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A CHIEF EXECUTIVE WHITE PAPER 

T he data is sobering: half of all hourly workers leave 
new jobs in the first four months, and half of senior 
outside hires fail within 18 months, according to the 

Society for Human Resource Management. Those dismal 
new-hire retention rates are costly—both in terms of the 
time, energy and resources lost to the hiring effort and in 
their impact on workforce morale and productivity. Even 
companies with robust recruiting programs struggle to hang 
onto the employees they’ve fought so hard to attract.

Why the disconnect? One issue is a lack of follow-
through once the hire is made, Dan Fries, managing director 
of Sibson Consulting, suggested to business leaders 
gathered for a recent roundtable discussion co-sponsored 
by Sibson and Chief Executive magazine. “The onboarding 
experience is usually nothing like the recruiting process,” 
he said. “When you go to some of the major universities 
on recruiting day, all the exhibiting employers will have 
elaborate booths and be showing videos and giving things 
away. Then people show up on their first day and are 
essentially told, ‘Here’s the bathroom, here’s your cube, here 
are the papers to fill out for HR, now go get started.’”

Instead, said Fries, “Companies should treat new 
hires and the onboarding process with as much or more 
enthusiasm and effort as they do finding and hiring them—
or risk losing them when the experience doesn’t match up to 
its promise.” The difference in experience when a structured 
onboarding program is missing becomes quickly apparent 
to new hires. Their hopes for their new role quickly dissipate, 
and they begin checking jobs postings elsewhere.

The point resonated with CEO participants, several of 
whom reported lacking a formal process for onboarding. 
“We have orientation, which is administered by HR, for new 
employees, and then we [send] them to their group, and the 
manager takes over,” said Marietta Lee, vice president of 
The Lee Company. “We don’t have a standardized process, 
and our managers don’t have training in how to onboard, so 
I’m sure that some of them do a terrific job—and some just 
wave them through the aisle.”

A White Glove Welcome 
Companies that do have formal processes for making 
new employees feel welcome, integrating them into the 
organization and helping them develop a sense of belonging 
have found the payoff well worth the effort. Cindy Fischer, 
CFO of consulting firm Gap International, reported that 
a four-month program geared toward immersing new 
employees in the company culture and training them on 
methodologies was highly successful at reducing turnover. 

Rethinking the way new hires were brought into the 
company was also a game-changer for Techo-Bloc, a 
landscaping products company that cut turnover in half by 
adopting a “white glove” onboarding practices designed 
to reassure new employees. “It’s a tough situation when 
you start a new job, you feel insecure,” said Charles 
Ciccarello, president of the manufacturing company. “We 
start by greeting them as if they were customers. Then 
they get chaperoned for the first few days by different 
people in the organization, who are all about making them 

feel like the most important 
person in the company because 
first impressions are lasting 
impressions. It makes them feel 
comfortable and gives them a 
sense of belonging.”

Oil field equipment 
manufacturing company Kimray 
has a similar process. It begins 
with every employee, from 
front-line, entry-level workers to 
senior executives, going through 
the same three-day onboarding 
process called the Kimray Way. 
“It focuses on the history of the 
organization, its values, mission 
and vision—really getting a feel 
for what it means to be part of 
the culture,” explains Shad Glass, 
executive vice president of the 
700-plus employee company. 
“Then, individually, depending on 
the level of leadership they are in, 
they’ll have a more individualized 
onboarding program that may go 
on over three to four months.”
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Transition Help 
Kimray pairs each new employee with a seasoned worker 
who can introduce them around, answer questions and 
provide hands-on training to help ease the transition into a 
new environment. An entry-level worker, for example, will be 
matched with a colleague able to show him or her the ropes 
of the working environment. 

Checkups are then conducted throughout the first year of 
employment, with the new employee brought back after one 
month, three months, six months, and then a year to provide 
feedback on what they’ve learned, as well as their experience 
and perceptions of the company. “I give every one of them 
my business card and tell them: ‘If what we tell you that 
we want you to perpetuate about our culture isn’t real—is 
different than what you’ve been presented with here—I want 
to know personally,’” said Glass. “We give them that open-
door opportunity.”

Among other things, feedback from the process has led the 
company to be more intentional in communicating its goals 
to employees. “We found that a high number of new team 
members felt the sole focus of the organization was EBITDA, 
which is the tool we use to measure performance but not 
why we exist,” explained Glass. The company remedied that 
by articulating its vision in a narrative form that described its 
goals for the future and the milestones necessary to achieve it. 

Keeping it Going
Many companies seek out ways to continue supporting and 
monitoring engagement throughout a worker’s employment. 
Several CEOs reported relying on regular pulse tests to get 
feedback from employees on worker engagement and the 
working environment. Results are monitored and, ideally, 
used to identify and address concerns. 

At Medicus IT, for example, employees are asked to rate 
how they’re feeling on a scale of one to five every week. 
When ratings fall, managers are tasked with following up 
to identify and address the cause, whether it’s a workplace 
or personal issue. “I think the biggest mistake that many 
[companies] make is they capture the data, but they don’t 
do anything about it,” said founder and CEO Chris Jann. 
“We’ve had situations surface where an employee is [going 
through] financial hardship and doesn’t know how to make 
it work, so we would get somebody in finance to help them 
work through their personal finance issue. The survey gives 
us the ability to actually—I use the term loosely—care.”

At Society Insurance, emojis are used in a similar fashion, 
with employees choosing an icon that reflects their status to 
their manager and co-workers. “So, if someone is having a 
tough time, everyone on the team knows,” explained Heather 
Boyer, senior vice president and CFO. “It actually helps 
people understand and support each other.” 

Weeding Out Rogues
In some cases, feedback sessions reveal issues with 
employees whose behavior or management style deviates 

Questions to Consider

3 How much impact does onboarding make on the 
      bottom line of your organization?

3 Who in your organization “owns” the new-hire 
      onboarding process?

3 Should onboarding be a different process for 
      different roles and levels in your organization?

3 How long do you think it takes the average new hire 
      to fully assimilate into your organization?

3 What is the optimal link between the onboarding 
      process and the culture of an organization?

3 What is commonly the first disconnect that short 
      circuits onboarding efforts with new hires?

Kimray’s Shad Glass and Techo-Bloc’s Charles Ciccarello

from a company’s culture and values—or, worse yet, 
sabotages a company’s culture or the engagement of its 
employees. Several CEOs referenced the importance of 
having a protocol for surfacing such rogue employees and 
addressing behavioral issues.

“We had a vice president whose behavior created 
roadblocks so that the truth didn’t come out,” said 
Ciccarello. “Because we have multiple sites, and he had 
terrorized them into not communicating with one another. 
That led us to address it in our values, to say, ‘We are a 
transparent company.’”

Medicus experienced something similar, Jann reported, 
recounting the fallout his company experienced when a 
lead engineer with a bad attitude was permitted to stay in 
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place for far too long. “People thought he was untouchable 
and could do anything he wanted,” he said. “The best advice 
I can give in talking about onboarding and retaining and 
everything in between is that when you have that kind of 
conversation, you have 30 days to really fi x things. If you 
allow that attitude to continue to permeate through your 
organization, it’ll get worse and worse and worse.”

Leaders should not only take action to address the 
situation but acknowledge it and communicate that 
teachable moment across the organization. “You have to 
say, ‘This was going on,’” said Paul Huszar, CEO of VetCor, 
who noted the importance of defi ning your organizational 
values, as well as those you, as an organization, reject. “Say, 
‘We as the leadership didn’t necessarily know this was going 
on, but once we did, we took action, because we don’t accept 
bullying or whatever it is.’” 

Ideally, those values are refl ected in performance review 
metrics, added Rory Melick, head of employee experience 
at Lord Abbett & Co., who said that his company uses two 
performance ratings, one that focuses on its values and the 
other on goals. “We will say to people, ‘You’re performing 
below expectations on our values, and here’s why.’ And there 
are certain consequences of that both in compensation and 
career trajectory.”

Instilling that kind of accountability helps companies 
live up to the expectations of new hires by closing the gap 
between what they heard during recruitment and what 
actually transpires in the workplace. Ideally, managers’ 
performance measures will also include onboarding and 
retention metrics, said Fries. “With the 50 percent of new 
hires that typically leave before the end of their fi rst year, 
studies show that those people are usually not quitting the 
company, they’re quitting their manager,” he said.

When onboarding is a priority, responsibility for 
nurturing new hires runs throughout the organization, and 
the program is communicated well and consistently, the 
numbers change, notes Fries. “Data shows that 70 percent 
of employees will still be with your company three years after 
they were hired if they were introduced to the company with 
a more formal onboarding process.” 
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