
Pepperdine University Pepperdine University 

Pepperdine Digital Commons Pepperdine Digital Commons 

Theses and Dissertations 

2020 

Assessing best practices for the virtual onboarding of new hires Assessing best practices for the virtual onboarding of new hires 

in the technology industry in the technology industry 

Kaitlyn Pavlina 
kate.pavlina@gmail.com 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/etd 

 Part of the Business Commons, and the Organization Development Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Pavlina, Kaitlyn, "Assessing best practices for the virtual onboarding of new hires in the technology 
industry" (2020). Theses and Dissertations. 1168. 
https://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/etd/1168 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Pepperdine Digital Commons. It has been accepted for 
inclusion in Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Pepperdine Digital Commons. For more 
information, please contact Katrina.Gallardo@pepperdine.edu, anna.speth@pepperdine.edu. 













 
 

vi

List of Tables 
Table 1. ROI for Comprehensive Onboarding Programs…………………...……...11 

Table 2. The Levels of Onboarding and their Domains…………………...……….16 

Table 3. Levers to Maximize Onboarding Success…………………...……………17 

Table 4. Key Areas for Onboarding Programs to Address…………………...…….17 

Table 5. Mapping of Bauer’s and Dai / De Meuse’s Models………………………18 

Table 6. Participant Company Profiles…………………...…………………...…....38 

Table 7. Length of Onboarding Period…………………...…………………...……41 

Table 8. Components of the Pre-Hire Onboarding Experience…………………….42 

Table 9. Components of the New Hire Onboarding Experience…………………...44 

Table 10. Types and Timing of One-on-One Meetings…………………...……….47 

Table 11. Mechanism for One-on-One Scheduling…………………..………….....48 

Table 12. Types and Timing of Group Meetings…………………...………………48 

Table 13. Types & Timing of Other Components of the Onboarding Experience…49 

Table 14. Mechanisms for Connection During Virtual Onboarding Activities…….51 

Table 15. Sources of Feedback Requests…………………...…………………...….52 

Table 16. Mechanisms for Requesting and Providing Feedback…………………...52 

Table 17. Technology Logistics and Detail…………………...…………………….53 

Table 18. Hardware Delivery Details…………………...…………………...……...53 

Table 19. Overview of Key Themes and Sub-Themes…………………...…………55 

Table 20. Theme 1: Key Messages and Recommendations…………………...……58 

Table 21. Theme 2: Key Messages and Recommendations…………………...……60 

Table 22. Theme 3: Key Messages and Recommendations…………………...……62 

Table 23. Types of Social Activities Experienced During the Onboarding Period….64 

Table 24. Theme 4: Key Messages and Recommendations…………………...…….67 



 
 

vii

List of Figures 
 

Figure 1. Average Length of the Onboarding Process…………………...………..20 

Figure 2. Types and Timing of Formal Orientations / Presentations……………...45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

viii 

 
Acknowledgements 

 

This research would not have been possible without Erin Bric and Marne 

Maykowskyj, my BCB’s. Thank you for pushing me to complete this milestone, for 

talking through countless ideas, and for sharing your learnings with me over the last two 

years.  

 My sincere thanks go to Dr. Darren Good, for your guidance and reality checks 

along the way. From a late-night call on a street corner in Lyon to a published thesis. I 

never could have gotten through it without your flexibility and understanding. You are a 

gem of a professor. Heartfelt thanks also go to Susan Fleetwood, Dr. Gary Mangiofico, 

Dr. Miriam Lacey, Dede Henley, and Dr. Julie Chesley for guiding me through some 

very pivotal moments throughout this program, which in one way or another led to my 

ability to complete this research. Thank you to Ann Feyerherm for your contribution as 

my second reader. My sincere thanks also go to the 12 participants who volunteered their 

time and shared their stories.  

I am grateful to all of my family and friends who have been so patient with me 

throughout this process. Special thanks go to Ivan and Debbie Pavlina, my parents, for 

always encouraging me to prioritize my education and supporting my choices. To Mary 

Lou Murphy, for not only being a role model but also a mentor. To my Still Sisters, for 

keeping me on track and helping me to stay sane during the low times. To Teresa Bow, 

Amanda Chargin, Emily Cipes, Erin Garcia, Laura Hodges, Lauren Reber, Angela 

Staleva, for being so understanding that my time has not been my own and encouraging 

me so much throughout this process. To Arizona for keeping me company during all the 

late nights of reading and writing. To my friends at Carry Nation’s, Cedar Room, and 

Oak & Rye for putting up with my peculiar study habits. To my colleagues at Netflix, 

who supported me during the time I took off to complete this program. And to Stefanie 

Smith, for helping me get through the end of this wild this process, one day at a time. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

1

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

“If you think happy and engaged employees just happen, you couldn’t be more 

wrong” (Krasman, 2015, p. 9). The Boston Consulting Group found that onboarding had 

the second-highest business impact of the 22 HR practices that were presented in their 

whitepaper on taking HR practices to the next level (Abramo et al., 2013). Yet, according 

to a 2016 study by the Aberdeen Group, only about 32% of companies reported utilizing 

a formal onboarding program to integrate their new hires. Another study showed that of 

those employers who do utilize a formal onboarding process, 14% of employers still only 

allot one day to the onboarding of their new hires (Laurano, 2013). Laurano (2013) cites 

that organizations with a formal onboarding process experience have about 50% greater 

new hire productivity and retention. Research also has found that 25% of workers are 

participating in an onboarding process at a given time (Rollag, Parise, & Cross, 2005) 

and workers now are undergoing onboarding more often in their careers (Bauer et al., 

2007). So, why are so many companies still paying so little attention to how their new 

hires are onboarded, given that there is an abundance of evidence that effective 

onboarding impacts the bottom line, both directly and indirectly? One answer may be that 

there is simply no one-size-fits-all approach to onboarding. Companies have to take the 

time to think about what the intention of their onboarding program will be and then find 

ways to manifest that, all while staying true to the values and norms of their culture. 

Effectively onboarding new hires requires significant investment of resources, both 

financially and otherwise.  
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For those companies that employed a formal onboarding program at the beginning 

of February 2020, things began to shift drastically as the world sheltered in place in 

response to the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Physical offices were forced to close, but 

the work did not stop for current employees. Many companies also chose to continue 

hiring during this time, and therefore had to be ready to onboard their new hires 

(Anderson, 2020). Organizations had to quickly adapt their onboarding programs to a 

virtual format, with little guidance or precedent to refer to. Although this transition was 

reactionary for the most part, the learnings and best practices from this shift can be used 

to understand how to sustain a virtual onboarding program in the long-term.  

Technology companies know technology the best, so it is not surprising that many 

companies in this industry have made the shift to virtual onboarding effectively during 

the COVID-19 crisis. These companies already tend to utilize technology to streamline 

and automate their business practices. They are often on the cutting edge of how 

technology can change the way people live and work. It seems that some of these 

companies are also willing to share their learnings about virtual onboarding, as well. For 

instance, LinkedIn has shared how the company has pivoted their onboarding experience 

for new hires in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis (Anderson, 2020).  Understanding how 

to effectively onboard new hires virtually will not only help companies thrive during the 

COVID-19 crisis but will become increasingly relevant as more companies and 

individuals choose to work remotely on an ongoing basis. 
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Purpose of this Study 
 

The purpose of this research was to explore the practices used by companies in 

the technology industry for virtually onboarding new hires, as well as to collect feedback 

from recent new hires around their recent virtual onboarding experiences. 

Research Questions 
 

This study attempts to answer two research questions:  

 How are companies in the technology industry virtually onboarding new hires in 

the U.S.? 

 What aspects of the virtual onboarding experience are most important to new 

hires at companies in the technology industry? 

Importance of this Research 
 

While there is a robust body of research on the impacts of the onboarding 

experience on new employees, there is less available data on what practices companies 

use to onboard new hires virtually. Additionally, most research is broad in nature, using 

data that spans across multiple industries. This study extends the body of research by 

exploring a more specific modality for onboarding within a single industry. As business 

continues to become more technology-based and global in nature, there will likely be an 

increase in virtual onboarding experiences. This study aims to help businesses understand 

how they can better support their new hires during the virtual onboarding experience, by 

providing data-driven recommendations for virtual onboarding. 
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Organization of the Study 
 

 Chapter 1 has provided a background for the research and defined its purpose. 

Chapter 2 will provide a review of the existing literature around onboarding. Chapter 3 

outlines the study methodology used to complete this research. Chapter 4 describes the 

results of the study, by outlining the key themes, supporting data, and recommendations 

based on these findings. Chapter 5 discusses the implications and limitations of the study, 

as well as outlines recommendations for further research.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

Virtual workplaces, or arrangements where employees work remotely from each 

other and their managers, are not only a reality in the current business landscape, but will 

become even more common in the future (Cascio, 2000). As the globalization of business 

has increased, it has become more common for individuals and teams scattered across the 

world to work directly with one another, using technology to communicate and 

coordinate their work (Ahuja & Carley, 1999). As the types and quality of the technology 

products that facilitate this type of work continue to increase, they expand the ability for 

groups to successfully operate at a distance (Fulk & DeSanctis, 1995). There are several 

reasons why businesses might opt to support a remote workforce, including reduced real 

estate expenses, increased productivity, higher profits, improved customer service, access 

to more global markets, and environmental benefits (Cascio, 2000). However, virtual 

work is not always appropriate, depending on the organization, job, and individual 

(Cascio, 2000), so organizations must be thoughtful in their choice to support or require 

remote work. Given this fact, remote work arrangements vary widely. On the individual 

level, some choose to work remotely 100% of the time while others split their time 

between a physical office space and working remotely. Some companies have even 

eliminated their physical office spaces completely, and successfully operate with a fully 

remote workforce.  

Remote Work in Times of Crisis 
 

In addition to planned remote work arrangements, there are also times where 

unforeseen events can force employers to take on a remote work approach with their 

workforce. For instance, in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, a large part of the global 
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workforce had to quickly pivot into a remote work arrangement based on local 

regulations. It is estimated that nearly half of the workforce worked remotely at some 

point during the COVID-19 crisis (Brynjolfsson et al., 2020). While working at a distance 

has many impacts on the way individuals and teams work, another significant impact is 

how newcomers are brought onboard within their organizations (Elset, 2018; Gruman & 

Saks, 2018). A potential long-term impact of this situation may be that more companies 

and individuals will begin to recognize the advantages of remote work, and then choose 

to stay with their new ways of working together (Brynjolfsson et al., 2020). Additionally, 

economic conditions play a major role in the importance of onboarding (Pike, 2014). Pike 

(2014) suggests that after an economic recession, much like the one that began in the 

United States in 2020, job satisfaction rates typically decrease, causing more turnover. As 

the estimated 12% employees that were laid off during the COVID-19 crisis 

(Brynjolfsson et al., 2020) and those who voluntarily leave their jobs due to 

dissatisfaction begin to look for work, organizations will be faced with an influx of new 

hires who will need to be onboarded. As it remains unclear both when the majority of the 

workforce will be able to return to the office and what the long-term economic impacts of 

the crisis may be, understanding how to effectively onboard new hires in a virtual format 

is especially relevant now and in the future.  

What is Onboarding? 
 

In order to understand how working virtually has impacted the onboarding of new 

hires, it is important to first understand the literature that is available around traditional 

onboarding. The first key aspect of this literature is understanding the various 
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perspectives on what onboarding is. A few key definitions of onboarding found in the 

current literature include: 

 “Onboarding is the process of helping new hires adjust to social and performance 

aspects of their new jobs quickly and smoothly” (Bauer, 2013, p. 1) 

 “Onboarding is a process of introducing new hires into the new job, acquainting 

them with the organization's goals, values, rules, responsibilities, procedures, and 

socializing the new employee into organizational culture” (Chillakuri, 2020, p. 3) 

 Onboarding comprises the “formal and informal practices, programs, and policies 

enacted or engaged in by an organization or its agents to facilitate newcomer 

adjustment” (Klein & Polin, 2012, p. 268) 

These definitions are clearly not mutually exclusive, nor are any of them all inclusive. In 

fact, the differences between definitions within the literature mirror the fact that 

organizations also take vastly different approaches to onboarding in practice. Onboarding 

can occur both formally and informally within organizations (Bauer, 2007; Elset, 2018, 

Klein & Polin, 2012). Formal onboarding includes the written set of policies and 

procedures that help new hires adjust to their new job, both in terms of organizational 

culture and their actual role. This also includes planned activities that help new hires 

learn about their job and the company. Informal onboarding refers to any learning that is 

unplanned or coincidental (Bauer, 2007).  

It is also important to note the distinction between onboarding and socialization, 

since there has been a significant amount of research around both topics. While some 

authors consider onboarding and socialization to be synonymous, such as Bauer and 

Erdogan (2011), Klein, Polin, and Sutton (2015) posit that they are actually two separate 
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concepts. They suggest that onboarding is a means to speed up socialization, which they 

define as “the learning and adjustment process by which individuals assume an 

organizational role that fits the needs of both the individual and the organization” (Klein 

et al. 2015, p. 263). Klein and Weaver (2000) offer a similar definition, describing 

socialization as the learning of “a variety of information and behaviors” which help 

organization members become more effective (p. 48). Laurano (2013) points out 

onboarding and socialization share a mutual goal, but suggests that there are aspects of 

socialization which are unique to new members of an organization, such as specific types 

of learning, task management, and forms management, which are necessary for new hires 

to address in order for them to be successful. Ultimately, these definitions all suggest that 

the socialization process applies to anyone in the organization, whereas onboarding 

specifically applies to new hires. 

Why Does Onboarding Matter? 
 

Given the investment that is required to deliver an effective onboarding 

experience, it is natural to wonder whether or not it would be worth it to take the 

necessary steps to maximize the onboarding experience. The importance of onboarding 

programs can be difficult to prove without explicit means to measure their success, and 

return on investment (ROI) is often difficult to prove (Laurano, 2013). However, it is 

undeniable that onboarding has a positive impact on the long-term success of new hires’ 

success and retention, based on the abundance of research on this topic (Bauer et al., 

2007). 

Laurano (2013) examined the top objectives that companies have when 

implementing comprehensive onboarding programs:  
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 68% want to get new employees productive more quickly 

 67% want better employee engagement 

 51% want higher rates of employee retention 

 49% want better assimilation of new hires 

In addition to these being key drivers for implementing comprehensive onboarding 

programs, studies show that these, and many other indicators of new hire adjustment and 

success, are directly impacted by the quality of new hire onboarding (Bauer & Erdogan 

2011; Klein, Polin, & Sutton, 2015; Laurano, 2013). 

Impacts for newcomers. Starting a new job is inherently stressful, which can 

impact the new hire’s self-confidence and performance (Bauer et al., 2015). At the most 

fundamental level, onboarding acts as a means for reducing the uncertainty that can cause 

this stress for new hires joining an organization (Bauer et al., 2015; Flanagin & Waldeck, 

2004). These factors, coupled with that fact that entry into the organization is a critical 

point during employment, indicate that onboarding should be a focus for employers 

(Good & Cavanagh, 2017). Research has shown that there are many constructive impacts 

of an effective onboarding experience that directly benefit newcomers, including reduced 

uncertainty and anxiety, a better understanding of the new environment, development of 

relationships, and acquisition of knowledge necessary to effectively perform job duties. 

All of these experiences positively impact the new hire’s ability to be a productive 

member of their organization (Flanagin & Waldeck, 2004; Klein, Polin, & Sutton, 2015). 

Additionally, there are some intangible benefits that result from onboarding for new 

hires, which can also end up impacting the organization, such as increased job 
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satisfaction, positive affect around the direct team and organization and commitment to 

the organization (Flanagin & Waldeck, 2004). 

Impacts for employers. Because the success of the organization reflects the 

success of the people within it (Talmundo, 2020), it is imperative that organizations 

support the development of their workers during the onboarding experience. Coff and 

Kryscynski (2011) point out that the sooner new hires can acquire the knowledge needed 

to do their job and navigate their organization’s culture, the sooner and more effectively 

they will be able to contribute to the success of their organization. Additionally, the 

formation of effective working relationships with other organization members is a key 

factor in new hire success, and is therefore another outcome of onboarding that 

employers benefit from (Flanagin & Waldeck, 2004). In order to prove the positive 

impacts and ROI of a formalized onboarding program, the four key drivers mentioned 

above can be tied to the business metrics outlined in Table 1.  
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Table 1 

ROI for Comprehensive Onboarding Programs 

Employer 
Objective 

Example of a 
Measure 

Supporting Evidence 

Get new 
employees 

productive more 
quickly 

Time to 
Productivity 

Ganzel found that employees in their study who attended 
their entire onboarding process reached full productivity 
two months earlier than those who did not (1998).  
 
Talmundo found that 62% of employees hired in the last 
12 months met first performance milestones on time for 
those that had formal onboarding programs, as compared 
to 17% among organizations without formal onboarding. 
 
Filipkowsi of the HCI found that those with directed 
onboarding get better talent outcomes and are twice as 
likely to report faster times to proficiency (2016). 
 
Wells reports that it takes a mid-senior manager about 6.2 
months to break even in terms of cost to hire versus 
contribution to the company (2005). Without proper 
onboarding, this timeline could be significantly extended, 
resulting in further financial investment or loss.  

Better employee 
engagement 

Engagement 
Scores 

TrainingMag found that 54% employers who implemented 
an onboarding program saw significant gains in employee 
engagement metrics (2014). 
 
Hays found that 51% of employees say they’d go ‘above 
and beyond’ if they had a positive onboarding experience, 
with another 33% ‘maybe’ doing the same (2016). 

Higher rates of 
employee retention 

Retention Rates 

Ganzel found that employees in their study who 
participated in a structured onboarding program were 69% 
more likely to be retained after 3 years (1998).  
 
Hays found that 22% of employees in their study said 
they’d definitely look for another job if they didn’t have a 
positive onboarding experience, and another 41% said 
they might look for a new job (2016). 

Better assimilation 
of new hires 

Hiring Manager 
Satisfaction 

Talmundo found a 33% year-to-year improvement in 
hiring manager satisfaction for those that had formal 
onboarding, as compared to 3% increase among 
organizations without formal onboarding. 

 
The direct financial investment in hiring new employees is another measure 

which directly impacts the bottom line for organizations. The various financial impacts of 
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new hire attrition include cost of hiring, cost of training, cost of learning and 

development, cost of time with the unfilled role, and impacts on productivity for other 

workers due to the turnover (Altman, 2020; Jacobs, 2012; Pike, 2014). Typically, 

newcomers will either align with the culture of their new organization or leave it; and 

onboarding can speed up the process of determining the level of employee-organization 

fit (Pike, 2014). The Aberdeen Group (2006) estimates that 90% of employees make their 

decision to stay or leave a company within their first six months, so that is a key time 

period for employers to ensure new organization members experience the foundational 

aspects of their onboarding process. All of the visible and invisible costs of new hire 

attrition add up to an average of 33% of an employee’s annual salary, and up to 213% for 

senior or executive level positions, as the cost to replace them when they leave an 

organization (Boushey & Glynn, 2012; Otto, 2017).  

What is Involved in the Onboarding Process?  
 

 Given the significance of onboarding programs in the success of new hires and 

their organizations, it is important to understand what the onboarding process is meant to 

accomplish. According to Bauer et al. (2007), onboarding should build role clarity, task 

mastery, self-efficacy, and social acceptance in order for newcomers to adjust in a well-

rounded manner. Pike (2014) also points out that creating fit is a major intended outcome 

of onboarding, both on the employee-organization and employee-job levels. This 

involves helping newcomers align with the culture of the organization and understand 

their role within the organization, which ultimately can increase performance levels and 

organizational commitment (Pike, 2014). Another primary function is to meet the 
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information seeking needs of newcomers, which occurs on three levels (Miller & Jablin, 

1991): 

 Referent information: what is required in terms of the new hire’s role and 

how they can successfully fulfill their role? 

 Appraisal information: feedback about to what level the new hire is 

succeeding in their role. 

 Relational information: what is the nature of the relationships between the 

new hire and certain other members of the organization? 

In their review of multiple studies, Miller and Jablin (1991) found that overall new hires 

have expressed dissatisfaction around the amount and type of information they received 

during onboarding (e.g., Comer, 1991; Jablin, 1984; Teboul, 1994). However, it is 

important to note that information can be acquired by newcomers both actively and 

passively (Ahuja & Gavin, 2003) and that when new hires are proactive in seeking 

information, they typically have a more productive onboarding experience than those 

who take a passive approach (e.g., Bauer, Morrison, & Callister, 1998; Comer, 1991; 

Good & Cavanagh, 2017; Wanberg & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2000). Newcomers who 

proactively seek out information, both in face-to-face and virtual contexts, tend to 

specifically choose the sources they engage with and typically rely on those with more 

tenure and experience in the organization (Ahuja & Galvin, 2003; Settoon & Adkins, 

1997). This type of information includes technical, social, and cultural information, 

which new hires acquire through either explicit requests for information or observation 

(Comer, 1991). Although Wanberg and Kammeyer-Mueller (2000) suggest that it is not 

possible for employers to provide every necessary piece of information to newcomers, it 
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is wise for them to take a balanced approach to facilitating the acquisition of knowledge, 

while still encouraging proactive behaviors (2000). 

A framework that has been developed to help outline the outcomes of onboarding 

is the Inform, Welcome, Guide model presented by Klein and Heuser (2008). Klein and 

Heuser (2008) found that there are three primary purposes for onboarding, which help 

new organization members adjust: to inform, welcome, and guide new hires. The inform 

category includes communication (one and two-way), resources (information that goes 

beyond person-to-person communication, such as an intranet or FAQ), and training 

(planned efforts to impart knowledge upon the new hire, such as orientations or job 

shadowing) that help newcomers adjust and can come in the form of information, 

materials, or experience (Klein & Heuser, 2008). The welcome category includes any 

activities that are aimed at addressing the emotional and social needs of new hires, such 

as celebrations or social events intended to welcome them into the organization or 

facilitate the development of relationships with other organization members (Klein & 

Heuser, 2008; Klein & Polin, 2012). The guide category includes any activities that 

provide newcomers with direct support for the transition into the organization, such as a 

buddy or mentor (Gruman & Saks, 2018; Klein & Heuser, 2008). It is also important to 

note that although these three categories can apply across the entire organization, 

different positions, functions, or employee types requiring varying levels of focus in each 

of them (Klein & Heuser, 2008). For instance, while senior-level employees, or those 

who commonly work with cross-functional partners, may need more time spent around 

social and relationship-building activities, technical employees whose roles focus on 

specific tasks may need more focus around acquiring the explicit knowledge necessary to 
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perform their job (Bauer, 2007; Klein, Polin, & Sutton, 2015). Klein, Polin, and Sutton 

(2015) found that the Inform category (and more specifically communication and 

training) was the most commonly experienced category among their study participants, 

followed by Guide and then Welcome.  

Onboarding may look very different from company to company, even when 

organizations share the goals outlined above. To understand what aspects of onboarding 

are important and how effective certain tactics are, there have been studies in several 

areas: stages of the onboarding process, what tactics employers use to socialize new 

hires, and sensemaking of the new environment by newcomers (Ahuja & Galvin, 

2003).  To understand some of the existing standards that have been established, we can 

compare a few key onboarding models (Bauer, 2013; Dai & De Meuse, 2007; Miller & 

Jablin, 1991). 

Bauer (2013) describes the onboarding process as occurring on three different 

strategic levels, each of which include various domains and accompanying activities. 

These domains are the building blocks of the onboarding experience, which materialize 

in various degrees across organizations. It is important to note that in this model, these 

domains are not necessarily hierarchical, but do tend to represent how strategic, complex, 

or comprehensive the onboarding program may be as an organization moves from 

compliance to clarification to culture and finally to connection (Bauer, 2013). The 

strategic levels of onboarding, their domains, accompanying definitions, and frequencies 

at which they can be seen in organizations are outlined in Table 2.  
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Table 2 

The Levels of Onboarding and their Domains 

Domain Description 
Strategic 

Level 

Organizations 
Working at this 

Level 

Connection 
The vital interpersonal relationships 
and information networks that new 
employees must establish. 

Proactive 
Onboarding 

20% 

Culture 

A broad category that includes 
providing employees with a sense of 
organizational norms— both formal 
and informal. 

Clarification 

Ensuring that employees understand 
their new jobs and all related 
expectations. Onboarding is not yet 
fully systematized across the 
organization, but has expanded 
beyond just basic requirements.  

High 
Potential 

Onboarding 
50% 

Compliance 

Teaching employees basic legal and 
policy-related rules and regulations. 
Almost all organizations naturally 
cover this level as part of a formal 
onboarding program.  

Passive 
Onboarding 

30% 

  
Bauer (2013) goes on to describe the four levers of onboarding which can be used 

to maximize the success of new hires. These levers and their definitions are outlined in 

Table 3.  
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Table 3 

Levers to Maximize Onboarding Success 

Lever Definition 

Self-Efficacy Self-confidence of new employees around job performance.  

Role Clarity Understanding of the role and clarity of expectations.  

Social 
Integration 

Meeting and working with other organization members; feeling 
socially comfortable and accepted by peers and superiors.  

Knowledge of 
Culture 

Adjusting to the organization’s culture through an understanding of 
its politics, goals, values, unique language, etc. 

  
Another model that outlines the components of an onboarding program is the six 

Key Areas of Adjustment, outlined by Dai and De Meuse (2007). These areas and their 

definitions are detailed in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Key Areas for Onboarding Programs to Address 

Key Area Definition 

Performance 
Proficiency 

Learning and mastering the required knowledge, skills and abilities to 
perform the primary work tasks.  

People 
Establishing effective relationships with other members of the 
organization, both within and outside of the employee’s primary work 
team; Building a personal network within the organization 

Politics 
Gaining knowledge of formal and informal relationships and power 
structures within the organization, as well as where specific people fit 
within them.  

Language  Developing knowledge of both technical and organizational language, 
such as slang, jargon, acronyms and ways in which people communicate.  

Organizational 
Vision and Values 

Understanding the spoken and unspoken forces that drive the culture and 
purpose of the organization at every level (seen and unseen).  

History 
Gaining context about the organization’s traditions, customs, myths, 
rituals and history, to understand how it became the organization it is 
today; Understanding the backgrounds of various organization members 
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 Although the models presented by Bauer (2013) and Dai and De Meuse (2007) 

vary in what level of granularity they use to describe the various components of the 

onboarding experience, they ultimately both conclude that onboarding has several of the 

same key components. These areas are mapped to each model in Table 5.  

Table 5 

Mapping of Bauer’s and Dai / De Meuse’s Models 

Bauer’s Levers for Maximizing  
Onboarding Success 

Dai / De Meuse’s  
6 Key Areas of Adjustment 

Self-Efficacy 

Performance Proficiency  
Role Clarity 

Social Integration  People 

Culture 

Politics 

Language 

Organizational Vision and 
Values 

History 

  
These levers or areas of adjustment are generalized areas of knowledge that new 

hires should learn about or experience during their onboarding process. Each of these 

areas can be manifested in various ways during the onboarding experience (Klein & 

Polin, 2012). For instance, Social Integration (Bauer, 2013) or People (Dai & De Meuse, 

2007) can take the form of one-on-one meetings, group meetings, or various types of 
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social events (Dai & De Meuse, 2007). The type of experiences that a company will 

organize for their new hires will then depend on its culture, capabilities, and the needs of 

that specific new hire (Gruman & Saks, 2018). The models outlined above do not 

prescriptively define which type of experience that companies should curate for all new 

hires that enter the organization, rather they merely recommend that employers find some 

appropriate way to address each of those areas, in a way that is right for their 

organization. Laurano states that the best way to ensure the success of an onboarding 

program is not only to balance the factors above, but to connect each part of the 

experience back to the business (2013). 

 The timing of the onboarding process and its components is also a consideration 

for organizations. One of the most common mistakes employers make while onboarding 

new hires is not continuing the process long enough (Bauer, 2013; Krasman, 2015; 

Laurano, 2013). Krasman (2015) sums it up well by stating that “onboarding isn’t a one 

time event; it’s a process that persists through all the early stages of an employee’s 

journey. Even more, it’s an investment in workers that helps them become more 

productive and more satisfied members of [their] organization” (p. 10). Although it is 

clear that effective onboarding cannot occur in a single day, there is still no definitive 

answer around exactly how long it should last. The Aberdeen Group (2006) states that 

onboarding new hires for less than a month is likely to impact retention rates negatively, 

citing that companies with onboarding programs that last less than a month are 9% less 

likely to keep their new hires for over a year, as compared to those with longer 

onboarding processes.  Laurano (2013) found that the timeframe which companies use to 

onboard their new hires varies widely, and that a period of one to three months is the 
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most common timeframe that companies use to complete onboarding experience (Figure 

1).  In this amount of time, employees can get set up from a tactical perspective, 

understand the company’s culture, receive adequate training for their role, and begin to 

understand if the company is indeed a good fit for them (Laurano, 2013). The Aberdeen 

Group (2016) also cautions employers to spread onboarding activities out appropriately 

over the allotted period of time, in order to ensure maximum benefit can be derived from 

each experience.  

Figure 1 

Average Length of the Onboarding Process 

In 2016, the Aberdeen group surveyed employers again and found that only 37% 

of companies used an onboarding period longer than one month to integrate new hires, 

and that about 15% of them still only provide one day for onboarding activities.   

 Within the context of the entire onboarding experience, there has also been some 

research on when specific components occur during the process. Klein, Polin, and Sutton 
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(2015) report that activities within the Guide category usually occur a few days prior to 

the newcomer’s start date; those within the Inform category (especially those within the 

communication sub-category) occur on the first day; and activities in the Welcome 

category tend to occur later within the first week of employment. They also found that 

activities in the Resources and Training sub-categories of the Inform category tended to 

begin in the second week of employment (Klein et al., 2015). Although many 

organizations use onboarding as a means to reduce the ramp up time for newcomers (e.g., 

Bauer, 2013; Coff & Kryscynski, 2011), Klein et al. (2015) found that the timing of 

onboarding practices is more complex than offering everything as early as possible in the 

onboarding experience. The only tactic that was found to be rated as more helpful based 

on the proximity to hire, was being shown how to navigate the company intranet or 

knowledge base. All other tactics seemed to vary based on the individual, types of 

activities offered and number of activities within the onboarding experience (Klein et al., 

2015). The individualization versus institutionalization of activities also have an effect on 

when they should be present within the onboarding experience:   

The use of more institutionalized socialization tactics (those characterized by 

collective experiences and formal socialization processes) were more 

advantageous for proximal outcomes, including role clarity, self-efficacy, and 

social integration. In contrast, organizations using more individualized 

socialization approaches (those characterized by less structured, “sink or swim” 

approaches where the newcomer is left to figure out the organization’s culture, 

norms, and one’s job) tend to result in lower levels of clarity, efficacy, and social 

integration. (Ellis et al., 2015, p. 209) 
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Established Best Practices 
 

There have already been extensive studies that prove how the new hire 

onboarding experience can impact employees and their companies in the long-term, but 

there has also been a great deal of investigation into what components and practices can 

be used to make an onboarding program successful. A few examples are highlighted 

below and throughout this study.  

Utilizing a centralized model. In the past, the Human Resources function has 

been primarily responsible for managing the onboarding of new hires, but companies are 

rapidly moving away from that model (Laurano, 2013). Onboarding new hires in a 

comprehensive and effective manner now requires coordinated efforts between various 

departments as well as thoughtful planning and communication (Bauer, 2013; Laurano 

2013). When it comes to working virtually, not only does the onboarding program itself 

have to adapt, but the communication and collaboration measures between the teams that 

are coordinating to plan these efforts must also adapt (Cascio, 2000; Flanagin & 

Waldeck, 2014). Bauer (2013) suggests that although the various support functions and 

stakeholders involved in the onboarding process work separately to some degree, the key 

to success is ensuring that they work seamlessly together. And although a high level of 

collaboration is required to fully onboard new hires, Laurano (2013) states that there 

should still be a centralized owner with full visibility and decision-making powers. While 

some companies use Human Resources, Recruiting, or a separate Onboarding function, 

companies are more commonly moving toward centralizing their onboarding programs 

within the Learning & Development function (Laurano, 2013). In addition to assigning 

clear ownership and a high level of stakeholder collaboration, this model can also help 
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increase visibility into the onboarding process across the organization (Laurano, 2013). 

As more companies are turning to managers and other individual business leaders to 

manage the onboarding within their function, it is imperative that these individuals 

understand what the onboarding journey looks like from start to finish, and where they 

have responsibility to plan and execute onboarding plans for their new hires (Laurano, 

2013). This allows for a fine balance of consistency across the company, including 

creating consistency across geographies, while still allowing for some customization and 

flexibility based on factors such as function, role, and local culture (Laurano, 2013).  

Implementing pre-boarding activities. Another best practice for onboarding is 

using pre-boarding or pre-hire onboarding activities to get new hires ready for their first 

day (Gruman & Saks, 2018). Krasman (2015) outlines the importance of setting 

expectations for the new hire’s first day and sending information over to them ahead of 

time in order to get them adequately prepared. Best in class organizations go a step 

further and provide opportunities for education and forms management prior to the first 

day of work (Laurano, 2013). Aberdeen (2016) found that companies who use pre-

boarding retain 81% of their first-year hires. Given that 73% of new hires want a 

thorough review of company policies within their first week of work, employers can send 

this information prior to the start date to allow more time for absorption (Aberdeen, 

2016). In addition to some basic education, the abundance of platforms that are available 

to help manage parts of the onboarding process means that repetitive and manual tasks 

can be automated with relative ease (Cascio, 2000). Best practice is for new hires to have 

their paperwork filled out prior to their start date, including filling out tax and payroll 

forms, work authorizations, reading and signing company policies, and filling out 


