
Research Summary

Strategic Onboarding Essentials 
to Improve Business Performance

November 2018

Brandon Hall Research Team



© 2018 Brandon Hall Group. Not Licensed for Distribution. 2

Strategic Onboarding Essentials to Improve Business Performance

Table of Contents
Demographics - 2018 Onboarding Study 3

Overview 4

Essential #1: Leverage Onboarding Technology to Drive Greater Impact 7

Essential #2: Make the Business Case for Greater Leadership Support of Onboarding  8

Essential #3: Make Assimilation Practices ‘Sticky’ and

Provide New Hires a View of Long-Term Opportunities at Your Organization  10

Essential #4: Include Learning and Development with Onboarding 13

Essential #5: Customize Onboarding by Employee Segment 14

Essential #6: Extend Onboarding for Transitioning Employees 15

Conclusions 16

Brandon Hall Group Research Methodology 17

About Brandon Hall Group 18

Authors and Contributors 18



© 2018 Brandon Hall Group. Not Licensed for Distribution. 3

Strategic Onboarding Essentials to Improve Business Performance

Demographics - 2018 Onboarding Study
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Study Demographics

90%

7%

1%

US/Canada

EMEA

APAC

32 Industries

36 Countries

581 Small, Mid-Size, and 
Large Organizations

21% 44% 35%
Less than 500

employees
501-4,999
employees

5,000+
employees

42%

9%
8%

HR/Talent/Talent-Acquisition Leader/Professional

Non-HR Professional or Individual Contributor

Business-Unit Operations Manager Role

  Total Responses

2% Caribbean/South America

Top 5: Healthcare, Education, 
Banking/Finance, Government, 
Manufacturing

2%

29% Learning/Leadership-Development Professional

Technical/Production Business Role

10% Executive/Senior Leadership
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Onboarding’s impact on business performance has increased dramatically over the past year, according to the latest Brandon 
Hall Group research. Part of the “secret sauce” to its business impact is extensive support from executives and C-Suite leaders 
who collaborate, participate, promote and invest in onboarding practices and technology. Those organizations achieve the 
highest level of improvement in their talent metrics compared to organizations that only receive some, little or no support 
from the C-Suite. 

Unfortunately, only about one-third of organizations actually receive extensive support from C-Suite leaders. To convince 
leaders to extensively support onboarding, HR professionals must build a business case and articulate the value of onboarding 
using key metrics, especially new-hire attrition, new-hire engagement and compliance.

Overview

New-hire
engagement

80%

58% 59%
67%

New-hire
referrals

New-hire
retention

New-hire 
time-to-proficiency

Organizations Seeing Improvement in New Hire Metrics* Based on C-Suite/Executive Support for Onboarding

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey (n=341 to 393)
*Excludes organizations that do not use a metric

Little to no support: With the exception of completing the necessary 
documentation, leaders feel almost all training and assimilation 

should be completed on the job. 

Some support: May collaborate and participate in onboarding 
new hires but does not see full value of onboarding. 

Extensive support: Collaborates, participates, promotes 
and invests in the onboarding practices and technology. 

54%

34% 35% 38%

Some, Little or No Support Extensive Support
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Another significant representation of the 
growing value of onboarding to organizations 
is that about 1.5 times as many organizations 
are now practicing at the highest levels of 
onboarding maturity compared to a year ago. 
The percentage of organizations at Level 3 and 
4 jumped from 31% in 2017 to 46% in 2018. 

This growth has been fueled, in part, by a 53% 
jump in the adoption of onboarding technology 

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2017 and 2018 Onboarding Surveys (n=2017: 323; 2018: n=2018: 513)

Level 4: Strategic 

Level 3: Formal

Level 2: Developing

Level 1: Ad Hoc

5%

26%

51%

18%

10%

36%

37%

18%

+100%

+38%

-27%

No change

Onboarding Trends 2017 vs. 2018

2017 2018 Difference

Level 1
Onboarding is done on an ad hoc basis. There is a lack of process and technology or tools and there are little or no onboarding resources.

Level 2
Organizations are currently developing a formal onboarding process and planning to acquire onboarding technology in near future. 
Onboarding practices are primarily related to document/task management and equipment provisioning. There is some measurement of 
onboarding effectiveness. 

Level 3
The onboarding process is aligned with organizational goals and integrated with talent management strategies. A dedicated onboarding 
technology solution is used. The organization consistently measures effectiveness of onboarding. Attention is paid to new hire engagement 
and assimilation. 

Level 4
Onboarding is fully linked to development/learning. There is a dedicated onboarding technology solution linked with ATS, Learning and 
other systems. High-potentials are identified. Engagement and assimilation processes are fully implemented. New hires are provided with 
mentors. Organizations seek continuous improvement of their practices. 

between 2017 and 2018. Organizations at Level 3 and 4 utilize onboarding technology; those at Level 2 and 1 either do not 
have technology or are planning to implement an onboarding technology solution.  



© 2018 Brandon Hall Group. Not Licensed for Distribution. 6

Strategic Onboarding Essentials to Improve Business Performance

This increase in onboarding maturity levels is having a dramatic impact on new-hire metrics. Those at the 
higher levels of onboarding maturity are from 35% to 103% more likely to see improvement in new hire 
metrics, such as new hire retention. The 59% increase in new hire referrals is especially compelling since it 
means that many new hires are becoming champions of the organization and are willing to recommend their 
employer to their personal connections. 

Though onboarding has made tremendous progress over the past couple of years, there is still a lot of untapped opportunity. 
Based on our research, we developed six essentials for increasing the impact of onboarding, which we will examine in the 
remainder of the report.

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey (n=395 to 399)

New-hire engagement

New-hire retention

Rate of new-hire referrals

Quality hires

Time-to-proficiency

54%

30%

34%

35%

32%

73%

54%

54%

54%

65%

Improvement in New Hire Metrics Based on Onboarding Maturity

Levels 1&2 Levels 3&4

35%

80%

59%

54%

103%

Increase in Likelihood
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Quality hires

    53%
                  38%

 
            51%
                 38%

Customer retention
  39%
    32%

Dedicated Onboarding Technology No Onboarding Technology

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey 
(n=399 to 406) 

Essential #1: Leverage Onboarding Technology to Drive Greater Impact
Over the past year, there has been 
a 53% jump in the percentage of 
organizations acquiring a dedicated 
onboarding-technology solution. 
Overall, another 18% of organizations 
intend to acquire onboarding 
technology in the next twelve months, 
and more than two-thirds of the 
organizations will have a dedicated 
onboarding solution in place by the 
end of next year.

Technology makes onboarding easier and improves its impact. Organizations that leverage technology for onboarding are 
about one-third more likely to see improvements in key performance metrics such as quality hires, customer satisfaction 
and organizational revenue than organizations without onboarding technology. Organizations using onboarding technology 
are better able to train and assimilate new hires, and that impact can be seen in quite a few metrics. 

Total Organizations

2017 20172018 2018

High-Performance Organizations

Trends in Use of Dedicated Onboarding Technology 2017 vs. 2018

Onboarding Technology Drives Year-Over-Year Improvement in Key Performance Indicators

26% 45%40% 52%

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2017 and 2018 Onboarding Surveys (n=2017: 250; 2018: n=2018: 404)

*High-performance organizations demonstrates a year-over-year increase in Key Performance 
Indicators such as employee engagement and retention, revenue, productivity, market share, 

customer satisfaction and retention and quality of hire.

Customer satisfaction

Market penetrationOrganizational revenue

   49%
         37%

        45%
        36%
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Organizations consider reporting, electronic forms, integration with systems, 
portals and personalization to be the most important functionalities of an 
onboarding technology solution. Integration is particularly important because 
more than six in ten organizations want to integrate onboarding with their 
applicant tracking system (ATS) and learning management system (LMS). The 
key to effective onboarding is the ability to provide new hires with access 
to potential development opportunities. Integrating the onboarding with the 
LMS greatly facilitates this aspect of onboarding. 

Organizations with extensive support from leadership and/or the C-Suite generally 
have higher levels of onboarding maturity than those only receiving little or no 
support. Unfortunately, about one-third of organizations indicate C-Suite or 
executive leaders extensively support onboarding. Half provide some support and 
one-sixth provide little support.

Top Five Onboarding Functionalities*

Dashboards/Analytics

Electronic forms, signatures

Integration with other systems

Portals (onboarding, pre-boarding)

Personalization (such as by department)

71%
70%
69%
69%
62%

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Surveys (n=237)
*Among Organizations that Currently Have or Plan to Acquire Onboarding Technology

Essential #2: Make the Business Case for Greater 
Leadership Support of Onboarding 
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Onboarding Maturity Levels by Extent of C-Suite/Executive Support

To build support from executives for onboarding, HR professionals must make the business case for a stronger commitment 
to onboarding, the need for onboarding technology and the value of effective onboarding. Metrics such as the rate of new-
hire attrition, the cost of new-hire attrition, time-to-proficiency and compliance requirements are must-haves for building a 
business case. Other important steps are:

Little

Some

Extensive

3%

 4%

                       19%

15%

     33%

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey (n=138 to 393)

52%

40% 42%

19%

4%

44%

• Identifying a champion to articulate the 
value of onboarding

• Building an internal team to confirm 
the need for better onboarding and to 
evaluate onboarding solutions

• Developing a timeframe for 
technology selection 

• Identifying a list of must-
have features 

• Identifying important 
onboarding metrics

• Developing a change-
management strategy 

Level 4:
Strategic

Level 3:
Formal

Level 2:
Developing

Level 1:
Ad hoc

25%
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Essential #3: Make Assimilation Practices ‘Sticky’ and Provide New Hires a 
View of Long-Term Opportunities at Your Organization 

Assimilating and engaging new hires 
during onboarding are among the top 
practice areas organizations want to 
improve during onboarding. As was 
revealed in our 2017 Onboarding 
research summary, The Business 
Benefits of Beyond-the-Basics 
Onboarding, organizations with 
effective assimilation practices are 
more likely to see improvement in 
employee engagement and retention 
levels than their counterparts with 
ineffective assimilation practices. 

Most organizations conduct 
assimilation activities with short-
term outcomes, like welcome letters, 
as opposed to ongoing assimilation 
efforts that help support new hires 
for a longer term, including discussing 
growth opportunities and introduction 
to coaches, mentors and employee 
resource groups. 

Explaining growth opportunities is not 
the only contributor to improvement 
in new-hire metrics, but it does 
influence new hires’ perceptions 
about their opportunities within 
the organization and may strongly 
motivate the new hire to grow their 
career within the organization. 

To enable new hires to get the most 
from their careers, it is important to 
ensure that the entire employment 
experience is represented during 
onboarding. For example, if there 
are employee mobility programs 
or employee resource groups, it is 
important to introduce them during 
onboarding, so the new hire can see 
the opportunities available to them. 

A larger percentage of 
organizations that explained 

growth opportunities to new hires, 
for example, compared to those 
that do not, saw improvement in 

their new-hire metrics:

New-hire engagement

New hire retention

Rate of referrals

Time-to-proficiency

vs.

vs.

vs.

vs.

72%

51%

50%

60%

53%

32%

37%

35%
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In the near future, a greater percentage of organizations will introduce coaches to new hires, explain growth opportunities, do 
some social networking, explain diversity and inclusion values and programs, and recognize new hires for their accomplishments. 
This momentum needs to continue. 

New-Hire Engagement and Assimilation Activities

Traditional orientation

Introduction to leaders

Welcome letter

Collaboration

Lunch with co-workers

Recognition of new hires 

D&I program/values

Intro to coaches/mentors

Growth opportunities

Intro to Employee Resource Groups

Social networking 

Intro to employee mobility program

Games/gamification

Currently Use Plan to in 12 Months

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey (n=459)

       85%
7%

         75%
 12%

       72%
   15%

             67%
   15%

         62%
    16%

      56%
22%

  51%
    27%

  51%
       31%

            50%
     29%

        39%
   19%

      36%
          28%

  18%
    21%

15%
       25%
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Five or more times per year

Two to four times per year

Once a year

Ad hoc

Never

To ensure that new hires assimilate into the culture, the 
organization must get feedback from them in a way that 
provides benchmarks, such as surveys. It’s important to get 
an early assessment of their engagement and assimilation at 
the 30-day point. This is critical; if a new hire’s experience is 
not what was expected, engagement levels drop dramatically 
and they are at risk for attrition.

After 30 days, follow up periodically throughout the year. 
According to our 2017 Evolution of Onboarding Survey, more 
than half the organizations indicate that most voluntary 
attrition for new hires occurs during the first six months of 
employment. 

Organizations that gather feedback from their new hires 
two or more times per year are much more likely than those 
that get feedback less frequently to see improvement in 
new-hire engagement levels. Paying attention to new-hire 
feedback and acting on it is one of the contributors to new 
hire engagement levels. 

Frequency of Gathering New Hire Feedback and 
Engagement Levels

5%

        38%

       13%

    22%

    22%

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey (n=438)
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Essential #4: Include Learning and Development with Onboarding
Almost all organizations implement a variety of learning and 
development practices. They primarily use a combination of 
experiential, informal and formal learning modalities. Goal-
setting and coaching or mentoring are used by about half 
the organizations. 

Most organizations use custom content, mostly created in-
house. Only a few use off-the-shelf content, MOOCS or no 
content at all. 

In terms of next practices, substantially more intend to use 
competency models, coaching/mentoring, gamification and 
goal-setting. 

Using competency models enable those managing 
onboarding to guide new hires in their responsibilities               
and expectations. 

New-Hire Engagement and Assimilation Activities

Experiential learning

Informal (peer-to-peer)

Formal (instructor-led)

Goal-setting 

Coaching/mentoring

Assessments

Competency models

Simulations

Gamification/gaming (badges etc.)

Currently Use Plan to in 12 Months

            75%
13%

        71%
  16%

    66%
 15%

        55%
   25%

        55%
    27%

                      48%
22%

      37%
       35%

    23%
      24%

18%
        27%

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey (n=459)
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Essential #5: Customize Onboarding by Employee Segment

For instance, remote employees working at home or in the field are the least engaged of all employee 
segments. In Brandon Hall Group’s 2018 Employee Engagement Practices Survey, few organizations 
indicated they have highly engaged remote workers. For these employees to feel connected to 
the rest of the organization, they should have in-person meetings with their supervisors/managers 
and co-workers, and have the ability to communicate with their team and other new hires in the 
onboarding solution. 

Remote employee 
(at home or in field)

Contingent or 
contract employees

FTEs that are offsite, 
like a warehouse

Diverse employees Employees who 
job-share

Organizations Customizing Some Aspects of Onboarding by Employee Segment 
(Among Organizations Onboarding that Segment)

62% 60% 56% 49% 43%

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey (n=429)

To assimilate and engage new hires, it is important to customize the onboarding experience. 
There are segments of the employee population that may not be highly engaged, and their lack of 
engagement begins during onboarding.
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Promotions

Lateral moves

Relocations

Re-entry after leave

Off-boarding

Promotions

Lateral moves

Relocations

Re-entry after leave

Off-boarding

Promotions

Lateral moves

Relocations

Re-entry after leave

Off-boarding

Essential #6: Extend Onboarding for Transitioning Employees
Employee engagement and support are important throughout the talent lifecycle. Organizations must facilitate transitions, for 
example, so they are efficient and successful. Onboarding technology can support this by helping with document management, 
workflows, training and assimilation. 

Overall, about one quarter of organizations use onboarding technology to support transitions. Among high-performance 
organizations, that percentage jumps to two-fifths for promotions and lateral moves, and is slightly over one-third for the 
remaining transitions. High-performance organizations understand that to keep productivity and engagement levels high, it 
is necessary to ensure successful employee transitions. 

Extent Onboarding is Used to Support Transitioning Employees

Source: Brandon Hall Group 2018 Onboarding Survey (n=419)
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         28%

    24%

21%

     25%

   23%

            32%

           31%

    26%

       28%

    26%

         40%

          45%

      53%

             47%

      51%
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Conclusions

Organizations must improve 
onboarding maturity levels by 
formalizing assimilation and training 
practices, leveraging onboarding 
technology and linking onboarding 
to the LMS so new hires can easily 
pursue development opportunities. 
Organizations at mature onboarding 
levels (3 and 4) see greater impact 
in new-hire metrics, including 
engagement and retention. 

The use of competencies during 
onboarding is often overlooked. 
They can help the organization 
guide new hires’ expectations of 
their roles and responsibilities. 

If your organization’s leadership 
is not significantly supporting 
onboarding, build a business 
case to show its impact on 
talent and business metrics. 
Identify a champion to articulate 
the connection between 
onboarding and improved 
organizational performance.  

Concentrate on “sticky” 
assimilation and engagement 
activities that show new hires  
their paths to the future,  
especially growth opportunities. 
Get early feedback from them 
about their experiences starting 
at the 30-day point. 

Customize onboarding for  
employee segments like 
remote hires so they can build 
strong connections with the 
organizations, regardless of 
their location. 

Derive greater value from 
onboarding by using it to 
support employee transitions, 
like relocations. Many of the 
features needed to support 
employee transitions, such as 
form completion, are already 
available in onboarding solutions. 

Use multiple modalities and 
approaches to foster learning 
during onboarding. New hires 
must be able to recall and apply 
their learning to their job and be 
motivated to attain their goals. 
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Brandon Hall Group Research Methodology

PHASE PHASE PHASE PHASE PHASE

Client-Centered Business Goals

Evaluation of Business 
and Talent Landscape

We study current 
trends to hypothesize 
about how they might 
influence future events 
and what effect those 
events is likely to have 
on your business. We 

then prepare a project 
outline and circulate to 

executives and 
practitioners in the 
particular field for 

feedback and insights 
before our research 
survey is developed. 

Quantitative Surveys 
and Qualitative 

Interviews

To test our hypothesis, 
we gather empirical 

insights through formal 
and informal surveys. To 

check assumptions 
generated from surveys 
and to add context to 
the empirical survey 

data, we talk to 
Executives, Chief Human 
Resources Officers, VPs 

of Talent and other 
business leaders as well 

as HR, Learning and 
Talent Leaders and 

employees.

Scholarly Reviews and 
Expert Resident Knowledge

We study and analyze 
renowned academic 

research comparing and 
contrasting their findings to 

our own and again engage in 
rapid debate to ensure our 
findings and analysis stand 

the tests of business 
usability. New perspectives 
are shaped and added as 

appropriate. Our 
quantitative and qualitative 

findings are also shared 
within our internal research 

community and rapidly 
debated in peer review 

sessions to test validity and 
practicality.

Market Testing and 
Emergent Trends

We fortify and validate our 
initial findings, leading 

practices and high impact 
processes within the analyst 

environment, our own 
Advisory Board and select 

other clients and prospects 
that offer fair assessment of 
the practicality and usability 

of our findings, practices, 
and processes. After 

studying and analyzing all 
collected data, we see and 

document patterns 
emerging within 

high-performing companies. 

Analytics-Based Reports 
and Tools Publication

After verifying our 
position internally, in 

alignment with scholarly 
research, and the market 
and completing rigorous 

peer reviews, our 
findings, leading 

practices and high 
impact processes are 

documented and 
published, made 
available to our 

members, in the form of 
reports, tools and online 

searchable databases.

Employer
Brand

Business
Performance

Client
Loyalty

Market 
Leadership
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Brandon Hall Group is a HCM research and advisory services firm that provides insights around key performance areas, including Learning 
and Development, Talent Management, Leadership Development, Talent Acquisition, and HR/Workforce Management.

With more than 10,000 clients globally and 25 years of delivering world-class research and advisory services, Brandon Hall Group is focused 
on developing research that drives performance in emerging and large organizations, and provides strategic insights for executives and 
practitioners responsible for growth and business results. 

About Brandon Hall Group

Daria Friedman (daria.friedman@brandonhall.com) wrote this report. She is the Principal Analyst overseeing the talent 
acquisition practice for Brandon Hall Group. Previously, Daria led the research practice for Bernard Hodes Group, a recruitment 
solutions agency, and Findly, a talent acquisition software service provider.

Richard Pachter (richard.pachter@brandonhall.com) edited this report. He is the Content Manager at Brandon Hall Group, 
responsible for editing research assets and other content. He has experience as a journalist, copywriter, editor and marketer, 
and served as the Miami Herald’s internationally syndicated business books columnist for more than a decade.

Mike Cooke (mike.cooke@brandonhall.com) contributed to this report. He is CEO and Principal HCM Analyst at Brandon Hall 
Group. Mike has more than 20 years experience in human capital management and the research, software and technology 
industries. Before running Brandon Hall Group, Mike was co-founder of AC Growth, a research and consulting firm, and VP and 
General Manager of Field Operations at Bersin & Associates, a global analyst and consulting services firm in all areas of HCM.
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Our Services
GET HELP TO DRIVE RESULTS FOR YOUR TALENT
In today’s volatile and global business climate, managing talent for high-performance plays an increasingly crucial role in an organization’s growth and 
future success. Effective talent management is a top priority in organizations everywhere because, while organizations recognize the need to obtain 
and retain people with the very best skills, they continue to struggle to implement effective strategies to do so. HR and Learning professionals need 
to be able to successfully define organizational talents needs and skills, identify talent strengths and career goals, and align organizational needs to 
individual needs. Rethink your strategy, validate your assumptions, transform your business, and optimize your time with the use of reliable data, 
tools, and guidance.

PLAN ATTRACT DEVELOP PERFORM RETAIN OPTIMIZE

GET HELP WITH YOUR HR SERVICES MANAGEMENT & DELIVERY

As described in the employee lifecycle, processes are linked to employee transactional processes (e.g., compensation, benefits, compliance, contin-

gent workforce management, etc.) via workforce planning and analytics.

• Policies/Process/Procedure 

• Payroll

• Expense Management

• Benefits & Compensation

• Contingent Workforce Management

• Compliance

• Time & Labor Management

Subscribe To Our Interactive Data-Benchmarking Tool: DataNow®
All the data from our studies is available by subscription to DataNow®. DataNow® is Brandon Hall Group’s interactive data-benchmarking tool. Orga-
nizations use it to make data-based decisions, find leading practices, benchmark, and more. You can also filter the data by company size, revenues, 
and industry segments to give you a fully customized view. Learn more about DataNow®.

http://datanow.brandonhall.com/
http://datanow.brandonhall.com/
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Our Services (Continued)
GET CONSULTING HELP WITH...

• Strategy and Planning

• Governance & Business Alignment

• Executive Management

• Team Development

• Measurement & Analytics

• Program Design & Deployment

• Technology Selection, Manage-
ment & Integration

Membership Offers Tailored Support
At the core of our offerings is a Membership Program that combines research, benchmarking and unlimited access to data and analysts. The 
Membership Program offers insights and best practices to enable executives and practitioners to make the right decisions about people, processes, 
and systems, coalesced with analyst advisory services which aim to put the research into action in a way that is practical and efficient. Membership 
also provides you direct access to our seasoned team of thought leaders dedicated to your success, backed by a rich member community, and proac-

tive support from our client services team.

RESEARCH ACCESS & EVENTS
• Reports 
• Case Studies, Frameworks & Tools
• DataNow® & TotalTech®
• Webinars and Research Spotlights
• Annual HCM Conference

ADVISORY SUPPORT
• Ask the Expert
• 1 on 1 Consultations
• Research Briefings
• Benchmarking

CLIENT SUCCESS PLAN
• Your Priorities
• Executive Sponsor
• Client Associate
• Monthly Meetings

• Organizational Structure

• Measurement & Analytics

• Change Management

• Budgeting & Forecasting

CLICK HERE TO LEARN MORE

http://BrandonHall.com

