo feels slow or complicated, the real product will too

- Check G2, Capterra, or Trustpilot reviews for patterns in the negative feedback

The Treegarden Approach
Treegarden was designed from the ground up with one principle: the platform should make every HR

professional job easier, not harder.

- The smoothest job creation workflow in the industry - from idea to published in under 5 minutes

- AI that works for non-technical users, not just data scientists
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- A seamless ATS-to-HR data flow with zero re-entry required

- Pricing that scales fairly with your business - no per-seat surprises

- A dedicated customer success team available by phone and video, not just tickets

Ready to see Treegarden in action?

Book a free 30-minute personalised demo. We will walk through your specific use case, answer every

question on your list, and show you a live ATS-to-HR data transfer in real time.

Book at: treegarden.io | Email: contact@treegarden.io
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APPENDIX

Glossary of ATS Terms

ATS (Applicant Tracking System)

Software that manages the end-to-end recruitment process, from job posting through to hiring and

onboarding.

AI Match Score

An AI-generated score (typically 0-100%) indicating how well a candidate profile matches a job

requirements, based on skills, experience, and role criteria.

Auto-reject

Automated rules that filter out candidates who do not meet minimum defined criteria, triggering a

professional rejection email without manual intervention.

Kanban Pipeline

A visual board where candidates are represented as cards moving through defined recruitment stages:

Applied, Screened, Interview, Offer, Hired.

CV Parsing

Automatic extraction of structured data - name, contact details, work history, education, skills - from

unstructured CV documents such as PDF and DOCX.

ATS-to-HR Integration

The automatic transfer of all candidate data to an HR system when a candidate accepts an offer,

eliminating manual re-entry and data errors.

Time-to-Hire

The number of calendar days between a job being posted or approved and a candidate signing their

offer letter.

Cost-per-Hire

The total cost associated with filling one vacancy, including job board advertising, recruiter time, agency

fees, and onboarding costs.

Employer Branding

The reputation a company has as an employer, heavily influenced by the candidate experience

throughout the recruitment process.

GDPR

EU regulation governing how personal data - including candidate data - must be collected, stored,

processed, and deleted. Non-compliance carries fines of up to 4% of global annual turnover.
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RBAC (Role-Based Access Control)

A security model where system permissions are granted based on a user role, limiting access to only

what is needed for their function.

SOC 2 Type II

An independent security audit verifying a software vendor security, availability, and confidentiality

controls over a sustained period of 6-12 months.

Talent Pool

A searchable repository of all candidates who have ever applied to your company, enabling

re-engagement of past applicants for future roles.

Pipeline Conversion Rate

The percentage of candidates who progress from one pipeline stage to the next, used to identify

bottlenecks in your hiring funnel.

Offer Acceptance Rate

The percentage of candidates who accept an offer after it is extended - a key indicator of employer

brand strength and offer competitiveness.

(c) 2026 Treegarden. All rights reserved.
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This guide is provided for informational purposes. All benchmarks are based on industry research and aggregated customer data.
Individual results may vary.


