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An Introduction to Onboarding

On·board·ing 
noun: onboarding; plural noun: onboardings

1. the action or process of integrating a new employee into an organization or familiarizing a 
new customer or client with one’s products or services.

2. I.e.: “After the initial onboarding is complete, continue to offer new hires relevant training  
and development opportunities.”

 
Generally, employers want their new hires to be successful. Going through all the  
recruitment, the interviews, and the paperwork can be exhausting. Who would want to go  
through that process again?

Yet most companies – big or small – have high turnover rates when it comes to new recruits.  
So, why are there so many new employees slipping through the cracks, and leaving less than  
3 months in? Why is retention such a big challenge? Unfortunately, most onboarding programs  
are in desperate need of an overhaul. For a new employee, the most important question they  
need answered is, “Did I make the right choice?”. Setting and managing expectations is key in  
creating a positive introduction to your company and its culture.

So, what is onboarding? To put it simply, it’s the process of getting a new employee set up to  
do their job successfully. But we think it goes deeper than the definition. Onboarding is also  
the most crucial step in creating a sense of belonging and cultivating loyalty to a new company. 
This tool provides an overview of the necessary ingredients for a proactive onboarding program. 
You will come away with tangible, easy-to-implement initiatives to help grow your talented team 
and keep them engaged and empowered from day one!

Why is Onboarding Important?

Engages new hires effectively

Improves retention of  
new employees

Enhances productivity  
and quality of work

Elevates a sense of belonging  
for the employee

Decreases the waste of valuable  
resources – time and money

Increases the rate in which new  
hires start contributing
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The Building Blocks of Effective Onboarding

If we were to distill the most important components of an onboarding program,  
they would fall into these categories:

• Policies and Procedures: Ensure the compliance aspect of the onboarding is covered.

• Transparency: Manage expectations and double check that the new hire understands  
their role, their duties, and all policies and procedures.

• Culture: Communicate the company norms, both formal and informal.

• Belonging: Cultivate a feeling of connection immediately to ensure the new hire  
is comfortable in their new role.

 
What’s the Difference Between Orientation & Onboarding?

One of the most common misconceptions about onboarding is that it’s the same as  
orientation. This may be one the biggest reasons why most ‘onboarding’ programs are  
actually just first-day orientation packages in disguise. Why is it critical to distinguish  
between onboarding and orientation? Because it can be the biggest difference between  
an effective, continuous onboarding program and a one-time, inadequate orientation. We’ve  
broken it down a bit further to highlight the most important differences between the two:

Orientation Onboarding

Definition: a part of onboarding where a new 
employee is provided information such as 
working hours, duties, performance standards, 
benefits and facilities, and more.

Definition: the action or process of integrating  
a new employee into an organization.

Who: Hiring manager, HR manager Who: Coworkers, Mentors, Hiring Manager,  
HR Manager, Company Owner

Structure: Presentation, one-on-one meeting, 
handbook, checklist, training guide, policy 
manual

Structure: Performance reviews, lunch and 
learns, company events, coffee chats with 
coworkers

When: The employee’s first day; usually lasts 
between 1-4 hours

When: Ongoing; timeframe can vary from  
30 days to a full year

Purpose: Formal training, setting expectations, 
reviewing policies and procedures

Purpose: assimilate the new employee into 
the organization + the culture as quickly and 
efficiently as possible
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Get Your Preboarding Priorities Straight 

Why You Should Start Onboarding Immediately

If preboarding is a mysterious process to your team, then it’s time to learn what it’s all about.  
Preboarding encompasses the methods of communication and initiatives that occur during the 
time between the job offer being signed and the employee’s first day. We’ve all experienced the 
long lapse between excitedly signing an offer and the first day on the job. The white noise  
between these two important steps in the employee experience can be deafening.

That’s why it’s important to start preboarding your new hires as soon as the ink dries on the  
offer letter! Preboarding is a critical step in the employee journey and it can smooth out the  
orientation and onboarding process. Also, the benefits of preboarding are enormous. Preboarding 
increases excitement and engagement, improves early retention, and reduces the amount of new 
hire no-shows.

 
Preboarding Practices to Engage Your New Hires Before Their First Day

We’ve curated a list of some fun and practical preboarding ideas to help get your  
new employees excited for their first day:

• Invite your new hires to company events, seminars or workshops

• Schedule a lunch or coffee date with their manager and/or the team they work with

• Encourage the new hires to complete a fun survey to learn more about them

• Send a “Welcome to the team!” email with personal messages from their new team

• Email them the administrative papers (tax forms, benefit forms, etc.) beforehand so that  
the first day is spent on more meaningful activities and connection

• Send the new hire company swag, such as a coffee mug or a t-shirt

• Email over an agenda of their first day and first week to provide clarity

• Provide a list of the company’s career social media channels so they can follow along  
and see what the company is up to.
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An A-to-Z Roadmap of an Effective Onboarding Program

The Inflection Points That Make or Break a New Hire

Having a step-by-step, systematic approach to onboarding can be a major challenge for  
many companies – especially small businesses. In a world where new hires often ‘sink or swim’,  
investing in a structured onboarding program can be extremely beneficial. Having a template  
for your onboarding can help you successfully navigate every detour, speedbump, or fork in the 
road that comes with hiring a new employee. 

Offer Letter 
Once the offer letter is signed,  
you’re off to the races!

Start with Preboarding  
Communicate with your new hire 
each step leading up to their first 
day. Invite them to company events 
and send them necessary documents.

First Day Orientation 
Welcome your new hire with open 
arms! Introduce them to the team, 
show them their new workspace, 
take them out for lunch, and genu-
inely try to make them feel valued. 
Yes, take the time to review the  
policies and procedures but focus  
on creating connections and  
building the relationship.

First Week Feedback  
Gather information and feedback 
through an informal coffee chat  
with the new hire. Have them write 
down questions they encountered 
throughout their first week and  
incorporate the answers into the  
onboarding program.

1-Month Milestone Meeting  
Continue building and nurturing  
the relationship between the  
company, the team, and the new 
hire. Check in frequently – do  
they have everything they need  
to successfully do their job? Are 
there any areas of opportunity  
to improve their onboarding? 

3-month + 6-month  
Milestone Meetings 
The 3 and 6-month marks are  
turning points: the new employee 
has either quit or is thriving. Discuss 
goals and learning and development 
initiatives and if the employee is 
leaving, take the time to properly 
offboard them. 

1-year Celebration! 
This is a time of reflection of the  
not-so-new employee! Recognition 
of their achievements is the name  
of the game here. Celebrate their 
successes on projects so far and 
discuss further growth and career 
development.
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Onboarding Best Practices 

Implement these action items to help set your new hire up for success. The goal of an  
onboarding strategy is to assimilate your new hire into the company and its culture as quickly  
as possible. These are just a few best practices that should be included in your next onboarding:

Preboarding

• Create an agenda and send it to the new hire prior to  
their first day

• Send over necessary forms (tax forms, employee policy manual, 
employee agreement)

• Advise them what they need to bring (ID cards, a computer, etc.)

First Day

• Organize the onboarding presentation and be on time

• Set up their new work station with a small gift

• Introduce the new employee to their colleagues

• Show them systems and programs that they will be using

• Discuss policies and procedures

First Week

• Introduce and discuss projects that they will be working on

• Set up a job shadow session with a colleague

• Schedule feedback sessions and use the feedback to  
improve the next onboard

• Check in and see how their first week is going

3-6 Months

• Invest in training and development initiatives

• Conduct a formal performance review and discuss goals/
professional development opportunities

• Review milestones and recognize employee accomplishments

1 Year

• Conduct a formal performance review

• Celebrate employee’s 1-year work anniversary

• Discuss any changes in benefits or pay
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Spark the New Hire Fire 

Tips to Spice Up Your Onboarding Program  

The best thing about starting a new job is that feeling of excitement. Making sure that your  
new employee feels enthusiastic about their role is the most imperative part of onboarding.  
If you want to become an employer of choice and a great place to work, go above and beyond.  
The ultimate goal is to have your employee feel valued and welcomed, immediately. The sooner 
they start feeling a sense of belonging, the sooner they will start adding immense value and  
productivity to the team! 

We’ve selected some of the best and brightest ideas for making your onboarding process  
unique and fun! Introduce these into your onboarding program and see the difference:

Personalize your onboarding – have 
their favourite treat on hand, share 
their picture in a “Welcome to the 
team” email, or leave a personal, 
handwritten note from their 
manager on their desk

Share a list of great happy-hour/
lunch/coffee/dinner spots near  
the office

Introduce a coffee chat program 
where your team is given a budget  
to take the new team member out 
for a ‘get to know each other’  
conversation

Decorate the new hire’s desk with 
balloons or a welcome sign

Forgo the traditional office tour  
and create a scavenger hunt 

Organize a social activity. This could 
be lunch or happy hour, a ping pong 
match or karaoke, a baseball game or 
team yoga session – source out ideas 
from the team and get creative!

Assign a buddy – someone that  
can answer questions, introduce 
them to colleagues, and show  
them the culture

Think outside the box when it  
comes to the welcome email!  
Some companies create GIF’s,  
some include a personal message 
from the CEO, others include a fun 
survey with questions like, “What  
is your favourite song?”
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The Most Common Onboarding Mistakes   

Fatal Flaws that Drive New Hires Away  

We all make mistakes, and HR is no exception. Onboarding an employee inefficiently or  
ineffectively can lead to higher turnover, performance issues, and more. These are the most  
common onboarding mistakes:

• Being unprepared for a new hire’s onboarding 

• Mismanaging expectations about the role or the company culture

• Making the onboarding more about the employer than the employee

• Leaving the new hire to fend for themself with minimal training

• Minimizing engagement by primarily focusing on administrative details

• Neglecting to communicate company norms, policies and best practices

• Failing to change or modify an inefficient onboarding practice 

• Treating onboarding as a one-time orientation, rather than an ongoing initiative.

 
Luckily, there’s a lot that can be done to improve onboarding. It’s not an overnight goal  
– onboarding should be version 1.0 every time and continuously improved upon. Here are  
some ways to overcome common onboarding mistakes:

• Organizing the onboarding ahead of time

• Checking in throughout the first day and first few weeks to see how the new hire is doing

• Asking for feedback — determining what HR can do to improve the onboarding experience

• Providing clear details about expectations and job requirements 

• Training the new hires on programs, systems, and projects and ensuring they understand

• Updating the onboarding program as often as possible to include feedback from  
new hires and current employees.
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Onboarding Checklist  

Are You Ready for Your New Employee? 

Use this template as a guide for your next onboarding. Once you have the basics nailed down,  
you can start thinking of ways to innovate the program. Remember, the goal is to make the  
employee excited about working for YOUR company so include unique initiatives!

Preboarding: 

 ¨ Send ‘Welcome’ email to new employee with administrative forms 

 ¨ Invite new hire out to any company or team events 

First Day:

 ¨ Introduce the new employee to the team and show them the office

 ¨ Review policy manual and set expectations about the role 

 ¨ Set up work station (Bonus: Have a handwritten note or some company  
swag on the desk!)

 ¨ Q+A – Give the employee a chance to ask questions + provide feedback  
on the onboarding

 ¨ Take the new employee out to lunch

First Week:

 ¨ Pair the new employee with a mentor or a buddy 

 ¨ Discuss employee goals and aspirations 

 ¨ Check in with the new employee to see how the first week is going  
and get feedback on their orientation and onboarding 

 ¨ Review the agenda and action items for the following week 

Ongoing:

 ¨ Conduct formal performance reviews (3-month, 6-month, 1-year mark)

 ¨ Celebrate milestones and recognize employee achievements 

 ¨ Organize team events such as team lunches, happy hour, beach days, etc. 

 ¨ Evaluate progress on goals and discuss career development 
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LEARN MORE ABOUT  
IMPROVING YOUR ONBOARDING 

EXPERIENCE HERE! 
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