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THE ONBOARDING 
PROCESS IS AN 
EXPERIENCE-CREATION 
PROCESS THAT EXTENDS 
FROM PRE-HIRE TO THE 
END OF THE EMPLOYEE’S 
FIRST YEAR ON THE JOB.

—survey respondent, open comments

An employee’s first few days are critically important, 
not only because organizations need to get their new 
hire up to speed as soon as possible, but also because 
the initial days at a new job hold huge influence over 
an employee’s decision to stay with the company 
long term. Onboarding must form a crucial part of 
an organization’s retention strategy, as around 26 
percent of employees have been with their jobs for less 
than a year, according to recent Department of Labor 
data.1 Also, 69 percent of new hires who take part in 
a structured onboarding process are likely to remain 
with a company for longer than 3 years.2 In addition, 
the Boston Consulting Group found in 2013 that 
onboarding had the second-highest business impact of 
22 HR practices.3

While onboarding has typically been geared toward 
new hires, organizations are now also onboarding 
transitional workers, to better prepare those moving 
into managerial or executive roles. Many organizations 
have been adapting and energizing their onboarding 
practices to better engage new employees and combat 
the mind-numbing monotony of forms, sign-ups and 
policies.

How do organizations define onboarding and how it 
fits into their overall strategy? Who is involved in the 
process and how does technology enhance onboarding 
efforts? What are examples of successful onboarding 
outcomes? To answer these questions and more, 
Human Capital Media — the research arm of Chief 
Learning Officer magazine — partnered with SilkRoad 
for the “2016 CLO Innovations in Onboarding Survey.” 
We examined best practices in onboarding and looked 

to see if organizations had success stories to tell and 
if there were any best practices that could be gleaned 
from their successes.
For more detailed demographic information, see Appendix.

The “2016 CLO Innovations in Onboarding Survey” 
received participation from 389 survey respondents at 
a number of organizations large and small.

•  Onboarding has become a longer process, expanding 
beyond new hires and lasting beyond an employee’s 
first few days.

•  Onboarding has become a more holistic process, 
moving beyond simply finishing compliance 
paperwork to encompass the instillation of mission, 
values and workplace culture.

•  Senior executives and L&D team members are 
frequent onboarding collaborators.

•  Onboarding practices are becoming more engaging 
and technology is being used more than ever.

•  Successful onboarding outcomes include increasing 
engagement, improving culture and reducing time to 
productivity.

--
1Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2014). Employee Tenure Summary. 2Ganzel (1998). Cited in Fast Company. 3Boston Consulting Group. (2013). Creating 
People Advantage 2013.
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What’s the point of onboarding? Why do it at all? While 
many organizations onboard to ensure success among 
their new hires, some organizations are interested in 
broadening onboarding’s scope to include anyone who 
may need assistance transitioning to a new role within 
the company. Such support shows commitment to 
employee success and makes them feel more valued at 
the organization. 

Among survey respondents, the top three goals for 
their onboarding process all relate to their new hires: 
increasing time to competency, employee engagement 
and retention. Beyond the top three goals, however, 
organizations include other team members in the 
onboarding process. Goals beyond helping new hires 
include improving organizational culture and providing 
support to employees transitioning among career levels 
(Figure 1). Culture in particular is critical, as 68.4 percent 
of organizations say integrating workplace culture is 
very important to their onboarding process.

With onboarding goals encompassing new hire success, 
culture improvements and seamless role transitions, it 
follows that organizations are extending the definition 
of onboarding to include more employees in the 

organization. This new definition is a true expansion 
and isn’t happening at the expense of junior employees. 
New hires still drive the onboarding conversation: 
nearly nine in 10 (88 percent) use onboarding for new 
hires. These employees gain company knowledge and 
individual job role knowledge during their first few 
days or weeks and complete required paperwork. 
Giving employees the knowledge they need to succeed 
right out of the gate could explain why more than 
half of organizations (55 percent) are now engaged 
in onboarding employees before their start date, 
assigning their new hires various preboarding tasks.

Whether the employee is new to the company or merely 
new to the department, the onboarding process allows 
an organization to get employees started productively 
in a new position. As such, some organizations have 
begun to onboard those employees transitioning to 
new roles. One in four (28 percent) organizations now 
use onboarding to assist employees in their transitions 
between general roles. Some organizations also 
onboard those employees moving into managerial or 
executive roles (Figure 2).

How long does onboarding take? How long should it 
take, keeping in mind the stated organizational goals 
of improving culture, retention and engagement? While 
filling out compliance paperwork may take up a day 
or more, other onboarding programs will take longer 
to achieve. As such, the process is getting longer for 
many organizations. Only 12 percent of organizations 
say their onboarding process lasts a single day. Nearly 
half (47.8 percent) of organizations onboard new 
hires beyond their first month of employment, while 
a quarter (27.3 percent) take onboarding to the first 
three months and beyond (Figure 3). Once compliance 
paperwork is complete, organizations will need to 

augment their onboarding programs with other 
activities to ensure employees get the most out of their 
onboarding experience.

The Why of Onboarding: GOALS

Extending the onboarding process 

Figure 1: Onboarding Goals

Improve new hire time to competency 56%

Increase new hire employee engagement 51%

Increase new hire retention 47%

Improve organizational culture 43%

Increase success rate of employees 
transitioning to new roles 37%

Figure 2: Onboarding throughout the 
employee lifecycle

We onboard new hires 88%

We onboard before the 
new hire start date

55%

We onboard during the 
transition to a new role 27%

We onboard during the 
transition to a managerial role 26%

We onboard during the transition 
to an executive role 18%

Figure 3: How long does onboarding 
last for new hires?

First 3 months 27%

First month 21%

First week 23%

First day 12%
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For new hires, the onboarding process gets them 
introduced to many members of the organization, as 
senior leaders, managers and other employees all 
lend a hand to make new hires feel welcome and bring 
them up to speed. For many organizations, the process 
starts with human resources. The onboarding process 
is centralized for more than half (53.1 percent) of all 
organizations, with other organizations decentralizing 
the process either by business unit (28.3 percent), 
geographic region (25.1 percent) or employee career 
level (13.5 percent). A centralized onboarding process 
makes sense for many organizations, as the HR 
team are typically the ones to conduct first-day new 
hire onboarding and are the most likely to own the 
onboarding process (Figure 4).

What about other members of the organizations; where 
do they come into the onboarding process? Managers 
— who own the onboarding process at 15.6 percent 

of organizations — are occasionally brought in to set 
learning goals for the new hire. In many organizations, 
learning goals are mutually agreed upon by the 
manager and the new hire (56.6 percent), although for 
slightly less than half of all organizations (42.7 percent), 
the manager alone sets learning goals. The L&D team 
can also have a hand in setting goals for new hires — as 
they do at 51.5 percent of organizations.

Senior executives also have a part to play in 
onboarding. Executive commitment and leadership 
visibility go a long way to making new hires feel 
valued by their new organization. The top ways senior 
leaders contribute to the onboarding process shows 
commitment not only to the new hires themselves, but 
to the overall strategy of improving workplace culture, 
engagement and retention. Leaders’ top onboarding 
activities are welcoming new hires, serving as subject 
matter experts (SMEs) for onboarding materials 
and setting onboarding strategy goals (Figure 5). By 
standing both in front of and behind the onboarding 
curtain, leaders can set strategy, work with new 
hires and managers to achieve onboarding goals and 
demonstrate commitment to new hires’ future.

The Who of Onboarding: STAKEHOLDERS

Figure 4: What department owns the onboarding 
process at your organization?

 Operations

 Other

 Managers

 Learning and  
     Development

 Human Resources

49%

20%

16%

13%

3%

Figure 5: Senior leaders’ involvement in 
onboarding

Welcome new employees during 
onboarding 63%

Serve as SMEs for onboarding materials 28%

Set strategy for onboarding process 25%

Direct involvement in 
onboarding new hires 21%

Mentor/coach new employees 17%
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With organizations extending the onboarding time 
beyond the first day, expanding the definition of 
onboarding to include goals like increased retention or 
improved company culture and broadening onboarding 
strategy to encompass those employees moving 
within the organization, they will need to incorporate 
new processes and practices into onboarding. How 
do organizations address both strategic and tactical 
onboarding goals?

Compliance is a large part of any first day; the average 
organization spends 3.8 hours per employee on 
required paperwork. Increasingly, that paperwork is 
being front-loaded into an online portal (37 percent). 
Only 21 percent of organizations say required 
paperwork is completed during a formal training 
process. In fact, preboarding as a whole is becoming 
more common at many organizations: 55 percent of 
organizations employ preboarding either during the 
recruitment process or after offer acceptance. 

There are a number of preboarding activities 
organizations incorporate into their processes. 
A prehire welcome packet is used by 56 percent 
of respondent organizations, while 39 percent of 
organizations include a phone call or meeting with 
the new hire’s direct supervisor. Online portals 
for paperwork are incorporated to speed up more 
organizations’ preboarding activities. These online 
portals are also used for connecting new hires with 
their new team members and as learning portals. 
Organizations also use preboarding to share company 
videos and online FAQs (Figure 6).

Once preboarding is complete, organizations use 
many different practices to assist new hires. Popular 
onboarding practices include connecting new hires to 
a peer buddy (56.6 percent), connecting new hires to 
mentors or coaches (48.3 percent) or scheduling check-
ins through regular employee surveys (43.4 percent). 
Some organizations incorporate team-building activities 
such as skits and scavenger hunts, while others 
incorporate the latest technology, such as simulations 
or games (Figure 7).

Technology plays a large part in the onboarding 
process for many organizations, assisting traditional 

classroom-based learning to reach large new hire 
segments in many different places, often on-demand. 
Classroom-based instructor-led training (ILT) is still 
used by a majority (73.3 percent) of organizations 
as an onboarding learning method. Newer learning 
techniques are widely used as well: 61.8 percent of 
organizations utilize self-paced e-learning in their 
onboarding process, while video is used by 45.5 
percent of respondent organizations. Mobile devices 
and gamification are also used by organizations as 
they allow employees to interact with their onboarding 
information (Figure 8). The top technologies currently 
being used in onboarding are video, online learning/
webinars and online onboarding portals (Figure 
9). Despite being used less often, 30 percent of 
organizations use discussion forums and social 
networking, while 13 percent use online conferencing 
software. By using a variety of learning methods and 
technology, organizations will be well-positioned to 
reap positive outcomes from their onboarding efforts.

The How of Onboarding: PROCESSES

Figure 6: Popular preboarding activities
Providing a prehire welcome packet 56%

Phone call meeting with direct supervisor 39%

Online portal that facilitates the 
completion of necessary paperwork 27%

Company videos 19%

Figure 7: Popular onboarding practices

Connecting new hires to peer buddy 57%

Connecting new hires to mentors/
coaches

48%

Scheduled check-in with new hires 
through surveys 43%

Providing a glossary of acronyms and 
organization-specific terms 41%

Team-building activities 27%

Figure 8: Learning methods used in onboarding

73%

62%

45%

8% 7%
Classroom 

ILT
Self-paced 
e-learning

Video Gamification Mobile 
learning

Figure 9: Technology used in onboarding

Video 61%

Online learning/ 
webinars

52%

Online onboarding portal 47%

Discussion forums/ 
social networking 30%



6SILKROAD | THE WHO, HOW AND WHY OF ONBOARDING

As we have seen, stated organizational goals regarding 
onboarding are to improve time to competency while 
increasing engagement and retention and bettering 
workplace culture. Organizations do this by involving 
employees up and down the organization in the 
onboarding process, and using a variety of learning and 
delivery methods. Assessing onboarding’s effectiveness 
through predefined metrics is essential for determining 
how successful onboarding efforts are at improving 
culture, engagement and retention.

What metrics should organizations track to determine 
onboarding’s effectiveness? Measurement tools vary a 
little among organizations. Quarterly or annual review 
processes are the most widely used measurement tools 
for new hire learning goals (65.4 percent). These review 

processes allow organizations to track progress toward 
learning goals. Also, 51.4 percent of organizations 
report tracking learning goals through a formal learning 
plan (Figure 10). 

How successful have organizations been at increasing 
culture, retention and engagement? Survey 
respondents report some success with their stated 
goals. More than half (53.1 percent) have seen an 
increase in employee engagement. Other outcomes, 
such as improving culture and increasing retention, are 
reported with varying degrees of success (Figure 10). 
With 72.5 percent of organizations spending as much as 
half of the onboarding process on instilling workplace 
culture, they expect to see a return on investment for 
those efforts, which is playing out for many (Figure 11).

Today’s onboarding processes go beyond making sure 
new hires have computers and fill out their 1099s. 
Successful onboarding goes beyond the first day and 
beyond required paperwork, introducing employees 
to workplace culture and giving them the tools they 
need to succeed at the organization. Such success is a 
team effort, requiring senior executives to set strategy 
and demonstrate leadership commitment through in-
person meetings, managers to set learning goals and 

human resource professionals to funnel all processes 
throughout the organization. By exposing new hires to 
the company culture from day one, employees will be 
better positioned to succeed within their roles. Savvy 
organizations don’t stop onboarding after the first week 
or even the first three months. These organizations 
onboard whenever an employee transitions to a new 
role, ensuring employee success both in the short- and 
long-term.

The What of Onboarding: OUTCOMES

CONCLUSION

Figure 10: Measuring the accomplishment of 
learning goals for new hires
We review programs toward learning goals 
through a quarterly/annual review process 65%

We track learning goals through a 
formal learning plan

51%

We track hours of training through our LMS 35%

We don’t track 11%

Figure 11: Organizational outcomes experienced 
as a result of improving the onboarding process

Increase in employee engagement 53%

Improved organizational culture 44%

Reduced time to productivity for new hires 39%

Increase in employee retention

Increase in productivity

35%

29%
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Survey Date
February-March 2016

Participants:
389

Organization Size
Less than 1,000:  
51.1 percent

1,000 – 10,000: 
29.8 percent

More than 10,000: 
19.2 percent

Geographic Distribution
One country, one location:  
29.4 percent

One country, multiple locations: 
37.3 percent

One country, some global presence: 
14.7 percent

Highly distributed: 
18.7 percent

Appendix: DEMOGRAPHICS

ABOUT
Silkroad
SilkRoad is a leading global provider of cloud-based, end-to-end talent management solutions that enable 
customers to find, attract, develop, and retain the best talent. SilkRoad includes Talent Acquisition, Talent 
Development: easy to deploy and use  — a single platform to rapidly boost employee engagement and business 
performance. Visit www.silkroad.com, follow on Twitter @SilkRoadTweets or call 866–329–3363 (U.S. toll free) or 
+1–312–574–3700.

Chief Learning Officer
Chief Learning Officer is the foremost resource in the rapidly growing industry of workforce learning and 
development. The flagship magazine and related network of publications, electronic media and international 
events have made Chief Learning Officer the pre-eminent source of thought leadership for senior-level executives. 
The magazine provides them with constant access to reliable, relevant information, as well as forums for 
connecting with other global learning leaders.

Human Capital Media
The Human Capital Media (HCM) Research and Advisory Group is the research division of Human Capital Media, 
publisher of Chief Learning Officer, Talent Management and Workforce magazines. The Research and Advisory Group 
specializes in partnered research solutions — customizable and proprietary deliverables that integrate seamlessly 
with existing sales and marketing programs. Leveraging our access to senior-level decision-makers and proven HR 
industry expertise, we undertake market and thought leadership research in the human resources industry. 
Creating custom content and presenting thought leadership research are all part of the Research and Advisory 
Group’s focus.

If you have any questions, contact Sarah Kimmel, vice president of research and advisory services: 
skimmel@humancapitalmedia.com.
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