Onboarding Guide

Congratulations on your new hire! You’ve found the right person—now it’s time to set them up for success. 
The first few weeks on the job are some of the most important in an employee’s journey, shaping how they engage, perform, and grow within your organization. That’s why a thoughtful and structured onboarding process is more than just a warm welcome—it’s a strategic investment in your team’s future.

Many people confuse onboarding with orientation, but they are not the same. 

Orientation is a one-time event focused on administrative basics like paperwork, benefits, and policies. 

Onboarding, on the other hand, is an ongoing process that can last 90 days or more. It’s designed to help new employees understand their role, connect with the company culture, build relationships, and begin contributing meaningfully to their team.

This guide will share the benefits of onboarding and walk you through best practices to create a smooth and engaging experience for your new employee. 

Benefits of Employee Onboarding

Employee onboarding is a critical process that helps new hires integrate into a company, align with its goals, and contribute effectively. 

Key reasons why onboarding is essential:

1. Enhances Productivity: Structured onboarding provides employees with the tools, resources, and knowledge they need to perform their roles effectively from the start.
2. Improves Retention: A positive onboarding experience fosters engagement and reduces turnover. Studies show that employees who go through a structured onboarding process are more likely to stay with the company long-term.
3. Builds Engagement and Culture: Onboarding introduces new hires to the company culture, values, and mission, helping them feel like part of the team and fostering a sense of belonging.
4. Clarifies Expectations: It ensures that employees understand their roles, responsibilities, and performance expectations, reducing confusion and frustration.
5. Reduces Costs: High turnover and poor performance can be expensive. Onboarding minimizes these risks by setting employees up for success.
6. Enhances Employer Branding: A strong onboarding process reflects positively on the company, reinforcing its reputation as a great place to work.



Best Practices for Onboarding New Employees

Below are practices employed by some of the best organizations to ensure a seamless and impactful onboarding experience:
1. Start Onboarding Before Day One
· Best Practice: Initiate pre-boarding activities, such as sending welcome and introductory emails and access to an online portal (if applicable) with key information. 
· Examples:
· Send an email to the new hire confirming the start date and time to arrive, parking details, dress code, and any documentation needed to complete new hire paperwork.
· Provide company swag (e.g., branded notebooks, water bottles) and a personalized welcome email.
· Prepare workspace: Ensure the employee’s desk, computer, and necessary supplies are ready.
· Remote employees: Ensure necessary items are sent in advance of the start date.
· Why It Works: Prepares new hires mentally, reduces first-day anxiety, and sets a positive tone for the employment relationship.

TIP: Don’t forget to include information about your work culture that may be helpful.  For example, “We encourage jeans but only on Fridays” or “We are a casual bunch so put that suit back in the closet. Comfortable clothes are welcome!”

2. Create a Structured, Long-Term Onboarding Plan
· Best Practice: Develop a detailed plan that spans several months, focusing on key milestones like training and role-specific goals.**
· Examples:
· 30-60-90 day plans outlining expectations and achievements.
· Scheduled check-ins with managers and mentors.
· Why It Works: Employees have a roadmap for success and sufficient time to fully adapt to their roles and the company culture.

TIP:  Document the onboarding plan to ensure a consistent and streamlined process for all new hires.

**Additional information on creating milestones is included in this guide. 

3. Assign a Work Mentor
· Best Practice: Pair new hires with experienced employees who can guide them through both formal processes and informal nuances of the company culture.
· Examples:
· Assign a peer or work mentor to answer questions and provide advice.
· Encourage regular coffee chats, lunch, or regular check-ins between mentors and new hires.
· Why It Works: New hires feel supported, build relationships faster, and gain insider knowledge from their peers.

TIP:  Be sure to provide your work mentors with clear expectations and training to support them in their roles.
4. Focus on Team and Organization Inclusion
· Best Practice: Include activities that immerse new hires into the company’s mission, values, and culture. Incorporate team-building exercises and fun events.
· Examples:
· Host a welcome lunch, team meeting, or outing. For remote employees, consider a virtual coffee hour or send a gift card for a food delivery service for lunch with the team.
· Conduct sessions on the company’s history, core values, and community initiatives.
· Why It Works: Whether it’s one new hire or several employees starting at the same time, in-person or remote, customizing the onboarding experience allows employees to feel like part of the team, boosting engagement and loyalty.

5. Provide Continuous Feedback and Support
· Best Practice: Schedule regular feedback and check-ins between the new hire and their supervisor during the onboarding period. Be sure to adjust the training and onboarding schedule based on the new hire’s progress and feedback.  
· Examples:
· Schedule weekly one-on-ones with the manager during the first month. During these meetings, review performance expectations, share more about the company culture, and answer any questions that may come up. Consider including feedback on soft skills such as time management and communication style as needed.
· Why It Works: Helps identify and resolve challenges early, reinforces positive behaviors, and demonstrates the company’s commitment to employee development.

TIP:  Send a simple survey to the new employee to gather feedback on the onboarding experience and use those insights for improvement in the onboarding process.


Learning Milestones  

As part of the onboarding process, consider creating learning milestones. Milestones in onboarding plans are key checkpoints or goals that mark important stages of a new employee’s integration into the company. They help track progress, reinforce learning, and ensure alignment with role expectations and company culture. 

Milestones help:
· Break the onboarding journey into manageable phases.
· Provide a timeline for learning systems, processes, and expectations.
· Encourage consistent follow-up and feedback between manager and new hire.
· Identify skill gaps early or clarify misunderstandings.

Milestones Benefits
1. Clarity & Direction: Milestones provide clear objectives that reduce ambiguity and anxiety for new hires.
2. Increased Engagement: When employees know what success looks like, they’re more motivated and connected.
3. Faster Ramp-Up: Structured milestones ensure that critical knowledge and skills are acquired efficiently.
4. Better Manager Support: Milestones create built-in opportunities for check-ins and coaching.
5. Consistency Across Teams: They standardize the onboarding experience regardless of team or location.

Milestone Creation
Creating onboarding milestones should be a collaborative process involving several key stakeholders who understand the role and organizational context. 
· Hiring manager and direct supervisor play a central role by defining job responsibilities, setting performance expectations, and identifying critical early tasks.
· HR team ensures the milestones align with company values, compliance needs, and consistency across departments.
· Team members can offer peer-level insight, support relationship-building, and guide informal norms and expectations. 
· IT or operations coordinate technology setup, and systems access. 
· For senior or cross-functional roles, it’s also beneficial to involve an executive sponsor or stakeholders from other departments the new hire will regularly collaborate with. 

Together, this group ensures the onboarding milestones are realistic, relevant, and set the new hire up for long-term success.

Length of the Onboarding Milestones
The length of onboarding depends on several factors including role complexity, company size, industry, and goals of the onboarding program. 

Here's how to determine the right duration—and whether a 30-60-90 day or longer (3–6–9 month) approach is best.

Factors That Influence Onboarding Duration

	Factor
	Shorter Onboarding 30–90 days
	Longer Onboarding 3–9 months

	Role Complexity
	Routine tasks, clearly defined duties
	Strategic, cross-functional, or technical responsibilities

	Experience Level
	Entry-level or industry-experienced hires
	Executive, leadership, or career-changers

	Team Size/Resources
	Small team with close manager support
	Large team, decentralized or remote environment

	Learning Curve
	Limited systems, short training period
	Specialized software, compliance, customer systems

	Cultural Integration
	Simple, fast-paced culture
	Nuanced or highly collaborative company culture






	Example
	

	Day 1
	Complete HR paperwork and tech setup

	Week 1
	Meet team members learn org chart, attend orientation

	Week 2
	Review role expectations, begin initial training

	30 days
	Complete job shadow or training modules

	60 days
	Take ownership of specific tasks or a project

	90 days
	Complete first major deliverable, receive performance feedback




Example by Role:

1.  New Sales Associate
· Week 1: Complete CRM training.
· Week 2: Shadow two sales calls.
· Day 30: Conduct mock pitch and receive feedback.
· Day 60: Book 3 discovery calls independently.
· Day 90: Close first deal.

2.  New HR Generalist
· Week 1: Learn HRIS system and organization structure.
· Week 2: Attend one-on-one with each department head.
· Day 30: Run onboarding session for a new hire.
· Day 60: Draft and present policy proposal.
· Day 90: Lead employee relations case or exit interview with guidance.


Summary
Whether you’re onboarding a remote employee, a frontline worker, or a new leader, effective onboarding will help you build clarity, confidence, and connection with your new employee, starting on day one.
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