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First, the honest truth

If you’re an engineer feeling like the job market got weird, you’re not imagining it. It did. Not 
because you got worse — because the rules changed underneath you.

Here’s what actually happened: AI made it effortless to apply. Anyone can generate a tailored 
resume and fire it at a hundred jobs in an afternoon. So companies are buried — some 
recruiters now get four times the applications they used to, and every resume looks polished 
and similar. The result is a strange paradox: it’s easier than ever to apply, and harder than ever 
to get hired.

This guide is about how to win in that world. Not by gaming the system — by being genuinely, 
demonstrably good in the ways that now matter most. I’ve spent 10 years placing AI, ML, 
software, and data engineers, and what follows is what I actually see work.

1. The skills that actually matter now

The market moved from “can you build a model?” to “can you build with AI, in production, and 
know when it’s wrong?” Here’s where demand actually is in 2026:

• Python and PyTorch — still the core. Non-negotiable foundation for almost any AI/ML 
role.

• LangChain, RAG, and orchestration — this is the biggest shift. The work is 
increasingly about building systems that use large language models (retrieval-
augmented generation, agents, pipelines), not training models from scratch. Fluency 
here is now a top signal.

• MLOps and production — deploying, monitoring, versioning, and cost-managing 
models in the real world. “I can ship and run it,” not just “I can prototype it,” is what 
separates senior from junior now.

• Judgment over output — AI can generate code and models fast. What it can’t do is 
decide what’s worth building, catch its own mistakes, or know when an answer is subtly 
wrong. That judgment is the premium skill.

You don’t need all of these. But you should be able to speak credibly to where the field is going 
— and ideally have hands-on reps with the orchestration and production side, because that’s 
where the hiring is.

2. Why “just applying” stopped working

When everyone’s resume is AI-polished and keyword-perfect, resumes stop being a useful 
signal. Recruiters describe applications now looking “suspiciously similar.” So they lean harder 
on the things AI can’t fake: referrals, proven work, and people who are vouched for.

Which means the highest-leverage move is the opposite of mass-applying:

• Get found, don’t just apply. The best roles are often filled before they’re ever posted 
— through networks and recruiters who already know who’s good.



• Build a real signal. A genuine project, a thoughtful write-up of something you built and 
what you learned, a contribution others can see — these cut through the AI noise 
because they can’t be faked in an afternoon.

• Be a known quantity. One recruiter who genuinely knows your work is worth more than 
a hundred cold applications into the void.

3. How to stand out when everyone uses AI

Using AI to help you apply isn’t wrong — most good people do it. The trap is using it to paper 
over things you can’t actually do. Here’s how the genuinely strong candidates separate 
themselves:

Show your judgment, not just your output

In interviews, the question that exposes everyone now is some version of: “Walk me through 
how you evaluated whether something actually worked.” The engineers who’ve really shipped 
go deep — they talk about how they tested, what surprised them, what they’d do differently. The 
ones who only watched tutorials get vague fast. Be ready to go deep on something real.

Have one thing you can talk about for an hour

A project, a system, a hard bug, a thing you built and shipped. Depth on one real thing beats 
shallow familiarity with ten. It’s the clearest proof you’re the real thing.

Don’t fake skills with AI

It’s tempting to let AI inflate a resume or generate interview answers. But the gap shows the 
moment a real conversation starts — and in a small, connected market, a reputation for 
overselling follows you. Be exactly as good as you say you are. That honesty is itself rare and 
valuable.

4. A note for early-career engineers

If you’re just starting out, you’ve probably felt this hardest. There’s real data showing entry-level 
roles in AI-exposed fields took the biggest hit — partly because the routine tasks juniors used to 
cut their teeth on are exactly what AI now does.

That’s real, and it’s not your fault. But here’s the path through it:

• Skip the commodity work. Don’t position yourself as someone who does the routine 
coding AI now handles. Position yourself as someone learning to direct and verify it.

• Build judgment fast. Work on real things, break them, fix them, and be able to explain 
the whole story. Judgment is what’s scarce — and you can build it faster than the market 
thinks.

• Get a human in your corner. Early-career is exactly when a recruiter who believes in 
you changes the trajectory — because they can vouch for your potential in a way a 
resume can’t.



5. How to work with a recruiter (and why it helps)

A good recruiter isn’t a gatekeeper — they’re your advocate. They put you in front of the actual 
decision-maker, position you properly, and open doors a cold application never will. Here’s how 
to make that relationship work for you:

• Be honest about what you want. Comp, role, stage of company, remote vs. onsite, 
what you’re running toward (and from). The more real you are, the better the match.

• Share your real story. What you’ve actually built, what you’re great at, where you’re 
growing. A recruiter who knows your true strengths can sell them.

• Stay in touch even when you’re not looking. The best opportunities come when 
you’re not desperate. A recruiter who knows you can bring you the right thing at the right 
moment.

That’s genuinely what I do — I find the engineers who aren’t looking, and I help the ones who 
are find roles that fit, by being their advocate, not a job board.

The bottom line

AI changed the tools. It didn’t change what makes someone worth hiring — if anything, it made 
the human parts matter more. Judgment, genuine skill, the ability to explain your work, and 
being known and vouched for. Those are what cut through the noise now.

Be genuinely good. Show it clearly. And let someone who knows the market open the 
right doors.

Let’s talk.
If you’re an AI, ML, software, or data engineer — whether you’re actively looking or just want to 
be on the radar of someone who knows this market — I’d love to connect.

Melanie Marshall  ·  AI Headhunter
melanie@aiheadhunter.ai  ·  aiheadhunter.ai


	First, the honest truth
	1. The skills that actually matter now
	2. Why “just applying” stopped working
	3. How to stand out when everyone uses AI
	Show your judgment, not just your output
	Have one thing you can talk about for an hour
	Don’t fake skills with AI

	4. A note for early-career engineers
	5. How to work with a recruiter (and why it helps)
	The bottom line

