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Does My Organization Need a Strategic Onboarding 
Program?

“Our employees make the 
difference.”

“Our employees are our 
greatest asset.”

“Our employees are our 
greatest competitive 
advantage.”

Yes, good employees are 
critical to an organization’s 

success and most organizations 
seek the best they can afford 
and work to train and keep 
them. But organizations have 
specific missions, goals, and 
constraints, too. The cost 
of obtaining, developing, 
and retaining the very best 
employees must be balanced 
against their other organization 
requirements and operational 
constraints.

So, when the headlines about strategic onboarding grab your attention, take a moment to consider 
whether it’s the best investment for your organization. In this article, we will answer the following 
questions to help you do so.

• What is strategic onboarding?

• What are the benefits of strategic onboarding?

• Does my organization need a new or revised strategic onboarding approach?

• What are my next steps?
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What is Strategic Onboarding?
Strategic onboarding is not a glorified orientation.

 Orientation A short event that provides the information a new hire needs to get started

 Onboarding A long-term process that fully integrates a new hire into the organization and  
  provides the information and support needed for success

Orientations provide new hires, and the newly promoted, the basic information needed to get started 
on the tasks and work for which they were hired.  It may include a few hours with human resources to 
complete required paperwork and then a few hours meeting teammates and learning where the break 
room is. Sometimes, a co-worker is assigned to act as the “go-to person” for questions. 

The focus of strategic onboarding is to fully integrate new hires into the organization and provide the 
full range of tools they need to succeed. Onboarding is a long-term process, typically 6–12 months, 
with experiences designed to help the new person assimilate into the culture, develop internal 
networks, and develop the skills and understanding needed to perform his or her job at a high 
degree of proficiency as quickly as possible. It includes traditional orientation and new hire training 
components, but can also include guided networking opportunities, mentoring, coaching, goal setting, 
regular assessments and feedback, and focused skill development opportunities.

In summary, orientations are typically an HR event, while onboarding is an organization-wide, 
systematic progression leading the new hire from enthusiastic newbie to adept and integrated 
employee.
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What are the benefits of strategic onboarding?
Strategic onboarding addresses multiple facets of a new hire’s 
work experience. It should be designed to fit the unique needs 
of each organization and be adaptable to the new hires’ needs. 
Therefore, the specific benefits organizations realize will vary. But 
overall, every organization should expect that strategic onboarding 
will enhance the bottom-line. Sample outcomes that support this 
bottom-line benefit include:

• Maximized retention of high-performers

 - Reducing recruitment and training costs

• Enhanced transition of institutional knowledge and skills to new hires

 - Supporting service consistency over time

• Reduced individual time to performance

 - Enabling performance at or above expectations that maximizes productivity and efficiency 
and reduces errors and missed opportunities

 - Improving employee level of engagement and commitment to and execution of 
organization goals

 - Promoting greater self-sufficiency and independent decision making

Though results vary by organization, studies indicate these promises are attainable.

• “New employees who went through a structured onboarding program were 58%more likely 
to be with the organization after three years.” (“SHRM Presentation” by The Wynhurst Group, 
April 2007)

• Organizations with a standard onboarding process experience 54% greater new hire pro-
ductivity and 50% greater new hire retention (http://www.urbanbound.com/blog/slide-
share-is-your-onboarding-process-broken)

• Employees whose companies have longer onboarding programs gain full proficiency 34% faster 
than those in the shortest programs (http://www.urbanbound.com/blog/onboarding-info-
graphic-statistics).

Does my organization need a new or revised onboarding strategy?
With the competition for an organization’s limited resources, you want to carefully consider which 
initiatives are likely to have the most net-positive effect on the bottom-line and which ones you want 
to champion. Asking yourself these questions can help determine if an intentional and standardized 
onboarding program is one of those initiatives. 

54% 
greater new hire 

productivity with on-
boarding process

34% 
faster speed to 

performance with 
longest onboard-

ing process
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How is turnover affecting my organization?

Who is leaving?

• New hires or newly promoted
• Highly desired/recruited, high potential new hires
• Average or low-performers
• Those from specific departments or areas
• Those of a certain age or experience level
• Those with critical experience, knowledge, or skill

When are they leaving? • Time from hire or promotion

How would improving turnover 
with new hires or newly promoted 
employees affect my organization?

Reduce recruiting and training costs
• Realization of benefits from fully trained and engaged 

employees
• Higher customer satisfaction
• Higher productivity and efficiency
• Reduced errors or missed opportunities

Would a different approach to 
integrating the new employee help 
retain them?

Do the new hires need:
• More connections to do their jobs or to feel at home
• More understanding of the culture and how to succeed within 

it
• More support in understanding how to perform their jobs
• More confidence that they have career development 

opportunities and a road map to get there

are our new Hires and newly promoted meeting performance expectations?

Are they attaining our highest levels 
of performance expectations?

• How would it affect my organization if my employees reached 
a high-level of performance instead of an “acceptable” level?

How long does it take to reach the 
“break even” level of productivity?

• How would it affect my business if I were able to speed my 
new hires to desired performance levels by 54%?

wHat cHanges to my work force are anticipated?

Will we be losing many current 
employees to retirement?

• What skills and institutional knowledge will we lose? 
• How can we transition this to current and new employees?

Do we see intense growth across 
the organization or within a specific 
department or geographical area?

• How do we maximize speed to performance and minimize 
errors and missed opportunities

• How do we retain these new people during the crucial first 
year?

Are we acquiring an organization or 
merging with another?

• How do we integrate others into our organization without 
losing the strengths they bring?
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Next Steps
If you determine that a new or revised onboarding approach would help your organization, you have a 
few more steps to complete before putting pen to paper and drafting your plan.

1. Identify the specific organization goals you want to affect and the necessary, supporting 
onboarding objectives.

This will require some assessment work. It can be tempting to skip or minimize this step, especially 
to avoid the perception that you’re wasting time and money studying a problem that seems 
obvious. But, the actual contributors of poor retention or lack luster new-hire performance are 
not always obvious. Taking time to identify the specific opportunities that can be addressed by 
onboarding will set the stage for a maximized return-on-investment (RPO) because you target the 
right issues.

Example

Organization Goal Strategy Human Capital 
Management Needs Onboarding Objectives

Maintain annual 
10% revenue and 3% 
profit growth

• Maintain 12% 
growth in sales

• Maintain 90% 
client retention

• New hires attain 
“good” level of 
proficiency within 6 
months of start

• Develop new hires to 
“very good” within 12 
months

• Retain 90% of new 
hires for at least 24 
months

• Attain new hire satisfaction 
with organization and job of 
90% throughout onboarding 
process

• Provide networking 
opportunities and activities 
to ensure new hires recognize 
and use at least five sources of 
performance support

• Each new hire will have 
development plan for 
performance specific skills 
within four months of hire

• Each new hire will have 
development feedback at 
least four times within first six 
months

2. Draft an onboarding approach, including how you will:

• Lead new hires through the required paperwork

• Orient new hires to their job requirements and resources

• Develop the employees’ job related knowledge and skills

• Enable employees to develop meaningful connections that provide support in job performance 
and in creating individual career paths

• Help the employee understand and adapt to the organization culture and expectations 
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3. Identify the required activities and support required by all departments and key individuals 
throughout the organization to execute the onboarding design.

4. Estimate the investment required and the expected return-on-investment.

5. Obtain executive level commitments.

• A comprehensive, effective onboarding approach requires more than the HR department. 
Many departments and individuals are involved and the organization structure, policies, and 
procedures must be in place to ensure the process is consistently implemented. Executive com-
mitment to defining and implementing these elements is needed.

• Consider proposing a pilot onboarding process that focuses on key employees, departments, or 
geographic areas. This would help control the initial investment and help work out any glitches 
that negatively affect the final outcomes

Summary
A comprehensive, strategic onboarding process can positively affect your organization’s bottom–line 
and can support the employee-employer relationship your organization seeks. It takes a champion to 
think through the opportunities and gather the commitment to ensuring it is appropriately designed 
and implemented. Take time to investigate what organizational goals you can positively affect and 
what onboarding components will provide the best ROI.

About Gillespie Associates

Established in 1989, Gillespie Associates is a talent and organization development consulting company. It has 
become a trusted partner in designing, developing, and implementing customized award-winning performance-
based solutions. We help clients determine the appropriate approaches for their needs and then create top-
notch classroom, online, mobile, and blended courses on a broad range of topics, including: sales skills, business 
skills, technical training, process training, and compliance. Gillespie Associates also enables superior business 
performance by consulting with executives to maximize the efficiency and productivity of their organizations 
using a variety of organizational consulting disciplines and techniques, principally applied behavioral sciences. 

For more information regarding Onboarding, contact Karen Barrow at Gillespie Associates:

email: kbarrow@gillespieassociates.com

tel: 585.287.8191


