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ost companies are still onboarding
new leaders and trying to figure
out the best way to do so remotely.
According to a recent HBR article,
only 17% of organizations have
developed systems while 75% will need to conduct
virtual onboarding. Most of the incoming executives we
speak with are concerned about building relationships
and influence in a virtual setting. Few are concerned
about the technical aspects of the job. We see three
ways to optimize a new leader’s experience to address
their concerns.
Considering the company’s values and intentionally
displaying those in a virtual process is the first step. For
example, we normally supply lunch during assessment
debriefs and continue this practice via food delivery.
Having any technology tools delivered in advance
and providing adequate technical support is a way to
demonstrate customer service so that getting up to
speed is a pleasant experience. Having a guided tour
of the intranet, videos from the CEO and recorded
virtual town halls are ways for someone to connect and
interact while the new leader is exploring important
cultural artifacts.
The second opportunity is to create a connection with
peers. Depending on the company’s policies, outdoor
opportunities to connect with social distance can build
camaraderie that is difficult to replicate online. Providing
a schedule of meet and greets that are personalized

to the new leader can be done virtually, particularly
if each incumbent leader reserves time for informal
sharing. We also recommend the popular virtual happy
hour or game event. Keeping it informal and relatively
short seems to be the secret to success. Adding fun
components such as creative, virtual backgrounds or
home scavenger hunts can add liveliness and humor.
The third component is to build effective ways to do an
initial organizational diagnosis. Some of this can occur
from data and frequent touch points with the new team,
but a certain intuitive element comes from pattern
recognition that engaging in the work environment
brings. Virtual work observation is not always as
comfortable for front line employees as a casual dropin. However, when people are given the opportunity
to show what they like about their work, they rise to
the occasion. In cases where it is feasible, some level
of a live visit can be arranged. The recognition that
fresh eyes bring occurs from experiential learning.
We also recommend encouraging peers to invite the
new leader to a variety of meetings for learning the
organization and its people. Better to be too inclusive
than leave uncomfortable blind spots.
Onboarding in a virtual space can take more time and
patience because we are artificially creating space
for serendipitous conversation and learning. It is well
worth the effort when a new leader feels he or she has
a genuine connection to the organization.
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Advice for Virtual Onboarding
Michael Sliter, Ph.D.

O

nboarding in a virtual setting
requires a deeper investment
from leaders than ever before.
To effectively help bridge the
gap, it is critical to understand
that the unease that any new employee brings with
them is amplified by the uncertainty and surface-level
connections brought about by working virtually. As a
leader, it is your role to create deeper connections at
every turn.
Focus on culture
Culture can be a nebulous factor at the best of times
but is particularly so when mediated by a computer
screen. Over 70% of employees would consider
leaving a company whose culture does not line up
with their own values, and most often employees see
the culture of the company being best reflected by
their immediate leader. As that leader, spend time
in dialogue about the values of the organization as a
whole. Share your own story—what brought you here
and what keeps you focused. Then, emphasize the
culture of the team; what separates your team from
others? What do you care about? How do you have
fun? The goal here is to create as many emotional
connection points as possible.

Build the team with each new hire
Depending on the size of the team, adding a single
person can change the dynamic entirely. This is
especially the case when there are fewer natural
touchpoints, given that the proverbial water cooler
does not exist in the virtual world. As such, unnatural
touchpoints will need to be scheduled. Encourage
team members to reach out proactively and often,
and ask that everyone goes beyond just the work
itself. Help them find common ground, whether in
interests, hobbies, or values. Fun activities like bring
your pet to work day and sharing mementos can help
people find common ground.
Make onboarding continuous
It is easy to assume that onboarding is “done”
after a week or a month. The new employee seems
comfortable. The skills and abilities you hired them for
are starting to shine. But that can just mask potential
insecurities and frustrations. The best leaders assume
that onboarding is a continuous process to be
managed over months or even a year. With a solely
virtual environment, this is more true now than ever.
Put together a formal plan that spans time and ask
for input from the team and the new employee
throughout this process.
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Onboarding: Optimizing the Virtual Space
Ashley Moroney, B.A.

esearch shows that about 50% of all
new hires will turn over in the first
6 months of employment (Bauer,
2010). However, when onboarding
is approached as an ongoing talent
strategy, companies gain more committed, effective
employees and benefit from significantly higher
retention rates. A structured onboarding program
with a focus on the Four Cs (Compliance, Clarification,
Connection, and Culture) increases retention by up to
69%. With remote work here to stay indefinitely, now
is the time to shift onboarding processes to a more
systematic, virtual direction. Here are some ways to
incorporate the Four Cs virtually.
Compliance
Compliance is typically the only phase of onboarding
that companies consistently provide for new
employees. It includes paperwork and any regulatory
training needed to begin employment. Many
employers reserve this step for the employee’s first
day, but research shows electronically sending these
forms following the offer letter acceptance is a simple
way to increase efficiency and build a connection
(Graybill, et al., 2013). Although automating this
process is ideal, granting access to the onboarding
portal right away can free up valuable time for role
clarification on a new hire’s first day.
Clarification
Role clarity—the degree to which employees have
a clear understanding of their tasks, responsibilities,
and processes at work—is a major driver of both
satisfaction and turnover, particularly in younger
employees and during onboarding (Hassan, 2013).
Many employers provide a job description as the
sole resource for insight into a role; however, clearly
outlining the employee’s duties and how they fit
into the larger organizational context is a great way
to reduce that initial discomfort that accompanies
unfamiliar territory. In a virtual setting, you can provide
clarity with a team meeting during the first week of

new employment, introducing new hires and explicitly
outlining how they will contribute to the group’s
success. This will reduce uncertainty and facilitate a
connection.
Connection
Building and maintaining a strong initial connection
with a new hire is key to retention. In a virtual workplace,
they are at the highest risk for feeling left out, making
it vital for you to find extra time outside of team
meetings to check in regularly. Assigning a tenured
team member as a peer mentor for the new hire will
boost proficiency by giving them an additional point
of contact for questions and “insider information”
about the job (Dewar, 2019). This facilitates learning
and a culture of connectivity in a remote setting.
Culture
Creating a virtual team culture can be the most
difficult phase of onboarding remote workers,
and most companies overlook this piece entirely.
However, feeling left out of the corporate “norms”
such as acronyms, politics, and values is a driving
factor for new hire turnover. Providing employees
with a glossary of company lingo is one of many ways
to get new hires acclimated quickly. Recognize how
their backgrounds add to the culture of the existing
team and find ways for everyone to share unique
experiences or knowledge. This will promote an
inclusive culture with the added benefit of sharing
best practices.
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